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“Tell them I'm from Venezuela and my name is Carlos. 
Tell them I'm the famous Carlos. They know me” (Illich 
Ramírez Sánchez, a.k.a. 'Carlos the Jackal'). 

Using this statement as a starting point, discuss the 
significance of  celebrity AND/OR fame AND/OR 
identity politics in ONE OR MORE text you have studied. 

From the “Fictions of  Terrorism” Module at Durham University 
(Convener: Dr Sam Thomas)

Reproduced for Music from the Farther Room: A Film Blog by George Magner

The Cinematic endeavour to signify non-fictional acts of  terrorism reveals a process of  

identification, imagination and illusion, a system based on Lacan's theory of  the Mirror-Stage. Cinema is 

“one of  the languages through which the world communicates itself  to itself ”;1 a veritable mirror that 

can articulate the viewer's conflict between perceived reality and the “ineffable” Real, Lacan's “state of  

nature from which we have been forever severed by our entrance into language”.2 Terrorism's strategy of  

violent spectacle is a psychodynamic act of  intrusion on our social consciousness, an attempt to embed 

their identity upon the impossible state. Their attempt to disrupt society's imaginary and symbolic order 

is an act of  “passion for the Real”.3 For Oliver Assayas (Carlos, 2010), Stephen Spielberg (Munich, 2005) 

and Paul Greengrass (United 93, 2006), such tension between reality and the Real is at the heart of  their 

pictures. Their “intrusion into semblance” explores the “gap of  the real” that haunts the Lacanian 

mirror.4 Through close analysis of  their cinematic language, we can question how each practitioner 

traverses the fantasy of  the Lacanian mirror to embed a public identity upon the perpetrators of  

terrorism, as the viewer's perception becomes “dependent upon the physical and mental interventions” 

of  the director.5 

The Mirror-stage is an analogy for the subject's cognition of  the Imago: the“ideal unity” by which 

“the subject originally identifies himself  with the visual Gestalt of  his own body”.6 This framing device is 

is similarly applied by the director to establish the terrorist's isolated identity:
1 Paula Murphy, “A New Kind of  Mirror” in Psychoanalysis and Film Theory, from Kritikos: journal of  postmodern cultural sound,  

text and image Volume 2, (Feb 2005), at intertheory.org/psychoanalysis1.htm
2 Dino Felluga, "Modules on Lacan: On the Structure of  the Psyche." in Introductory Guide to Critical Theory. (Purdue 

University, Jan 31 2011), at purdue.edu/guidetotheory/psychoanalysis/lacanstructure.html 
3 Alan Badiou, The Century (Cambrdige: Polity Press, 2007), pp.48-57
4 Ibid.
5 Jaques Lacan, "Symbol and Language" in The Language of  the Self  (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1956) p.41 
6 Lacan,  “The Mirror Stage” in Ecrits: A Selection, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Tavistock, 1977), pp.18-19. By “Ideal”, we 

can infer “idealised”: the Gestalt is the “Ideal-I” that  “anticipates in a mirage the maturation of  his power” (p.2)
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      1.1 [Carlos Pt.III, 56:12]                                                                           2.1 [Munich, 50:19] 

Assayas and Spielberg's use of  glass isolates the terrorist from the viewer, creating visual tension that 

identifies subject as a social projection. To project himself  on the imaginative consciousness of  the 

public, Carlos assumes the identity of   the homo sacer, Agamben's anti-social figure whose 

“unpunishability of  his killing and the ban on his sacrifice”  is “situated[...] outside both human and 

divine law”.7 Assayas isolates Carlos from the social world, shooting through cars or phone booths, 

separated from the viewer by the windscreen. Carlos' paradoxical elevation and rejection from society is 

manifest in his transparent cage, identifying himself  as the transgressor of  social order. In becoming 

homo sacer, the terrorist assumes the identity of  the Other; a personality realised as “light reflected onto 

the level of  fatality, which is where the id manifests itself ”.8 

Whereas Assayas' projection of  Carlos actively seeks identification as homo sacer, Spielberg's 

subliminal conceit illustrates Avner's surrender to homo sacer, identifying with terrorists to in order to 

exact vengeance. Like Assayas, Spielberg confines Avner within a closed frame that “does not 

acknowledge the existence of  off-screen space”.9 Observed through a frame-within-the-frame, Avner is 

isolated from the viewer's reality. For him, this social space “no longer exists... you are now officially 

unoffocial” [18:50]. Ephraim creates an asocial void “separated from approach to the sanctuary as well as 

from contact with men” in which Avner and his team can assume the polarised identity of  their targets.10 

