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			Introduction

			Terrorism is the scourge of our age. In Europe alone, in recent years, hundreds of people have been killed in attacks in France, Belgium, Spain, Germany, Sweden, Denmark and Norway. France has been particularly badly hit by a wave of shootings and suicide bombings, losing 130 people in a single night in November 2015, ninety of them at the Bataclan Theatre, where an American band was playing. Australia, Canada and the US have been attacked, along with Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan.

			The UK was targeted in 2017 when the country suffered four fatal terrorist attacks in a three-month period, the first mass killings since fifty-two people were murdered in coordinated suicide bombings on the London transport system in the summer of 2005. Between March and June, people were killed on Westminster Bridge and at the entrance to Parliament, at the Manchester Arena as the audience left an Ariana Grande concert, on London Bridge and outside bars and restaurants in Borough Market, and outside a mosque at Finsbury Park. Three months after that, another terrorist exploded a home-made bomb on a Tube train at Parsons Green, in south London, causing a fireball and injuries but failing to kill anyone. In all, thirty-seven people died in these five attacks and hundreds were injured, many of them having to spend days or weeks in hospital, being treated for burns, stab wounds, crushed limbs or damage done by shrapnel.

			But that wasn’t the full picture of the terrorist threat to the UK: another nine plots were disrupted by the security services between March and December 2017 and the threat level remains ‘severe’, suggesting that another terrorist attack is judged to be ‘highly likely’. As well as tracking would-be terrorists based in this country, counterterrorism police and the domestic security service, MI5, have had to deal with British men (and a small number of women) returning from conflict zones in the Middle East following the collapse of the terrorist group calling itself the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS). Some of these individuals may simply go back to their old lives but others who want to come back, including two members of a notorious ISIS execution and torture squad known as ‘the ­Beatles’, are regarded as highly dangerous. Four hundred British jihadists have already returned, according to a Parliamentary debate in September 2018, but only forty have been prosecuted due to the difficulty of producing evidence of terrorist acts committed in countries where the rule of law had temporarily broken down. Police and MI5 have to keep an eye on all these individuals, whose numbers run into the thousands, and work out which of them pose an imminent threat in the UK. Trying to distinguish between angry young men who express heated anti-Western views and those who will actually plot terrorist attacks is the most urgent task facing the security services, and this book will suggest a new way – by understanding the close link between private and public violence – that it might be done.

			At the same time, local authorities and other public bodies are trying to make bridges, shopping streets and landmarks safer from the kind of vehicle-based attacks that did so much damage in London in 2017. The task of keeping the public safe hasn’t been so pressing since the height of the IRA bombing campaign on the mainland in the 1970s and ’80s.

			Most, but certainly not all, of the recent attacks have been jihadist in origin. In December 2017, a report into three of that year’s attacks – Westminster Bridge, the Manchester Arena and London Bridge – offered rare insights into the thinking behind counterterrorism strategy, revealing a wealth of material that hadn’t previously been in the public domain. (The Finsbury Park attack was excluded from the report because the perpetrator, Darren Osborne, was still awaiting trial when it was published.) Compiled by David (now Lord) Anderson QC, who had previously been the government’s Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation, it was based on an ­assessment of nine previously classified internal reviews which stretched to 1,150 pages. One of the most revealing sections was a comparison between the perpetrators of the three attacks and 269 individuals responsible for terrorist-related offences in the UK between 1998 and 2015. It was a large pool and revealed some striking common factors, including the fact that all five of the 2017 attackers under consideration were male, like 93 per cent of the larger total. (Female terrorists are not unknown but the overwhelming majority are male, like most of the individuals convicted of violent crimes in this country.)

			The report also looked at nationality, revealing that almost three quarters of convicted terrorists (72 per cent) were British and around two fifths (43 per cent) lived in London. Perhaps more significantly, a substantial proportion (38 per cent) were already known to the police and almost half (48 per cent) had previously come to the attention of MI5. Slightly fewer (44 per cent) were already known to have links to a proscribed organisation, most often the Salafist terrorist group al-Muhajiroun. Supporters of ALM, which was founded by the hate preachers Omar Bakri Muhammad and Anjem Choudary, have been implicated in a number of terrorist operations, including a plot to attack the Ministry of Sound nightclub in London and the Bluewater shopping centre in Kent with fertiliser bombs, the murder of Fusilier Lee Rigby in south London in 2013 – and the Westminster Bridge and London Bridge attacks.

			A much more striking connection between the 2017 attacks, as far as I was concerned, wasn’t listed in the report. Four of the five attackers had a history of domestic abuse, amounting to a catalogue of verbal and physical attacks on female relatives and, in the case of the Manchester bomber, Salman Abedi, a brutal assault on a young woman who was in his class at college; the figure rises to five out of six if we include Osborne, the right-wing extremist who drove a hired van into worshippers leaving a mosque in north London. Less information has emerged about the family relationships of the remaining attacker, Khuram Butt, but we know that he displayed a somewhat detached view of fatherhood; Butt led the suicide attacks on London Bridge and Borough Market a matter of weeks after his wife had given birth to their second child. Another of the men in Butt’s cell, Rachid Redouane, had a daughter aged seventeen months at the time he was shot dead by armed police, demonstrating a readiness to abandon infants which will figure in the biographies of a number of the perpetrators who appear in this book.

