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Abstract

This chapter analyses the representation of terrorist figures in two recent feature films that
focus on the experience of terrorist figures operating in contemporary France. It locates the
films within the context of French republicanism and anxieties about immigration and
terrorism, and draws upon France’s specific ideology of laicité (secularism) in relation to the
republic’s troubled postcolonial history. Following the terrorist attacks of January and
November 2015, France in particular saw a significant rise in Islamophobia within the media
and public discourse. However, a comparison of the feature films addressed here — Lucas
Belvaux’s representation of right-wing extremism Chez Nous (2017) and Nicolas Boukhrief’s
portrayal of an Islamic fundamentalist cell Made in France (2016) — illuminates the
complexities of the visual hierarchies at play in representing terrorist figures. Close
consideration of the narrative, framing, and lighting choices in these films reveals that priority
of visibility is not only given to right-wing extremist terrorists, but to the white terrorists more
broadly. In Made in France, white terrorists are afforded greater visibility regardless of their
practice of Islam. While these films maintain a proximity between viewer and white terrorists,
encouraging empathy and identification, they turn the audience’s attention away from the
experiences and emotions of Arab and Berber terrorist figures, creating an imbalance in the
distribution of compassion. This disparity, which finds its roots in France’s colonial legacy and
centres around race and ethnicity, risks categorising white terrorists as somehow more human,
worthier of visibility, imposing a racially coded categorisation between ‘good terrorists’ with
whom we can and should empathise, and ‘bad terrorists’ for whom empathy is not possible.
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