In [2.1], the framing device is the windscreen of  Hamshari's daughter's car, poised to activate the phone-

bomb meant for her father. Spielberg frames Avner within his moral dilemma; isolated within an 

unpunishable state of  criminality as he realises the dreadful consequence of  his actions. 

In each case, the director posits the viewer as the subject, witnessing a projection of  the terrorist. 

This notion is complicates as each director takes us to the moment of  destruction Lacan calls “entry into 

language”:

7 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer : Soverign Power and Bare Life (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), p.48
8 Lacan (1977)  p.6. 
9 Gustav Mercado, The Filmmaker's Eye: learning (and breaking) the rules of  cinematic composition (Burlington MA: Elsevier, 2011) 

pp.10-11, & Blain Brown, Cinematography Theory and Practice, 2nd Ed. (Abingdon: Focal Press, 2012) pp.49-51
10 William Robertson Smith,  Lectures on the Religion of  the Semites (London: Elibron Classics, 1889 [Reprinted 2005])  pp.152-

153. Smith's work on Taboo inspired Freud's Totem and Taboo, Lacan's Other, and ultimately Agamben's homo sacer.
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1.2 [Carlos Pt.III, 55:32]    2.2 [Munich, 50:46]

Assayas articulates Brigitte Kuhlmann's point of  “transcendence”, via the foregrounded petite-bourgeois 

woman; suggesting an “"us versus them"11 scenario integral to homo sacer. The window isolates us from 

Kuhlmann as she initiates Carlos' act of  vengeance, but also traps the viewer on board the train with his 

target. Kuhlmann's identity is obscured, “Subtracting [herself] from the sanctioned forms of  both 

human and divine law” by removing herself  from the consequences of  violence.12 The effect is 

exacerbated by the action of  the camera, following Kuhlmann as she places the bomb, but unable to exit 

the train with her. Assayas ccontrasts an open frame within the closed, doomed carriage (a visualised 

dramatic irony) with the flat, featureless outside space Kuhlmann now occupies. This “consideration of  

the flat negative-positive values of  the surface”, exposes the inter-subjective relationship between the 

viewer and subjects.13 The audience, arbiter of  the imaginative reality of  the film, is trapped within the 

image. Whilst we anticipate detonation, Kuhlmann continues to exist beyond the social order, rendered 

“ineffable” by the utter lack of  substance in the outside world, indicative of  the featureless Real, which 

the viewer is unable to inhabit14 

Spielberg's portrayal of  the same conceit develops the moral dilemma posed in [2.1], as Avner 

returns to the viewer's perspective of  reality in attempting to stop Robert detonating the bomb. 

Returning Avner to the side of  the viewer, Spielberg reveals Avner's inner conflict between the “Innenwelt  

and the Umwelt”.15  However Avner's reflection is superimposed onto Robert, a complex doubling 

representative of  the viewer's interaction with the cinematic terrorist. Whilst Avner witnesses Robert and 

the detonator, he is also reflected in Spielberg's mirror; he is as much responsible for Robert's actions as 

Robert himself. This moment of  horror suggests an unsettling truth; By framing the terrorist as the 

mirrored imago,  the director projects the terrorist as the Real image of  our social consciousness.