			The patriarchal assumptions common among such men, who seek to control every aspect of the lives of their wives and children, extend neither to considering their long-term welfare nor to protecting them from the consequences of horrific public acts of violence. It is a chilling view of family relationships in which becoming a husband and father appears to have more to do with confirming a man’s status – and acquiring residency rights, in some cases – than forming close attachments. The widows and children of terrorists have to live not just with grief and loss but with the notoriety of their male relatives, even in cases where they themselves were the first victims of an escalating species of male violence.

			*

			The wider pattern of terrorists with a history of domestic abuse certainly isn’t limited to the UK: in the couple of years before the 2017 attacks, I kept noticing that the perpetrators of some of the most notorious terrorist attacks in Europe and the US had first been violent towards wives and girlfriends. Domestic violence turned up in the background of the security guard who attacked the Pulse nightclub in Florida (forty-nine dead, fifty-three injured), the lorry driver who drove into crowds in Nice on Bastille day (eighty-six dead, 458 injured), the elder of the two brothers responsible for the Boston marathon bombing (three dead, several hundred injured) and a fraudster who took hostages in a café in Sydney in December 2014 (two dead, three injured).

			Critics will say that is to be expected, given that we are talking about a cohort of violent men, but that is my point: male violence doesn’t stay in neat categories. Persistent offenders tend to have convictions for a whole range of violent offences, as I show in chapter two, and I’m suggesting that men who are used to beating, kicking, choking and stabbing women at home are considerably further along the road towards committing public acts of violence. Police and paramedics who have attended incidents of extreme domestic violence, coming upon a scene of injured women and children, pools of blood and overturned furniture, will recognise similarities with the aftermath of a marauding terrorist attack; these are men who have practised behind closed doors, relishing the sensation of holding the power of life or death over family members and becoming desensitised to the horrible effects of violence.

			In the couple of years before I started writing this book, I waited in the aftermath of each succeeding terrorist outrage for details of the perpetrators’ home lives to emerge, and I was surprised that so few commentators – myself and a handful of other feminist writers in this country and the US – had noticed or understood the significance of the overlap. I wrote about it in the Telegraph in the days after the Nice truck attack in 2016, arguing that ‘a history of grudges against women and a record of domestic violence have been common factors in a number of such attacks, offering startling insights into the psychology of men who set out to kill complete strangers’.1 A year later, following the London Bridge and Borough Market attacks, I returned to the theme in the Guardian,2 providing brief details of the perpetrators’ history and pointing out that the impact of domestic abuse is multigenerational; being exposed to parental violence as a child is now regarded as one of the principal adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) which have been implicated in a range of disastrous outcomes for boys, from involvement in gangs and street crime to abusing women themselves when they are older.

			According to senior police officers, there is a striking similarity between boys who join gangs and those who are radicalised by propagandists for terrorist organisations such as Jabhat al-Nusra, the al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria more usually known as the al-Nusra Front, or ISIS. In some cases, they are the very same people, as I show in chapters four and five. Only a handful of abusive men will go on to become terrorists but the damage they do is long-lasting, disproportionate and has a huge impact on the wider community, as we saw in the moving scenes of mass mourning that took place in Manchester after the 2017 bombing.

			One of the things I do, aside from being a writer, is chairing the committee at City Hall that draws up the Mayor of London’s strategy to reduce violence against women and girls (the VAWG Board, for short). I’ve been co-chair since 2013 and I talk regularly to senior police officers, prosecutors, local politicians and representatives of women’s organisations. In 2014, when Boris Johnson was Mayor, we began publishing maps of London showing incidents of rape, serious sexual assault and domestic violence in each of the thirty-two boroughs, using data on recorded crime from the Metropolitan Police. Unlike most of the general public, who seem unaware of how dire the situation is, I am staggered by the prevalence of violence towards women in London; it’s one of the reasons why reports of domestic abuse leap out at me when I read about men who’ve committed other violent crimes, such as terrorism.

			Towards the end of 2017, in a meeting with one of the country’s most senior police officers, I asked whether he’d noticed that the London and Manchester terrorist attacks were all carried out by men who’d abused women. He reacted with genuine surprise, saying that the connection had never come up, not even once, in any of the discussions he’d had over many years with experts on terrorism. The next time I saw him, he said he had gone straight back to his office and asked whether there was any data or analysis identifying terrorists with a history of domestic violence. There wasn’t, he discovered. ‘Intellectually, we’re sure you’re right,’ he told me, ‘but we don’t have the data.’ It still didn’t exist, last time I asked, which was during the writing of this book.

			That doesn’t surprise me, in light of the invisibility of most male violence, a subject I address at greater length in the final chapter of this book. To my knowledge, there isn’t a definitive list of terrorists with a history of domestic abuse prior to their attacks on members of the public, but that is because no one has ever tried to produce one. If you go to a bookshop, you will find shelves groaning under the weight of old and brand-new books on terrorism, charting the rise of the Taliban, al-Qaeda (AQ) and ISIS, but domestic violence almost never appears in an index. Neither, astonishingly, does misogyny: most commentators seem to have overlooked the fact that hatred of women and a history of domestic violence are key indicators of dehumanisation, a process of seeing other people as objects, which is a necessary first step towards becoming a terrorist. To their credit, some authors have addressed the subject of sex slavery and sex trafficking by the leaders of ISIS, but the discussion is usually limited to the scarcely imaginable torture and enslavement suffered by Yazidi women in Iraq and Syria. It’s all the more perplexing because misogyny, and the acceptability of rape and domestic violence, are fundamental to the ideology of ISIS – not to mention a recruiting tool, as I explain later in the book.

