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HE latest issue of Charlie Hebdo, a satirical
French magazine, spotlights Michel Houellebecq, author of a new novel that
imagines the Islamisation of
France and the European Union.
Critics had denounced Houellebecq’s book, which depicts a
near future in which Islamists
win France’s presidency and
compromise its freedoms, as Islamophobic scaremongering.
On the day of its publication,
masked gunmen attacked Charlie Hebdo’s offices in Paris. They
yelled “Allahu Akbar” as they
murdered 12 people and wounded others, in France’s worst terrorist attack for half a century.
As anti-immigrant sentiment,
and especially the anti-Muslim
kind, seeps across Europe, from
street protests in Dresden to
English ballot boxes, the atrocity in Paris seemed to ghoulishly
realise the continent’s darkest
nightmare — almost, in fact, to
caricature it.
For all the grim, incessant
warnings of terrorist threats,
naturally the first reaction to
this massacre, in France and
elsewhere, was outrage.
Nonetheless, the murders also demand a fuller response.
The magazine was targeted
because it cherished and promoted its right to offend and, in





this case, to offend Muslims.
That motive invokes two big
themes.
One is free speech and
whether it should have limits,
self-imposed or otherwise. The
answer to that is an emphatic
no.
The second is Muslim Europe,
and whether episodes such as
this are part of a civilisational
struggle
between
Western
democracies and extreme Islam,
on a battlefield stretching continuously from Peshawar to
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Raqqa to the centre of Paris.
Again, the answer is no.
Charlie Hebdo has been hit
before. In 2006, its decision to
reprint inflammatory cartoons
of the prophet Mohammed, first
published in Denmark, was
described by then president
Jacques Chirac as a “manifest
provocation”.
In 2011, the magazine’s offices
were firebombed after it published an issue purporting to be

guest-edited by the prophet.
That did not deter it: despite
pleas from some French politicians, it insisted on its right to
free speech. When the gunmen
came this week, they reportedly
called for the offending cartoonists by name.
The magazine had the right to
publish everything it did, and
French law is right to allow it to.
There can be no “but” in that
sentence. Even when a picture
or opinion is imprudent or tasteless, unless it directly incites
violence, it should not be
banned.
Charlie Hebdo lampoons all
religions, not only Islam, but it
would have the right to single
out that faith if it wanted to, the
same way that Islamists in Europe are entitled to denounce
Western decadence if they so
choose.
In any case, there is a world
of difference, and several centuries of liberal political
thought, between giving and
taking offence and killing people over it.
Nothing can be done with a
pencil or a keyboard that warrants a reprisal with a Kalashnikov.
This attack was more insidious than a random fusillade on
a street or train. Part of the aim,
probably, was to cow the West-

                  !  

ern media in its treatment of
Islam. It must not. If the proper
first response to the slaughter
was outrage, after considering
the argument that Charlie Hebdo made about free speech, the
second response should be outrage too.
Many observers will connect
this fresh footage of gun-wielding men not to cartoons, but to

another kind of image: chaos in
northern Nigeria, the snuff
videos of Islamic State, and
Taliban-inflicted carnage in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
For those who see things that
way, the only solution is to fight
back by cracking down at home
and engaging the enemy
abroad.
They have a point. There may
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well be a connection between
Paris and foreign jihad. Part of it
is ideological: in their minds, at
least, terrorists in the West
often are waging a worldwide
battle for their faith, powered
by ideas they pick up on the
internet.
There is a practical link too.
Some of those involved in recent
European plots, and one of the
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suspects in the Charlie Hebdo
attack, have been radicalised
and trained in the Middle East,
Afghanistan and Pakistan.
Nearby and accessible, Syria is
the main destination.
This reflux is a worry for security services in France, home
of the EU’s largest Muslim population, and across the continent precisely because, newly