11 Martha Crenshaw, “The Causes of  Terrorism” in Comparative Politics, Vol. 13, No.4 (July 1981), p.390
12 Agamben (1995), p.53
13 Gregory Battock, cited by David Bordwell in Making Meaning: Inference and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of  Cinema,  

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp.57
14 Alan Sheridan, Translator's notes to Ecrits (1977), p.x
15 Lacan (1977) p.4 The Innenwelt and Umwelt constitute the relationship between the subject and his perception of  reality.
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The target of   the cinematic terrorist is an “intersubjective encounter” with society's symbolic 

“order of  the city”16.This is the “answer of  the Real” Lacan calls “entry into language”, shattering the 

precepts of  the subject's identification with itself.17 The cinematic representation of  this literally 

displaces fiction and reality on screen:

1.3 [Carlos Pt II, 28:54]                                                                                          3.1 [United 93, 34:58]

1.4 [Carlos Pt. III, 55:40]                                                                                          3.2 [United 93, 36:45] 

The transition from cinematic to archived footage disrupts our apprehension of  cinematic reality, 

exposing the subject as a “replica in a new kind of  mirror”.18  [1.3] and [3.1] share the curious 

phenomena of  a real event imposed onto the cinematic image. For Assayas, a subtle computer-generated 

transition from archive footage to cinematic action creates an unnatural effect of  seamlessly moving 

between cinematic and physical reality.19  He applies several filters to his image, to emulate the noisy 

monochrome of  antiquated television camera technology The transition is disconcerting, as it suppresses 

the viewer's perception of  time. Assayas briefly fools the viewer into percieving his cinematic projection 

as the “Real Thing”; Žižek's euphemism for reality as “the best appearance of  itself ”.20 Lacan names this 

Méconnaisance: an act of  “misrecognition” that  “reactualizes the imago”, our projected image of  the 

16 Slavoj Žižek,  Welcome to the Desert of  the Real! Five Essays on September 11 and Related Dates (London: Verso, 2002), p.8
17 Žižek, Enjoy Your Symptom! Jaques Lacan in Hollywood and Out (London: Routledge, 1992), p.37
18 Christian Metz, “The Imaginary Signifyer” in Film and Theory: an Anthology, ed. Robert Stam and Toby Miller (Oxford: 

Blackwell, 2000), p.410
19 See Brown (2012), pp.245-264 
20 Žižek,(2002), pp.11-12
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terrorist, “together with its intentional correlation”, the historical event the director seeks to emulate.21 

The viewer is coerced into accepting and entering into the director's cinematic language. Disassociated 

from their imaginative perception of  the terrorist; the screen identity becomes our perceived reality. 

This cinematic deception is vital to the viewer's acceptance of  the film-as-mirror-image, a 

“compressed locus” of  the “external world of  reality”.22 In United 93, the World Trade Centre is the 

manifestation of  American symbolic order. Its destruction creates a symbolic “Lack” which is occupied 

by the terrorist. Greengrass subverts Hitchcock's rule of  representative composition, “the size of  an 

object in the frame should be directly related to its importance in the story” to manipulate the audience's 

apprehension of  “the reason behind [its] visual emphasis”.23 The towers' destructive entry into language is 

portrayed as a visual Méconnaissance; Greengrass intentionally misplaces his camera so that the destruction 

is framed by the confusion of  the American security forces. The towers' diminished significance within 

the frame forms a cruel visual irony, as the frenetic activity within the control tower frames the smoking 

towers in the distance. Cinema replicates an image of  reality, but “like the childhood mirror”, notes 

Murphy, “the imaginary completeness that the screen represents merely serves to disguise an inherent 

lack”.24 [1.4] demonstrates this extremely effectively in conjunction with [1.2]. The voiceover “I heard a 

terrible explosion”, sourced from archive footage, prematurely juxtaposes the cinematic encounter with 

the Real event. The shift in subject, from fictitious woman to actual, bloodied man, demonstrates the 

effect of  the “terrible explosion”; the train is reduced to a symbolic “lack” as it is obliterated. Metz states 

that “cinema involves us in the imaginary,” but to “switch it immediately over into its own absence” is 

analogous to the child in the mirror, witnessing the destruction of  his projected identity.25  