			But it’s important to point out here that jihadists don’t have a monopoly on misogyny or mistreating women, no matter how much their activities have come to dominate the news agenda in recent years. There is a growing threat in this country from right-wing extremists such as the Finsbury Park terrorist and the Nazi sympathiser who murdered the Labour MP Jo Cox, and some of them share a history of extreme misogyny with the Islamists who are their ideological enemies. The far right is usually regarded as a distinct phenomenon from religious fundamentalism but many angry white men, as well as displaying predictable traits of racism and homophobia, are dyed-in-the-wool woman-haters who have spent years beating up female relatives in their own homes. The same pattern is even more pronounced among mass killers in the US, where the easy availability of guns has encouraged the growth of a lethal species of toxic masculinity. Defenders of lax gun laws, who include Donald Trump, usually fail to mention that some of the most notorious mass murders in the US began with fatal assaults on the female relatives in the shooter’s own home, as I show in chapter seven.

			It’s only a minority of men who pose a threat, but we urgently need ways of identifying highly dangerous individuals at an earlier stage. My argument in this book is that a history of domestic violence should be one of the highest risk factors but we can’t just leave it to the police and security services, who are dealing with the end stage of a process that’s been going on for years. We are confronted by an epidemic of violence against women in this country, yet its scale and effects are played down or even denied altogether. That’s because of an insidious perception that there are reasons – long-standing, understandable and therefore excusable – for some men to hurt women. It goes without saying that any such notion should be intolerable in a society that claims to believe in equality between the sexes. But, as this book will show, the failure to acknowledge the extent of violence against women has had unforeseen consequences in an area of criminal activity not previously associated with hatred of women.

			In the final chapter, I make some suggestions about how we should go about tackling this epidemic of male violence. I make no apology for being both feminist and polemical: if we want to stop terrorist attacks and mass murder, we have to get much more serious about recognising the profoundly misogynistic violence that’s going on behind closed doors.

		

	
		
			1

			The Unassuageable Rage of the Kouachi Brothers

			‘No one kills over a caricature’

			The first Wednesday of 2015 began as a perfectly ordinary morning. I was working at home in London when news alerts of a terrorist attack in Paris began to arrive on my mobile phone. I knew that the city hadn’t been the target of a fatal terrorist attack since the middle of the 1990s when the Métro was bombed by jihadist groups linked to the civil war in France’s former colony, Algeria. There had been a spate of shootings in south-west France in 2012, carried out by a French-Algerian man called Mohammed Merah and resulting in the deaths of seven people, but everyone had hoped it was a one-off. So breaking news of a mass shooting in Paris – and in a newspaper office, where journalists had gathered for a routine editorial conference – was hugely alarming.

			According to early reports, the target was a weekly newspaper called Charlie Hebdo, founded in 1970 and one of the products of the secular, left-wing, anticlerical revolt that shook France a couple of years earlier. It was known for its satirical approach to politics and religion, and while it didn’t treat Islam more harshly than Catholicism, it had published cartoons ignoring the prohibition on representations of the Prophet Muhammad. As a secular journalist and campaigner for free expression, I had written columns in its defence when its offices were firebombed four years earlier, and I knew that the editor, Stéphane Charbonnier (better known under his pen name, Charb), had been under police guard ever since. Another attack was always on the cards, but the reports coming out of Paris sounded like carnage: two masked men walking into the newspaper office, shouting, ‘Allahu akbar . . . Where is Charb?’ and opening fire with assault rifles and machine pistols. Soon the hashtag #jesuischarlie was trending on Twitter, where updates on the attacks were being posted by individuals and news organisations. As the day wore on, a horrific amateur video was uploaded to the Internet, showing the terrorists murdering a wounded police officer, who was obviously of north African heritage, in the street outside the newspaper office. By the evening, the extent of the massacre – twelve dead and eleven injured, some of them seriously – was horribly clear.

			But that wasn’t the end of the incident: the terrorists had been identified and were on the run, becoming the most wanted men in France, while a second spate of shootings, carried out by an associate, was under way in the city. Over the next two days, a policewoman was shot dead, four people were murdered in a Jewish supermarket at Porte de Vincennes, in the east of the city, and all three terrorists were killed, in two separate shoot-outs, on Friday evening. On Sunday, millions of people joined the French President, François Hollande, and world leaders in a march across Paris in solidarity with the seventeen people killed in the attacks.

			*

			I have had a particular horror of terrorist attacks since 1999, when I walked past a pub in Soho about ten minutes before it was blown up by a nail bomb planted by a British neo-Nazi. I had barely arrived in a nearby bar when the explosion shook the windows looking on to the street, reminding me instantly of a terrorist attack in the Grand Bazaar in Istanbul five years earlier, when a bomb planted by a Kurdish terrorist organisation, the PKK, exploded and killed three people. In Soho, everyone rushed to the windows of the bar, not realising what had just happened, and I shouted at them to get back in case there was a second bomb. Then I ran into the street with a friend, with some vague notion that we might be able to help, and headed towards the corner of Old Compton Street, which was the direction the noise had come from.

