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– Preface –


I n the immediate aftermath of the 13 November,2015 terrorist attacks on Paris, I sat down, totally devastated, to write this book. I wrote as if driven, day and night for six weeks. I was obsessed with gathering information. I devoured the news on the radio, internet and every newspaper I could find.


I heard about the attacks around 9.30 p.m. as three men in a black Seat Leon were driving through the 10th and 11th arrondissements shooting people out celebrating the start of the weekend on café and restaurant terraces on this unseasonably warm Friday evening in November. I was in a restaurant on the opposite bank of the Seine, listening to the waiter give the specials of the day, when I got a call from my son. He shouted that ‘they were driving around shooting at people.’ I believed him with no hesitation. In retrospect I am amazed at how unsurprised I was. Since the attacks on Charlie Hebdo and Hyper Casher in January 2015 we had all been half expecting a second attack. I realised instantly that he was talking about terrorist attackers. I asked him where he was and whether he was safe and told him not to go out of the house and to put the radio on. I had lived in Israel for five years and in a split second resorted to the old me, living in a country plagued with terrorism and able to react instantaneously. In Paris too it turned out that the radio and social media were the most efficient ways of keeping people in touch and getting information. That same night Facebook set up a page where you could post that you or someone else was safe. And the Twitter account #rechercheparis posted hundreds of photos of missing people, always with the same appeal: If you have seen this person please post. They were often holiday snaps or selfies of happy young people.


The restaurant had a plate glass façade. It would have been all too easy to shoot us. ‘We’re sitting ducks,’ I told my companion. We abandoned our meal. As we were paying, people’s smartphones started pinging with the first news, something bad was going down. As yet we had no idea just how bad. I spent that night like many others in Paris. I tried to find out if all my family and friends were safe, absorbing all the information coming from the media on a minute-by-minute basis. On the television, local residents said they had seen tanks, streets cordoned off, soldiers. A radio reporter told of seeing bodies lying in the streets and talked of a hostage situation. We couldn’t grasp how many terrorists there actually were: so many attacks were happening at the same time in different places.


President Hollande came on television to announce a state of emergency and that the borders were closed. In the early hours of the morning AFP gave out some figures for the evening and night: more than a hundred people had died and many had been injured in the series of attacks on football fans, on concert-goers, and on customers in cafés and restaurants. Later, the death toll of the Bataclan attacks rose to 130, and the injured to 352. The perpetrators were followers of the so-called Islamic state. Hollande said the attacks had been planned from outside but carried out with help from within. We were all too familiar with the profile of these self-proclaimed holy warriors. It was the same as with the Charlie Hebdo and Hyper Casher attackers.


The media soon told us what the police had discovered. They had identified young French and Belgians, aged between twenty and thirty-one, of migrant backgrounds, who had grown up in the suburbs of Paris and Brussels, scraping by with odd jobs, or unemployed. Losers, petty criminals, dropouts, sociopaths. Several had turned their backs on their families. Three of them had gone to Syria in late 2013 and spent months in that country riven with civil war. More than one commentator declared the arrival in Europe of the Syrian generation of terrorism.


We have often been told in recent times that there is no border fence high enough or security measure tough enough to be able to prevent terrorism completely. We’re going to have to learn to live with the threat of Islamic violence.


But can you ever learn to live with terrorism? What happens when a café, a concert hall, a train, a shopping mall, a church, a street, a Christmas market, a school – basically when anywhere we go during the day can be turned into a crime scene at any moment? Of course you can live with terrorism. But terrorism is not an inconvenience you just learn to deal with. Terrorist attacks deprive us of our fundamental certainties. Terrorism makes us doubt everything and everyone.


In the days following the attacks many people expressed their outrage and sympathy with the victims by lighting candles, laying flowers, praying, singing, and posting their solidarity with the victims on Twitter or Facebook. Politicians honoured the victims with a minute’s silence and called for an unrelenting fight against terrorism.


#prayforparis was followed by #jesuisbruxelles, #prayforistanbul, #jesuisnice, #prayforgermany, for Orlando, for Ansbach, Würzburg, Berlin. People were dying from terrorist attacks in Lahore, Kabul, Kazakhstan, Parachinar, Damascus, al-Arish, Baghdad, Tel Aviv, Maiduguri, Kandahar, Mombasa. Even if we weren’t directly affected, we were all aware, if only at the margins of our consciousness, of the images of destruction on the other side of the world.


In her essay ‘Observing the Suffering of Others’, Susan Sontag explains why sympathy is an unstable emotion. When it cannot be transformed into action, then it withers. She writes that once you get the feeling there’s nothing you can do, you become bored.


I don’t think I was alone in feeling overwhelmed by all the images of violence, and, saddened, I reacted by withdrawing. The news didn’t cause me to think or reflect, but rather to seek solace in my own private world. I wasn’t bored by the news, but I did start to push it away, well aware that our democracies were endangered not only by terrorism but also by our failure to come up with clear plausible arguments to counter the voices of populism.