Likewise, Greengrass depicts the human figure dwarfed by the intrusion of  the terrorist into his 

symbolic order [3.2]. He manipulates the viewer's “compulsion to repeat” via a reflected projection of  

the event, allowing the viewer to experience their dispossession of  the twin towers, just as the child is 

dispossessed of  their imago in the mirror The viewer relives the experience of  “penetrating the Real 

Thing” that simulates entry into language.26 The televised image engulfs the figure before it, eradicating 

the suggestion of  off-screen space as the towers occupy the entire image. For Badiou, this “is the 

passion for the real”: if  “force is attained through the purging of  form”, then the hijackers' “authentic” 

identification occurs in the moment the American people are dispossessed of  their icon.27 

21 Lacan (1977), p.14. See also Sheridan's notes on the same, pp.x-xi, and Zizek (1992), pp.12-13
22 J. M Magrini, On the System of  the “Suture” in Cinema in Otherzine (11 Feb 2006), at 

othercinema.com/otherzine/index.php?issueid=15&article_id=33
23 Mercado (2011) pp.7-8. Mercado's book functions well as a cinematic glossary; here he paraphrases Truffat's seminal 

Hitchcok/Truffat.
24 Murphy (2005)
25 Metz (2000), p.410
26 Žižek (2002), pp. 11-15
27 Badiou, (2007), p.50.
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Each director uses a unique means of  establishing this“moment... where the child is born into 

language”.28 Assayas refrains from visualising Carlos' many purported atrocities, opting to portray their 

cause and effect. This is, perhaps, a visual acknowledgement of  the preface, stating “this film must be 

taken as fiction”, reminding the viewer that Carlos cannot be held accountable for many of  his supposed 

crimes. Only twice does he portray Carlos as a killer, in the one event that he was prosecuted for and the 

one event he is truly notorious for. In the latter, Carlos announces himself  to OPEC; “My name is 

Carlos, you may have heard of  me” [Pt.II, 02:56], which differs from the common depiction “ I'm the 

famous Carlos. They know me”. Assayas' less assertive depiction reflects the uncertainty surrounding 

Carlos' identification as the perpetrator of  the OPEC raid. He is yet to be prosecuted for it, and Assayas 

respects the supposition surrounding his identity. The former, at Rue Toullier, Assayas depicts Carlos as 

a cold-blooded murderer [Pt.I, 1.11:30]. However, Assayas takes a bold step in depicting Carlos return to 

the scene of  the crime to vindictively shoot Michel Moukharbal again. This is evidently to correspond 

with the factual evidence that he was shot twice; but why does Assayas choose to portray the one legally 

accountable action in the film with such stylised violence? Badiou suggests that the “absolute violence of  

the real” can never be free of  “semblance... nothing can attest that the real is real”.29 Thus, Assayas 

relishes his one chance to expose Carlos' “Penetration of  the Real Thing”, demonstrating that the Real is 

truly impossible to portray without artistic licence. 

Spielberg and Greengrass take rather different approaches to this portrayal of  the absolute Real:

3.3 [United 93, 43:07]                                                                                          2.3 [M, 04.43]

Like Assayas, Greengrass uses archive footage to blur the viewer's “reconstruction of  a perfect illusion” 

with cinema's “mechanical reproduction of  reality”30 The iconic footage of  the plane is not so 

seamlessly integrated as Assayas' in [1.3]; the transition from reproduction to reality is explicit. However, 

the image is made unsettling in its appropriation as a climactic cinematic sequence. The viewer witnesses 

28 Lacan (1977), p.103
29 Badiou (2007), pp.52-53
30 Andre Bazin, “The Myth of  Total Cinema” in Film Theory and Criticism, Seventh Edition, ed. Leo Baudy and Marshall Cohen 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p.165
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a double exposure of  the terrorist act as fatal destruction and cinematic “spectacle […] a special effect 

that outdid all others”, as the viewer witnesses the “climatic conclusion” of  cinema's “passion for the 

Real”.31  In “reconquering [the] ineffable form” of  the Real,  the director “rediscovers in negation” the 

terrorist' “final triumph”.32  The death of  the homo sacer embeds the hijacker's identity onto the symbolic 

structure: they literally occupy the twin towers, making it the symbol of  global terror.  