			We were faced by a scene of utter devastation: broken glass littered the street, clouds of dust drifted in the air and a motorbike lay on its side in the middle of the road, the wheels still turning. The most striking thing was the eerie silence, in contrast to the sound of the detonation a couple of minutes earlier. I heard no screams, couldn’t work out what the source of the blast was, and it took me a moment to notice the figure of a man standing on a corner, his chest and arms bare. It was an unseasonably warm April evening and I remember thinking he was brave, going out without a shirt, until it dawned on me that his clothes had been blown off the upper part of his body.

			At that moment, a uniformed police officer appeared and shouted at us to get back, yelling something about a second device. We dived into a bar and remained there while casualties from the Admiral Duncan pub were wheeled past the windows, on their way to a field hospital which was being set up in Soho Square. Eventually the staff pulled down the blinds, shielding us from the torment of having to watch without being able to help, but no one was allowed to leave until the police declared the incident over, two or three hours later. When we emerged, central London was still in lockdown, with buses and Underground trains stopped, and we had a long walk before we could find a taxi. By then, the symptoms of shock were kicking in, feelings of numbness and hyperventilation caused by a surge of adrenaline, and I came down with a heavy cold a couple of days later.

			I followed the news avidly, discovering that three people had been killed in the blast and many others had terrible injuries, including loss of limbs, caused by the nails packed into the bomb. I was enormously relieved when the police made an arrest a couple of days later and the suspect, twenty-two-year-old David Copeland, was eventually convicted of murder and sentenced to life in prison. I wasn’t close enough to witness the attack, but hearing the detonation and seeing the immediate aftermath was enough to cause nightmares. I had recurring dreams about shattered glass raining down on my head, I was gripped by panic attacks in enclosed places and I couldn’t stay in an unfamiliar space until I’d identified the emergency exits. I was eventually diagnosed with a form of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and I got used to the fact that the symptoms returned each time there was another terrorist attack, such as the Bali nightclub bombing in 2002 and the 7/7 suicide attacks in London in 2005.

			Because the targets were journalists, I had a particularly strong reaction to the Charlie Hebdo attack. Earlier in my own career, I’d sat in hundreds of editorial meetings at the Sunday Times and the Independent on Sunday, and I was transfixed at the thought of such a gathering, where ideas are kicked around and jokes made, being turned into a scene of carnage. I wrote an angry piece for the Guardian website on the afternoon of the attack, arguing that the answer to journalists being silenced had to be more journalism. I desperately wanted to know who had done this truly terrible thing and I followed the news as closely as I had after the Soho bombing, although the Internet means that facts are quicker to emerge these days than they were in 1999.

			Soon we had basic information about the perpetrators: the Charlie Hebdo attack was carried out by two French-­Algerian brothers, Saïd and Chérif Kouachi, aged thirty-four and ­thirty-two, while the supermarket murders were the work of their friend, Amedy Coulibaly, also thirty-two, whose parents were from the former French colony of Mali in west Africa. The fact that all three were born in France prompted an anguished debate about a new species of ‘home grown’ terrorism, which now appeared to have begun with the rampage of the Toulouse terrorist, Mohammed Merah, three years earlier. There was an intense discussion of radical Islam in France, with some experts identifying a new species of recruiting campaign aimed at angry young Muslims of French origin, while others argued that racism, poverty and systemic discrimination should be in the frame. I didn’t think these explanations were necessarily wrong or even mutually exclusive, but I also didn’t think they were sufficient explanation for the extreme acts of violence carried out by the brothers.

			Like the 7/7 bombers, who left behind ‘martyrdom’ videos showing themselves in military-style fatigues, the Kouachi brothers and their accomplice, Coulibaly, were acting out a fantasy of being soldiers. Their behaviour, dressing up in masks and body armour like a home-made version of special forces kit, resembled a scene from a video game or the latest ­Hollywood blockbuster – simultaneously ridiculous and lethal. They couldn’t even agree among themselves which jihadist organisation they were killing for: Saïd and Chérif Kouachi claimed to be acting on behalf of AQ in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) but their co-conspirator, Coulibaly, left behind a video declaring his allegiance to its deadly rival, ISIS. It seemed odd to me that this contradiction, which should have made them mortal enemies, hadn’t caused friction at the planning stage, especially as Coulibaly’s belongings included the sinister black ISIS flag flown by lorry-loads of jihadists on their way into Raqqa and Mosul.

			But that was far from being the only incoherent aspect of the attacks: the Kouachi brothers were so invested in their military fantasy that they boasted, in a bizarre telephone interview one of them gave during the stand-off with police, about following a code of honour which didn’t allow them to kill women or fellow Muslims. Yet everyone who watched the dreadful amateur video filmed outside the office had seen them murder a Muslim police officer, Ahmed Merabet, and minutes before that they shot dead a woman, the psychoanalyst and columnist Elsa Cayat, in the Charlie Hebdo office. None of this made sense, even in the dangerous internal world of young men imagining themselves as religious warriors, but the most pressing problem lay in their motivation.