Unsurprisingly, on the day following the attacks, the extreme-right Front National sounded off against the European Union and foreigners, and called for the borders to be closed, and for a referendum on the death penalty. It was this narrative which sought to exclude entire ethnic groups that brought the Front National unprecedented success in the regional elections.


Right-wing populists are not only gaining ground in France. In Holland, Germany and Denmark we see the same phenomenon. How easy life would be if we could stop terrorism by closing the borders. Yet the perpetrators of the 13 November attacks were not foreigners but young people from within our midst. It was French people killing their fellow French. The question was, how was this possible? How could someone who had grown up with one of the most modern welfare states – with accident insurance, old age pensions, sickness benefits, vocational assistance, child, parent and housing benefits, job security, minimum wage and parental leave – come to hate his fellow citizens so much that he would don a suicide vest.


Indeed, what could incite a young man to yearn so passionately for the ‘adventure’ of death? And what were terrorism and fear doing to us? And when we call for the defence of our values, what, exactly, do we mean: what should we be defending? In order not to drown under the weight of all the news and the helplessness, I had recourse to my bookshelves and the classics. I reread Voltaire and Hannah Arendt, Montesquieu and Kafka, Goethe and Ernst Bloch, Theodore Levitt, Erich Fromm and Marcel Mauss. They gave me the means and wherewithal to confront reality.


In his Treatise on Tolerance, Voltaire writes: ‘It takes a certain skill to turn people into fanatics and to steer them down that path. But deception and audacity alone are not enough, we have already seen that it’s as much a question of coming into the world at the right time.’


What he means by that is that fanaticism can only flourish if the spirit of the times is ripe. Not every era creates jihadists. Ours does.




PART ONE



– France is at War –



I n the first days following the Paris attacks of 13 November, 2015, I became obsessed with accumulating information. I read newspapers, listened to the radio, watched countless television reports, trawled the internet looking for announcements and pictures posted under various hashtags, and discussed with friends the updated results of the investigations broadcast to the world by the newsagencies’ live feeds; every minute brought new information, it became my life, 24/7.


I did it because I was devastated. Because I wanted to understand what had actually happened, what was about to engulf us, what we had to get to grips with. ‘Because “Knowledge is power”,’ I would reply, quoting the English philosopher Francis Bacon, whenever my family begged to be allowed just once not to wake up to the voices of the France Culture or France Inter radio journalists. I knew as well as anybody that there was no point in getting bogged down in all this information. I had lived in Israel after all, a country where attacks were daily fare. Over there, psychologists would assert that this sort of information did not actually aid communication, deepen understanding or lead to any conclusion, indeed too much information did nothing to diminish fear – on the contrary it stoked it and rendered people passive. You shouldn’t seek out the news for more than an hour a day, unless your life actually depended on it. Instead you should focus on the everyday.


If I had heeded this advice I would doubtless have fed my family and friends better and, to be honest, it would have been more constructive to tidy my office than to obsess about the next alert on my smartphone. Following the attacks my mobile was constantly in my trouser pocket or by me on the table or on my bedside table at night. And always on ‘loud’. I even took it with me when I went jogging in the Jardin du Luxembourg, because you could never be too sure. I had become an information junkie and my drug of choice, in this digital age, was instantly available. Unlike José, our local tramp, I didn’t even have to go to the supermarket to get my bottle of cheap rotgut. I just had to sit down at my desk and open the browser. I could get my fix with a few clicks of my mouse.


Most announcements came at one remove. ‘Our television colleagues tell us,’ they would say. Or ‘As reported in the newspaper Libération, it is possible that’ or ‘According to eyewitnesses’ or ‘The Washington Post reports that’. By the second day the news had already spread around the world. If any of the journalists in the city had come across a single piece of information, a picture or an anecdote, or had even discovered a new eyewitness, or scooped a leaked announcement, then he was immediately quoted by his colleagues. CNN reported what AFP had published, who in turn were quoting Mediapart – it was a neverending cycle. Police investigations by their very nature take time, and yet the whole world was desperate for action and results. And above all everybody was needing to be told that something was being done, that measures were being taken that would protect them from what President Hollande on the Elysée Palace Twitter account had called an act of ‘absolute barbarism’ and an ‘act of war’.


‘Yesterday’s events constitute an act of war,’ he wrote, ‘in the face of which the country must take appropriate decisions.’


But what were the appropriate decisions? The question was debated immediately around the world. From then on I would read analyses by terror experts, psychologists, sociologists, philosophers, social workers, mothers of jihadists, fathers of victims, experts on Islam, Middle East specialists and politicians who were called in to explain to us what had happened and what might yet happen.


Civil society has regretfully become accustomed to the fact that jihadists hate journalists, cartoonists and Jews. But with the 13 November attacks we all became a target. Paris was ‘the capital of abomination and perversion’ said the so-called Islamic State, when they claimed responsibility for the attacks, and ‘this attack was merely the beginning of the storm and a warning for all those who wanted to learn from it.’