Spielberg creates a similar visual paradox in Munich [2.3], an unusual double image that places the 

spectacle of  the Real alongside its cinematic reality. A television screen provides the frame-within-the-

frame that captures the iconic image of  the Munich assault, whilst the same event is played out before 

our eyes beside it. This image is perhaps the most unsettling of  all, as the viewer is left to choose which 

depiction of  the event to focus on. Spielberg unsettles the audience's perception  by challenging their 

sense of  subjectivity. Lightman describes the camera as stepping beyond its role as a detached observer, 

assuming the subjective point of  view of  a participant within the action.33 However, Spielberg plays a 

trick on the viewer; on the screen we experience our own point of  view as an objective consumer of  the 

historical event; whilst simultaneously experiencing the event subjectively as an occupant of  that room. 

Reflected in the cinematic mirror, whose identity do we witness? Whose identity do we assume?

To answer that question, the viewer must understand their place within the director's cinematic 

language. Greengrass' depiction of  9/11 is powerfully visceral; but a symbolic framework runs deep 

beneath his film, revealing an element of  fantasy beneath his attempt to depict the Real:

3.4 [United 93, 1.01:43]                                                                          3.5 [United 93, 1.35:51]

The image of  the Capitol that Jarrah attaches to the joystick is the signifier that reveals Greengrass' 

sublimated symbolic order; the signified target is the emblem of  American infrastructure, and in fixing it 

to his controls Jarrah targets the heart of  American identity. However, the shot is revisited in the climax 

of  the passengers' fight back, and the image is knocked off  the joystick with Jarrah's hands. An inspired 

piece of  directing betrays the symbolism underpinning Greengrass' imaginative interpretation  of  9/11. 

31 Žižek (2002), p.11
32 Lacan (1977), p.104
33 Herbert Lightman, “The Subjective Camera” in The Movies as Medium, ed. Lewis Jacobs (New York: Farrar, Strauss and 

Giroux, 1970), pp.61-66
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He is unable to escape the fantasy of  an American 'victory'. Rather than liberating us from our projected 

identification of  the event, Greengrass “traverses the fantasy”, Lacan's notion of  “fully identifying 

oneself ” with the fantastical structures that underpin our perceived reality.34 “The subject is submitted”, 

comments Boothby, to the director's “symbolic lack that reveals the limit of  everyday reality”.35 

Greengrass fails to reach the gap of  the Real, but in one sense, this is symbolic of  the failure of  the 

Terrorist: both strive to identify with the Gestalt that encompasses the mirror-image, but are held back by 

the subject's dependence on identification with the director's “method of  symbolic reduction.36

Assayas does not attempt to traverse the fantasy: his depiction of  Carlos reflects the notion of  a 

man consumed by his own identity. This is clearest in Carlos' most intimate moment:

1.5 [Carlos Pt. III, 22:21]  1.6 [Carlos Pt. III, 20:26]

Assayas depicts Carlos as a man striving for identification, exposing him in an reconstructed interview 

with Assem al-Joundi. He does so by breaking a basic cinematic rule of  continuity. As Carlos exposes 

himself, Assayas tracks the camera across the “Action-Axis”, so al-Joundi and Carlos' conversation is 

visually severed.37 This subtle but extremely disruptive effect breaks the sense of  narrative continuity 

Jaques-Alain Miller called the “System of  Suture”, the cinematic application of  Lacan's mirror theory.38 

By perverting the Action-Axis, Assayas demonstrates the duality of  Carlos' identity, and invites the 

viewer to identify with one element, rather than the other. In the first shot, Carlos faces towards al-

Joundi, and suggests a mutual cause; “You and I, we're revolutionaries, and you will pass [my story] onto 

the revolutionary press” [20:36]. However, this statement triggers the shift in perspective and the two no 

longer face each other as al-Joundi remarks, “you don't trust me”. The discontinuous camera action 

suggests this lack of  trust, resolved only by Carlos' acquiescence; “you are a great poet, I respect you.” 