			No one, it seems to me, carries out an extremely bloody massacre over a cartoon. True, some of the young men carrying out murders in the name of religion or ideology claim that is why they are doing it, and I’m sure they have convinced themselves. Kurt Westergaard, the Danish cartoonist who in 2005 drew a controversial image of the Prophet Muhammad with a bomb in his turban, in a deliberate test of the limits of free expression, narrowly escaped death five years later when a Somali jihadist armed with a knife and an axe broke into his home, intent on killing him. But the fact remains that millions of Muslims in France were offended by Charlie Hebdo’s satirical approach to their religion without feeling the need to get military training at a terrorist camp in Yemen, acquire assault rifles and murder a dozen people in cold blood.

			The more interesting question is why some men (they almost always are men, as we saw from MI5’s analysis of convicted terrorists in the UK, in the introduction) are so susceptible to violent ideology. It certainly wouldn’t have been difficult to put extreme ideas into the mind of Coulibaly, a man with a long criminal record for armed robbery and drugs offences who was introduced to the violent world of radical Islam in prison; a psychiatric report ordered by a court in 2013, after one of Coulibaly’s numerous arrests, concluded that he had an ‘immature and psychopathic personality’, a diagnosis supported by the way he casually paused to make himself a sandwich after shooting four people dead during the attack on the supermarket. But the Kouachi brothers had no such diagnosis and their closest living relative, their sister Aicha, poured scorn on their claimed motivation for the Charlie Hebdo murders when she was interrogated by the French police and security services. ‘Non, on ne tue pas pour un dessin,’3 she declared – no one kills over a caricature. She suggested that her brother Chérif had been ‘saving face’ – hiding another motive which he would have been reluctant to acknowledge – when he claimed to be avenging the Prophet.

			*

			Brothers in arms vs toxic masculinity

			It is a striking fact, according to survivors of the attack, that Saïd and Chérif Kouachi didn’t burst into the Charlie Hebdo office, guns blazing and spraying bullets everywhere. On the contrary, they behaved like executioners, asking for individuals by name, witnessing the terror on their faces as they realised they were the next to die and picking them off with single shots. They relished being in control of the situation, wielding the power of life and death over their defenceless victims, as this description of the confrontation between one of the gunmen and a survivor, the journalist Sigolène Vinson, illustrates: 

			The gunman told her: ‘Don’t be afraid, calm down, I won’t kill you.’ He spoke in a steady voice, she said, with a calm look in his eyes, saying: ‘You are a woman. But think about what you are doing. It’s not right.’ Then she said he turned to his partner, who was still shooting, and shouted: ‘We don’t shoot women! We don’t shoot women! We don’t shoot women!’4

			This is a man deep inside his role play, lecturing the ‘enemy’ and laying claim to a code of chivalry which doesn’t permit the murder of women (although, as we know, one of the brothers ignored it). It’s also classic victim-blaming, something often witnessed during outbursts of male violence, whether the perpetrator is a terrorist, a rapist telling his victim he’ll spare her if she doesn’t struggle or a husband explaining to his terrified wife that his violence is all her fault.

			In the days after the massacre, I was astonished that so little attention was being paid to this aspect of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, as though the sex of the perpetrators was purely incidental. I said as much in a column published on the weekend after the attack, pointing out that it had never occurred to me for a single moment that the terrorists would turn out to be women. I compared the Kouachi brothers to mass murderers in the US, such as the Sandy Hook killer, Adam Lanza, and Elliot Rodger, perpetrator of a marauding attack in Isla Vista, California. I wrote:

			There is a pattern here of troubled men projecting their self-hatred on to other people: fellow students, women, novelists, journalists, Jews, Muslims. They display a sense of aggrieved entitlement which over-rides any possibility of empathy with their victims; acquiring an arsenal of ­Kalashnikovs and grenade-launchers offers a feeling of power which they seldom experience in their everyday lives [. . .]

			Did the Kouachi brothers delude themselves that they were proving their manhood when they burst out of the print works on Friday afternoon, guns blazing, and died in a hail of bullets? The striking thing about such men is that they are drawn to a toxic form of identity which equates masculinity with violence.5

			I was still in shock when I wrote this column and I didn’t have space to address the question of why Saïd and Chérif Kouachi were so troubled, other than to point out that they had been unemployed or doing unskilled jobs for most of their adult lives. I knew that they were orphans, who had spent time in the French care system, and that many ‘looked-after’ children emerge from state institutions with few qualifications and bleak prospects. It seemed to me that the roots of their violence as adult men were likely to lie somewhere in this background, explaining why they had become so susceptible to the hate-filled rhetoric of a series of Salafist imams.