expert and inflamed, the returnees can perpetrate commando-style attacks like that on
Charlie Hebdo. Involving small
numbers of assailants and
“soft” targets, these are much
harder to detect and prevent
than elaborate plans to blow up
airliners.
Preventing them is not impossible, however, and indeed
European security services frequently do so.
Still, more pressure could be
applied to Turkey, theoretically
an ally, to help stop the flow into
Syria. “Deradicalisation” programmes for returnees, which
might turn some of them into
reverse missionaries for the awful truth about Islamic State, are
still in their infancy.
For all that, thinking of Islamist terrorism as a single, coherent adversary is misleading
and dangerous.
The various groups have different backgrounds and goals,
and Muslim diasporas in the
West originate in different countries and cultures. Many French
Muslims, for example, have
roots in North Africa, and some
are angered by the ban on wearing burkas in public places.
Neither factor applies in, say,
Britain.
Thinking of Muslims overall
as a homogenous group is still
more foolhardy, however much
some of the West’s demagogues
encourage voters to do so. Most
Muslims are not extremists, and
fewer still support violence, as
mainstream French imams
swiftly pointed out.
The terrorists themselves, of
course, often are keen to prove
that the West does indeed
anathematise all Muslims. To
see such killers as representatives of a religion, and to reduce a complex picture to their
preferred caricature, would be
to reward their crimes as much
as circumscribing the principle
of free speech would be to bow to
their medieval fantasies. —
© The New York Times
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FTEN, when I lived in
Paris, I would steer my
bike from our flat in
the old furniture-makers’ district of the Faubourg StAntoine, where the French Revolution began, and across the
Place de la Bastille to the Boulevard Richard Lenoir.
Although I did not know it, I
would pass right by the offices of
Charlie Hebdo, about seven minutes’ ride from my home in the
11th Arrondissement, on my way
up to Buttes-Chaumont Park.
Paris streets are kept clean
through an elaborate waterworks system, fed by a network
of underground canals. When
the city’s cleansing streams
coursed alongside me on my
rides, my heart would soar. But I
always thought, too, of the blood
that flowed along these cobbles,
for this, after all, is the city that
gave us the notion of revolution:
the blood of sans-culottes and
communards and later the soixante-huitards, the Parisians
who fought street by street for
their republic and its values.
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N France we thought that
we had become inured to
terrorism in the past half
century — that hinterland
to the Algerian War. There were
attacks in the ’70s and ’80s: Carlos the Jackal targeted the
Drugstore Saint-Germain in
1974 and the Jewish restaurant
Goldenberg in 1982. There were
Iranian-sponsored bombings on
Rue Marbeuf in 1983 and the
Tati discount shop on Rue de
Rennes in 1986. I still remember
the blood on the platform of the
Saint-Michel express Metro station in 1995 from Khaled Kelkal’s nail bombs.
We learnt so much over the
years that French investigating
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How different is the blood that
we have seen this week in the
Charlie Hebdo massacre, spilt
just off the Boulevard Richard
Lenoir.
As I have lost myself, these
last days, in Google Earth images of my one-time home, I
have been thinking about how,
like it or loathe it, the French
satirical tradition of provocative
anti-authoritarianism
represented by Charlie Hebdo was
successfully defended on these
streets, too. The maxim attributed to Voltaire might as well be
inscribed up there with liberté,
egalité, fraternité: “I may not
agree with what you say, but I
will defend to the death your
right to say it.”
Complaint is as much part of
French culture as satire, and
demonstrations close down the
city with alarming regularity:
they are orderly and ritualised,
and inevitably defended by phalanxes of fearsome riot police-

 

men. Whether on the streets of
Paris or the pages of Charlie
Hebdo, robust dissent is an institution in France; a rather
toothless one, you realise, when
you have come from a place like
South Africa.
The enactments of the French
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Revolution have become a ritual
performance, but this week’s
massacre changed the game:
the blood on the streets is real
once again.
France is in terrible pain. This
is not just because it is a civil
place where you never hear a

gunshot and where even the
dope dealers in our local square
with their bling and their baggies would grunt “Bonjour” to
me as I passed.
It is also because the terrorists
hit where it hurt: critical culture
is an edifice in France, representing the values of French society as much as the World
Trade Center represented the
grandiose capitalism of the US.
The cartoonists and the
columnists who were killed are
household names in a country
where prominent intellectuals
and artists are as much part of
the language as common nouns.
Still, as I have been reading
the commentary on the massacre, I find myself compelled by
the arguments that it was not so
much an attack on freedom of
speech or Western civilisation
or secular society as a recruitment strategy. As the Middle
East scholar Juan Cole wrote
this week: “This horrific murder

was not a pious protest against
the defamation of a religious
icon. It was an attempt to provoke European society into
pogroms against French Muslims, at which point al-Qaeda
recruitment would suddenly exhibit some successes instead of
faltering in the face of lively
Beur youth culture.”
“Beur” is street slang for
Arab, and Beur youth culture is
more interested in hip-hop and
rai than in the muezzin’s chant
or the gunfire of a Kalashnikov.
The alleged terrorists, the
Kouachi brothers, were born in
the 10th Arrondissement, just
across the Place de la République from the site of the
carnage they wrought.
Today, as I ride my imaginary
bike across this threshold, I think
about how people like me, the
bobos, or “bourgeois bohemian”
professionals, have pushed poor
people out of inner-city quartiers
and into the desolate concrete