As the continuity settles, Assayas reveals the conflicting elements of  Carlos' personality: whilst 

attempting to conform to the image of  the revolutionary, Carlos and al-Joundi find visual harmony 

34 Žižek (2002), pp.17-8
35 Richard Boothby, Freud as Philosopher (New York: Rouledge, 2001), pp.275-276
36 Lacan, (1977), p.5
37 Brown (2012), pp.78-91
38 Stephen Heath, “Notes on Suture”, Screen 18 (Ipswich: EBSCO, Winter 1978), at 

lacan.com/symptom8_articles/heath8.html
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when Carlos reveals his respect for poetry, and subliminally, his desire for his story to be told. As Carlos 

accepts his desire to be written about, al-Joundi remarks, “It has been a while since you had a headline, 

and without newspapers you don't exist”  [21:18]. Deliberately upsetting the mirroring effect of  

cinematic continuity, Assayas reveals how essential the media's reflected image is for Carlos', and for the 

viewer's identification with him.

 In this comment, Assayas expresses the meaning behind Carlos' desire for identification, and 

subsequently reveals the real connection between Terrorism and Cinema. Carlos' desire for identification 

is inextricably bound up in the dissemination of  his identity across the media of  his enemies, an image 

encapsulated in Munich:

2. 4 [Munich, 06:30]

In the midst of  Spielberg's recreation of  the Munich atrocities, the camera tracks at speed down the gap 

between reporters and their cameras. On one side is a multitude of  manicured reporters, each 

representing an individual, televised reality. On the other is an array of  cameras, a single, vast symbolic 

order that frames the reporter within the context of  the Real event. This is the action of  the media 

Carlos describes, without which no Terrorist could exist. The Terrorist is projected upon the action 

itself, becoming the Real Thing the viewer clamours to see. The cinematic image becomes the childhood 

mirror: “an absence” that is “ceaselessly recaptured” in the context of  the film, “the process binding the 

spectator as subject in the realisation of  the film's space.”39 The Real underpins the image, but is beyond 

the apprehension of  the viewer. We can only project our perceived imago onto the cinematic apparatus. 

Thus, the viewer “identifies with himself, [as] pure act of  perception”,40 and the gap of  the Real is exposed: 

not in the mirror-image, but in the fantastical space down which Spielberg's camera traverses; the 

physical space between imaginary and symbolic.

What does this tell us about the identity of  the Terrorist?  Lacan's mirror is ultimately an illusion, 

in which the terrorist is a signifier for the cinematic conflict between perceived reality and the Real. 

39 Heath, “From Narrative Space” in Contemporary Film Theory, ed. Anthony Easthope (New York: Longman, 1993), p.88
40 Metz (2000), p.413
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Murphy is emphatic; a “realist narrative” attempting to portray non-fictional acts of  terror “cannot 

accommodate a tension between metalanguage and object”.41 No work of  cinema can portray the Real 

without an element of  semblance; in searching the screen for the identity of  the terrorist, the viewer 

projects, and responds to, a sign they themselves have produced. For Lacan, “Language imposes being”,
42 and thus the director might create a “drama of  the subject in language”;43  but this is ultimately an act 

of  Méconnaisance. The director provides the symbolic framework, and the subject the imaginative 

projection, convening in the cinematic subject that is the Terrorist. Greengrass, Assayas and Spielberg's 

representations of  Terror are not reflections of  Terrorist identity. They reflect the viewer's social anxiety, 

the projected image of  the ineffable Real. Cinema can never occupy the psychodynamic space of  the 

terrorist; but in encountering our fictions of  Terror we are “able to discern” what Žižek describes as 

“the hard kernel of  the Real”.44 The significance of  cinematic portrayals of  terrorism are not their 

pseudo-revelatory exposure of  the Real. Rather, they empowers us with the language to understand our 

reflections, that we might encounter terror on our own terms.
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