			Few people asked this crucial question in the rush to catalogue the admittedly extensive connections between the Kouachi brothers and radical Islam, which went back a decade and a half. It emerged from briefings by the Paris prosecutor, François Molins, and a mass of documents obtained by journalists in the wake of the massacre, that the brothers had been radicalised by a series of male mentors, beginning with a fiery young imam, Farid Benyettou, at a mosque in north-east Paris, not far from where they had grown up. Benyettou was the leader of what became known as the Buttes-Chaumont terrorist network, named after the park in Paris where its members trained for jihad, and he sent a number of young men to fight the Americans in Iraq. Chérif Kouachi was more interested in staging terrorist attacks in Paris but he didn’t want to lose face with other members of the group. He was arrested in January 2005, shortly before he was due to board a flight to Damascus and make his way across the border into Iraq. He spent the next twenty months awaiting trial in the huge Fleury-Mérogis prison, to the south of Paris, which held so many Islamists that it was becoming known as a recruiting ground for would-be jihadists. Here Chérif met both Coulibaly, who was serving a sentence for armed robbery, and Djamel Beghal, a high-ranking member of AQ who had trained in camps in Afghanistan. Beghal, who had been convicted of plotting to blow up the American embassy in Paris, made a big impression on Coulibaly and Chérif Kouachi, who appeared to be a much more committed Islamist when he was released from prison in 2006. He got married in 2008 and took his new wife on a honeymoon trip to Saudi Arabia, after which she gave up her job as a nursery assistant and started to appear fully veiled in public.

			On the face of it, Chérif was more directly involved with Islamists that his elder brother but the following year Saïd lost his job as a member of a team which knocked on doors to promote recycling schemes; he was said to be part of a group of city employees who followed a strict version of Islam, bringing prayer mats to work and flatly refusing to shake hands with women. Chérif, meanwhile, remained in contact with some of the jihadists he had met in prison and in 2011 he met his third mentor, the notorious Yemeni-American cleric Anwar al-Awlaki, on a clandestine trip for military training in Yemen. Documents found by the police on his computer in 2010, during an investigation into a plot to help a convicted terrorist escape from prison in France, suggest that Chérif was already thinking about, if not actually planning, a terrorist attack similar to the shootings at the Charlie Hebdo office. He didn’t put it into action immediately, possibly because Saïd wasn’t yet fully on board; it would take another four or five years before both brothers were ready to stage the attack Chérif had long fantasised about. But even within this narrative, which is on the face of it all about radical Islam, there are clues to the profound psychological damage they were carrying around.

			Their sister Aicha described them as ‘very racist’ towards anyone who wasn’t Arab or Muslim. Chérif in particular was virulently anti-Semitic, talking endlessly to other members of the Buttes-Chaumont network about attacking Jewish shops or firebombing a synagogue in Paris. Hatred of Jews was one of the brothers’ prime motivations – Elsa Cayat, the only woman murdered by the Kouachis, was Jewish, and her family believe that was the reason why she was singled out when other female members of staff survived. It could hardly be more obvious that anti-Semitism was the motivation of their accomplice, Coulibaly, who deliberately attacked a Jewish supermarket two days after the Charlie Hebdo massacre.

			Both brothers were openly misogynistic, with Chérif displaying his contempt for women by refusing to stand up in court because the case against him was being heard by a female judge. He loved the conspiratorial world of radical Islam, holding clandestine meetings in the countryside with other jihadists and fantasising about himself as a warrior when he was actually driving round Paris, delivering pizzas. The truth is that both brothers were volatile, angry young men before they came under the influence of Salafist Islam, and their background involved several of the adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) I mentioned in the introduction – including domestic violence.

			Saïd and Chérif Koauchi were born in 1980 and 1982 to parents who emigrated to France from Algeria. Mokhtar Kouachi and Freiha Meguireche had two other children: their daughter Aicha, who was born between Saïd and Chérif, and a younger boy, Chabane. The children spent their infancy in the Nineteenth arrondissement of Paris, classic banlieue territory next to the ring road and popular with immigrant families because of its low-cost social housing. A few years later, as unrest erupted in the suburbs of Paris and other French cities, the then Interior Minister (and later President) Nicolas Sarkozy caused outrage when he described the rioters as ‘racaille’, a hugely pejorative term which translates as ‘rabble’. Racism, poverty and low expectations are part of the story of the banlieues, creating a generation that grew up with very different attitudes towards their home country than their parents. Professor Gilles Kepel, one of the foremost experts on contemporary jihadism, has argued that deprivation in these communities created fertile ground for foreign organisations such as ISIS:

			France has been an especially tempting target because of the disastrously high unemployment rate among young people from immigrant backgrounds who live in the banlieues. The largely Arabic-speaking North African provenance of these children of immigrants – an echo of French colonial history – is a boon for Arab jihadist recruiters, who target this community in particular.6

			This is certainly not the only story to emerge from the Paris banlieue, which has produced national heroes such as France’s 2018 football World Cup star, Kylian Mbappé. His mother and father, whose roots were in Algeria and Cameroon respectively, were accomplished sports players and brought him up in Bondy, a poor town on the north-east edge of Paris, just a few miles up the road from the Nineteenth arrondissement.

			But there is no denying that Rue d’Aubervilliers, where the Kouachi parents settled to bring up their growing family, was a world away from the luxury apartment blocks of central Paris. The neighbourhood was run-down, inhabited by families with few choices, and social workers were daunted by the scale of the problems they faced and a shortage of the resources needed to tackle them. After the Charlie Hebdo attacks, several former neighbours came forward to talk about the problems faced by the Kouachi family, including the fact that Freiha Meguireche was left to raise the children on her own after her husband walked out or died; there were lurid stories about her being so poor that she had to sell sex to put food on the table at the end of the month. In reality, Mokhtar Kouachi died of cancer in 1991, when Saïd and Chérif were eleven and nine. Losing a parent in childhood is a traumatic event but in this instance, grief for their loss would have been complicated by the fact that their father was a violent bully.