canyons of the banlieues.
Beur youths might be secular,
but they are increasingly disaffected, with education rates
much lower and unemployment
rates much higher than those of
white French people. For a variety of social and historical reasons, French Arabs are the least
devout Muslims in the Western
world, but already, more Muslims from France have gone to
fight in Syria than from any other
Western country. The country is
a potentially fertile recruitment
ground. This is, in part, because
of its uncompromising commitment to a secular orthodoxy.
Unlike Anglo society, which
absorbs immigrants’ religions
and customs under the rubric of
“multiculturalism”, France puts
immense stock in “laicité”: secular, republican culture. Any
group identity within this is
deemed “communalist”, a threat
to the republic’s unity.
Even though this was de-

signed to bring equality into a
society deeply divided by class
and region, it has come to be felt
as a form of racism, hence the
bitter debates over whether
French authorities are denying
Muslim girls their own freedoms by refusing to let them
wear the hijab to school.
My bike ride takes me into the
19th Arrondissement, traditionally the poorest part of Paris.
The 19th is, in fact, a beacon of
racial integration in this very
segregated city: here Arabs
share the streets and the hallways with Jews, Africans and
Chinese; here, too, is where you
will find the city’s few racially
mixed families.
This is where Chérif Kouachi,
the younger of the two alleged
assailants, lived, and where he
was recruited into a network of
jihadists known as the “ButtesChaumont” group — after the
park where they met.
Things are not always com-
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judges for terrorist affairs have
been advising the FBI since the
September 11 2001 attacks.
But this week’s strikes in
Paris are not just about how
many people died: Charlie Hebdo is family to us.
We all grew up with the work
of the slain cartoonists Cabu
and Wolinski. Every French person under the age of 70 at some
stage of their life read Pilote, the
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imaginative,
groundbreaking
magazine where they started
their careers.
In the 1968 student revolt,
when Pilote felt too childish and
safe, some of its cartoonists
moved to Hara-Kiri Hebdo, which
became Charlie Hebdo after an
irreverent cover on former president General de Gaulle’s death
in 1970 got the weekly banned.
The following week, the mag-

azine returned, identical except
for its title. (“Charlie”, from
Charles de Gaulle, was a poke at
the ban.)
Charlie was — and is — rude,
obscene, irreverent, and antireligious. Its hallmark is witty
bad taste. It has depicted the
pope being sodomised by
priests, nuns kissing decades
before gay marriage was even
suggested and French politi-

cians in ridiculous poses as a
matter of course. One 2006 cartoon had politician Ségolène
Royal and her then partner,
François Hollande — now the
president — as Adam and Eve
gambolling naked in the Garden
of Eden; she was the one with
the testicles.
Nevertheless, when the Great
Mosque of Paris and the Union
of French Islamic Organisations

took Charlie to court for insulting their religion by publishing the Danish Mohammed
cartoons in 2006, all three presidential candidates — Nicolas
Sarkozy, Royal and the centrist
François Bayrou — were in
court to give testimony in support of the magazine.
In a country where the press
runs the gamut from timid to
downright craven, our two na-

tional satirical magazines (Charlie and the older Canard Enchaîné, founded by pacifists in
1917) are areas of complete, glorious freedom.
A killing rampage at Charlie
Hebdo hits at perhaps the truest
expression of free speech in
France: the magazine speaks
with bitter humour, sarcasm,
nihilism. The toxic accusation of
Islamophobia — a loaded word

fortable around here: this is a
neighbourhood where anti-Israel protesters went on the rampage and shouted “Death to
Jews!” during the Gaza war last
year. Still, Buttes-Chaumont
Park is a special place. It is
where large Muslim families,
the women veiled, hold picnics
next to gay men sunbathing in
Speedos; where old Chinese
women do their callisthenics
while kids in yarmulkes kick a
football about. It feels like
Brooklyn’s Prospect Park; a little Parisian enclave of multiculturalism.
Jihadists will meet on its
benches and plot their terror.
But they will gain little traction
(and neither will Marine Le
Pen’s party of hate) if French
society is able to recognise that
Buttes-Chaumont — and what it
represents — is the future.
..     
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that lets its wielders choose the
terrain where they want to corner you, barring you from criticising an idea — didn’t stick to
them, legally or otherwise, although there were countless attempts to make it do so.
The leader of the right-wing
National Front political party,
Marine Le Pen will try, of
course, to use the killings for
her own aims, but I don’t think
she will succeed. With a bit of
luck, the rest of our sorry political class, on both sides of the
ideological spectrum, will seize
the opportunity to unite over
this. It would be a fitting legacy
for the Charlie Hebdo dead. —
© The Daily Telegraph, London
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