The left-wing government learned quickly. The very next day President François Hollande announced a state of emergency. Border controls were introduced, they called up reservists, mobilised soldiers and carried out house searches. On the third day after the attacks, in a speech to the gathered deputies and senators at the palace of Versailles, Hollande announced a whole raft of further measures, including the extension of the state of emergency, a meeting with Presidents Obama and Putin to forge a coalition against IS, the racking up of air strikes on terrorist positions in Iraq and Syria, a reversal of the planned reductions in army personnel numbers, the transfer of the Charles de Gaulle aircraft carrier to Syria and legislative reform which would allow for anyone of dual nationality convicted of terrorism to lose their French passport.


I can clearly remember a brief exchange I had with a friend. We were standing at the bar in one of those bistros where you can pick up your lottery winnings, drinking lemonade and listening to the television above the barkeeper’s head.


‘France is at war,’ started Hollande. ‘Friday’s attacks are acts of war. We will prolong the state of emergency for another three months . . . but this war, unlike any other we have known, against a new enemy requires a constitutional amendment which will enable us to manage the crisis.’


‘What on earth will that mean?’ I whispered, horrified, to my friend.


‘Give it a rest Gila,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to hear any more!’


I didn’t say another word. And when the whole bistro, including the regulars, joined in the Marseillaise with the French MPs and senators, I looked down at my trainers in embarrassment.


Expressions of nationalist feeling scare me. Yet two days later I found myself crying as I watched 70,000 people of both nations singing the French national anthem live from the football international at London’s Wembley stadium.


‘A shark and an elephant cannot meet and make war. But anything which lives in the same water has, whether it likes it or not, an identity which makes either war or mutual understanding possible,’ writes Ernst Bloch in Farewell to Utopia. Were we living in the same waters as IS? And who had decided, IS or France? Did President Hollande really have to use the same vocabulary as the very terrorists who wanted nothing other than to foment civil war in Europe? So . . . we were at war. Brilliant, I thought. Had anyone bothered to ask us, the people?


—


I read in an article that the terrorists had opened fire during the sixth song of the Eagles of Death Metal. I knew where the journalist had got his source. In my media obsession I had come across the interview which the drummer’s brother had given to WSB-TV in which he reassured the reporter. His brother was fine, he had said, he was at the police station. How weird was that, I thought, that a French journalist based his report on a telephone interview which the brother of an American drummer had given to a small TV station in Atlanta, and then I got to work finding out the title of the song in question. The novelist in me feels that this sort of incidental information should perhaps be looked into a bit more closely to try and establish some sort of meaning.


I spent a morning trawling every conceivable source. In vain. I started ringing around.


‘Do you happen to know what song the band in Bataclan played just before the attack? No big deal, it’s just I’ve read the terrorists had opened fire at the start of the sixth song.’


‘You and your crazy questions,’ was all he said.


My second phone call was equally unsuccessful. ‘No idea,’ I was told. And ‘What does it matter?’


Not until my fourth call did I get the answer I hadn’t asked for: ‘I know you,’ said a friend who really knew me, ‘you just want a distraction.’


She was right, of course. And I assume that the journalist too was trying to master his own sense of devastation with concrete facts. The sixth song, that was real – quantifiable. It had clear limits, something happened at the sixth song, not the fourth or the fifth, something which none of us understood and which we had to keep returning to ever since 13 November.What was going on in the heads of those men? What does somebody think about who types, as he did, ‘It’s starting, we’re off’ into his mobile, gets out of his car, throws the phone into the nearest bin and goes into a concert venue to shoot into the crowd? What is behind this brutal singularity of purpose? And how can you bring someone to hate so much that he is prepared to turn himself into an instrument of death?


I tried to think myself into his state of quasi-intoxication, into that heady feeling of superiority. He must have felt so powerful as he set off, in the knowledge he was carrying certain death in his bag. And how he must have despised all those who had come, not to die, but to enjoy themselves. According to one of the survivors, he had killed continuously for ten minutes, remaining very calm and composed, only to turn his own body into the ultimate killing machine by blowing himself up once he had fired all his ammunition.


Yet it wasn’t just his blind zeal which devastated us, not just the radicality of his actions, not only the realisation that it was possible to kill off all human feeling in oneself. What left us speechless, what we couldn’t accept, was that this ‘cold fire of the fanatic’ – this description is from Erich Fromm, and nothing says it better – this passion without heat had left all of us, victims, bereaved, witnesses, with a sickening feeling of helplessness, of being at the mercy of forces we could not control.


In the days following the attacks we all tried to find words for our devastation and that father who, two days after the bloodbath, still didn’t know whether his daughter had survived, spoke the words for all of us. His daughter had moved to Paris from Marcqen-Baroeul, a medium-sized town with a population of 40,000 to the north of Lille, to work as a lighting technician at Bataclan. Her name was Nathalie, she was thirty-one, and on the picture of her put out on the internet under the hashtag #rechercheparis , which people were using to search for their loved ones, she was smiling and making the Heavy Metal sign, fist raised, index and little finger up, called variously devil’s horns or chip fork, depending on where you were coming from.
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