			‘My father used to beat us, my mother neglected us,’7 Aicha told the police in interviews after the massacre. She said he hadn’t distinguished between the children – they all suffered equally – but we know that the impact of domestic violence is affected by sex and position in the family. It is likely that the two eldest boys, growing up in a patriarchal family, would have borne the brunt of their father’s violence and felt humiliated by it. After his death, their mother had a fifth child, Salima, by another man, earning the disapproval of her conservative Muslim neighbours and possibly giving rise to the rumour that she was involved in prostitution.

			Whatever the truth of that, Freiha Meguireche’s health was poor and she received little financial support from the state, unable even to pay for the children’s school lunches. A neighbour, Evelyne, who set up an organisation to provide food and days out for children from deprived families, provided a vivid portrait of the children at this time to a French website, ­Reporterre, describing how they began to look thin and neglected. When she took the brothers on a trip to Euro Disney, she noticed that Chérif was tense and on edge – like milk boiling on a stove, she said – but when she got to know him, she was surprised by what she found: ‘I loved that boy. All it took was someone to make a fuss, to give him a cuddle, and he calmed down.’8 In a revealing insight into the brothers’ relationship, she recalled Saïd ‘whining’ all the time and following his brother everywhere, as if he, not Chérif, was the younger brother. Despite her efforts, the boys were bullied, and she once witnessed a caretaker forcing Chérif to his knees and making him apologise for some minor offence. She described the younger boy as a ‘souffre-douleur’, an evocative phrase that translates as a whipping boy or punchbag.

			Domestic violence, neglect, humiliation: this was the everyday life of the two oldest Kouachi boys and it’s not surprising that they formed a united front against the world. ‘My brothers, they were like a couple,’9 Aicha told the police. It is a striking fact that pairs of brothers have been over-represented in recent terrorist attacks: as well as the Charlie Hebdo massacre, they featured in the Boston marathon bombing in 2013; the coordinated attacks on a football stadium and the Bataclan theatre in Paris in November 2015; the bombing of the main airport and an underground station in Brussels in March 2016; and the marauding attacks in Catalonia in August 2017. Close family relationships have a reinforcing effect, allowing young men who encounter extremist ideology to explore it within an atmosphere of absolute trust – and, in the case of the Kouachi brothers, the bond was formed at an early age.

			It would have been strengthened in 1994, when Freiha Meguireche’s health got worse and she was forced to acknowledge that she could no longer support all five of her children; very reluctantly, she asked social services to take over care of the two elder boys, assuming that she would be able to bring them home when her health improved. What happened next was extraordinary: instead of finding accommodation for Saïd and Chérif with foster parents or at a children’s home in Paris, social workers sent them deep into rural France, to the village of Treignac in Corrèze, 300 miles south of Paris. A quarter of a century later, rural France still tends to be white and mono-cultural, and the picturesque village of Treignac had a population of only 1,400 at the time. It was a world away from the crowded, multicultural area of Paris where the brothers had grown up, and too far for their mother to visit them, even if she could have found the train fare. But the move went ahead and, in the autumn of 1994, the brothers arrived at the Monédières centre, run by the charitable Claude Pompidou Foundation, and joined around seventy other children with social and behavioural problems. Children from the centre were easily identifiable when they walked through the village in groups, marking them out as outsiders, and that was especially true of two Muslim boys from a north African family. How they felt about being sent so far from home, and to a place where they so obviously stood out, is not hard to imagine – and it would have compounded their feelings of rejection by their mother, even though it was not her choice to send them hundreds of miles from the rest of their family.

			Freiha Meguireche often rang the centre to speak to her elder sons but by now she was seriously ill, and terrified to go into hospital because she feared losing the three children who were still at home. In January 1995, Aicha came home from school at lunchtime to find her mother lying dead on the kitchen floor. The cause of death was said to be a drug overdose, possibly deliberate. The news was relayed to her brothers, who had not seen their mother for several months, by phone. They were twelve and fourteen, and were now officially orphans.

			*

			Mass murderers, self-hatred and suicide

			Nothing about this tragic story excuses what the Kouachi brothers did. Many children, including siblings from the same families, grow up in equally damaging circumstances but don’t become abusers, let alone terrorists. Resilience varies from one individual to the next, and the influence of a trusted adult from inside or outside the family may make all the difference, but Saïd and Chérif Kouachi appear to have lacked both. Without positive role models, it is not surprising that they were susceptible as young adults to malign forms of influence, such as the hate preachers who were on the lookout for recruits when the brothers eventually returned to the suburbs of Paris.

			In the meantime, and not long after their mother’s death, they were joined at the Monédières centre by their siblings. With the whole family now transported to Treignac, there were brief hopes of a reunion, but it didn’t last long because the younger children, Chabane and Salima, were soon found foster homes. The brothers and Aicha remained at the centre, where Chérif threw himself into football and entertained dreams of becoming a professional player, but there was a darker side to his nature. He was a show-off and acquired a reputation for being quick to use his fists, on one occasion beating up a new boy on his first day at the centre, for no obvious reason. His school reports were poor, something that might have been connected to low expectations on the part of some of his teachers, but he rejected support from staff who tried to help him with academic subjects. They didn’t remember either boy being particularly religious but while Saïd was more reserved and worked harder at school than his younger brother, he shared Chérif’s hostility towards any form of authority.

			The atmosphere at the centre deteriorated markedly in 1997 when it began to accept children sent by the criminal courts. During their final years in Treignac, the brothers were exposed to brawls, petty thefts and drug dealing – experience Chérif would make use of when he found himself unemployed in Paris three years later. Saïd was old enough to leave the centre when he reached eighteen in 1998 but by now the two boys were used to presenting a joint face to the world. Reluctant to be parted from his younger brother, Saïd asked if he could stay on to complete a catering course while Chérif took sports studies and electrical engineering at a nearby college. In the event, Chérif got into fights with the staff and left without finishing either.

			In 2000, aged eighteen and twenty, the brothers left Treignac and returned to Paris for the first time since their mother’s death. Chérif stayed with relatives at first but he was kicked out and ended up sleeping on friends’ sofas and on the streets, his dreams of becoming a professional footballer rapidly evaporating. Using some of the unofficial knowledge he had picked up from boys at the centre, he supported himself through petty theft and drug dealing until a friend offered both brothers a place to stay in their old stamping ground, the Nineteenth arrondissement.

			The place had changed: they soon found themselves living among young men, born and brought up in France, who had found a new sense of identity in a radical version of Islam. When Saïd persuaded Chérif to go with him to a mosque, they were easy pickings for a charismatic imam who recognised that they were damaged – resentful, ashamed, habituated to violence – and was prepared to manipulate them. It is not hard to see why fantasies about reinventing themselves as brothers in arms, defending their religion and their identity, appealed to them. But such fantasies were ultimately catastrophic, for themselves and total strangers, at a moment in French history when disaffected young men were being targeted by what Professor Olivier Roy has designated a modern species of death cult. Correctly identifying the nihilism of followers of organisations like ISIS, Roy offers an observation that applies very closely to the actions of Saïd and Chérif Kouachi: ‘What fascinates is pure revolt, not the construction of a utopia. Violence is not a means. It is an end in itself. It is violence devoid of a future.’ [My italics]10

			The fact that so many terrorists are suicidal has received less attention than it deserves, especially when you consider that it makes them much more dangerous than extremists who retain some hope of surviving; men who have chosen to carry out a suicide mission aren’t going to be deterred by the prospect of being shot dead or blown to pieces. It’s sometimes explained in terms of expectations of a better life in paradise, something which is mentioned on occasion by jihadists in advance of a terrorist attack, but that doesn’t explain the fact that the same is true of so many mass shooters who don’t have a religious motivation. Few mass murderers have any expectation of surviving, often ending a massacre by shooting themselves in the head if they haven’t already been brought down by police bullets – what’s known in the US as ‘suicide by cop’. None of these men value their own lives, harbouring feelings of inadequacy and humiliation that develop over time into self-loathing.

			Finding external scapegoats may make life tolerable for a while, allowing them to blame all their problems on a group of people identified as the enemy, with women and Jews being favourite targets. The Toulouse terrorist, Mohammed Merah, was openly anti-Semitic, murdering a teacher and three children at a Jewish school before dying in a shoot-out with the police, but the fact that he had previously made a failed attempt to hang himself in prison in 2008 is less well known – and is revealing about his state of mind. Because they kill so many people, this aspect of terrorism tends to be overlooked, even though it speaks volumes about the self-hatred of the ­perpetrators. Chérif Kouachi’s self-destructive impulses were already evident in one of the documents discovered on his computer by the French police in 2010, entitled ‘Operation Sacrifice’, which outlined a terrorist attack very like the one the brothers would carry out five years later. It included this paragraph: ‘A mujahideen forces his way into the enemy’s base or else a zone where there is a group and fires at point-blank range without having prepared an escape plan. The goal is to kill as many of the enemy as possible. The author will very likely die himself.’ [My italics]11

			The striking thing about this document is that Chérif – and most likely Saïd as well, given the symbiotic nature of their relationship – was already contemplating a suicide mission. The twin urges to kill and be killed existed long before the brothers heard that Charlie Hebdo had published cartoons lampooning the Prophet, suggesting that the contents of the newspaper merely provided a pretext to act on a rage that had needed an outlet for years. It also confirms that their amateurish flight from the newspaper office, when they gave away their location the following day by holding up a petrol station in a hijacked car, was no accident; they hadn’t got an escape plan because they neither expected nor wanted to survive.

			The bonds of family life, which might have acted as a restraint on other men, were not strong enough to deter them from a course of action that would end in their own deaths – as well as inflicting incalculable damage on their families. Saïd’s wife Soumya was unable to work after being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, leaving her financially dependent on him, and the couple had a three-year-old son. A year after the massacre, Soumya would issue a statement through her lawyer, expressing the immense bitterness she felt towards her husband for abandoning her and their son. But Saïd’s experience of being a father didn’t soften his behaviour towards Corinne Rey, a female cartoonist he encountered at the entrance to the Charlie Hebdo office, where she had arrived late for the editorial meeting after picking up her daughter from day care. Saïd and Chérif greeted her by her pen name, ‘Coco’, and threatened to shoot her and her child if she didn’t key in the code they needed to get through the steel security door into the building.
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