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C H A P T E R  1

State of emergency in Brussels
A week after the bloody attacks on targets in 

the French capital, Charles Michel, the Belgian prime 
minister, was forced to declare a state of emergency in 
Brussels and several other hypersensitive regions and 
localities across the country. Shopping malls lying de-
serted, universities and schools closed, public trans-
port shut down, police and military on every street 
corner of the capital not just of Belgium, but of Eu-
rope – this is an image that will linger; a potent sym-
bol of dysfunction, desperation and disillusion.

Dysfunction: when the leader of a country that 
can accommodate not only its own national infra-
structure but also the nerve centres of the entire Eu-
ropean Union and NATO within the confines of a 
small city in Southern Flanders is obliged to admit 
that “no one knows exactly who lives at which address 
in the suburb of Molenbeek”, something is seriously 
wrong with that state’s ability to perform its most 
fundamental tasks. Molenbeek is located barely five 
kilometres from the EU Commission building. Even 
if there were no such thing as the Islamic State (IS) 
terror organisation, difficult to comprehend and com-
bat as it is, such slack insouciance would have to be con-

sidered a grave misapprehension of a far weightier 
responsibility: if you aspire to be Europe’s headquar-
ters, you must accept the attendant consequences on 
the domestic security front. 

Desperation: shutting down a vibrant capital 
city is certainly one way of dealing with a critical ter-
ror threat. Such an approach serves first and foremost 
to shield the authorities from accusations of inaction, 
were something to happen, but it is neither a suffi-
cient nor a sustainable solution. A universal state of 
emergency cannot be maintained for any length of 
time, for one thing, especially in a city like Brussels (a 
capital several times over); for another, it plays into 
the hands of the terrorists, bringing about precisely 
the kind of paralysis they seek to achieve with their 
deadly machinations and shaking normal life in the 
civilised West to the core; and then there is the fact 
that terrorist attacks do not, as a rule, conveniently 
materialise when a critical threat alert is in place. 
They arrive like a bolt from the blue – when people 
are winding down from work on a peaceful evening 
such as that of Friday 13 November, 2015 in Paris. Ter-
rorist sleepers know how to bide their time, and that 
is precisely the problem.

Disillusion: those who blithely – not to men-
tion a little naïvely and nonchalantly – assumed that 
someone or other, from this institution or that, at 
whichever hierarchical level, would “fix” things, have 
been taught a lesson. Reality is a sight worse than they 
might like. Over the last few years, the public has 
been hit with a barrage of Panglossian communiqués 
trumpeting great leaps forward in stability, peace, 
prosperity, growth, solidarity, sustainability and what-
ever else. In actual fact, the reins have been slipping 
from our hands, as it were, at every turn. Molenbeek 
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cannot keep track of its own inhabitants, Europe’s in-
coming waves of migrants have not been systematical-
ly registered and the EU has no clue how these are to 
be distributed among – or integrated into – its various 
member states. France’s President François Hollande 
has declared “total war” on IS. Even if such an enemy 
could be tangibly engaged, it is an open secret that the 
French – let alone the superordinate EU and most of 
the other member states – are largely lacking the re-
sources to see any such campaign through. The gulf 
between fantasy and fact is widening at an alarming 
rate. 

Such is the state of our continent at the close of 
2015. We are facing what can only be described as a 
state of emergency – in fact, of multiple organ failure, 
and one that is not restricted to the Belgian city of 
Brussels, but is instead systemic in nature. The malig-
nancy of IS terrorism has encountered an organism 
that in itself is already heavily compromised and is 
thus barely able to trigger the correct immune re-
sponses. There is a sense that too many important 
things have gone off the rails, inculcating fear and 
shifting the political balance of power in the coun-
tries concerned. All this calls for thorough analysis.

C H A P T E R  2

Forgotten places 
As a symbol of multiple organ failure, Brussels – 

the capital of Europe, incapacitated by terrorism in 
Paris – can take its place alongside a trio of other Eu-
ropean localities with at least as much symbolic reso-
nance: Maastricht, Dublin and Schengen. These were 
once synonymous with principles of communitarian 
living within the European Union and further afield, 
but repeated flouting has rendered all three obsolete. 
Unless new principles take their place, orderly – and 
hence peaceful – coexistence is hard to imagine. The 
coming months and years will be crucial in deciding 
whether, when and how such new principles will be 
established, and ultimately, whether Europe is still in 
with a chance of survival on the global stage. The out-
come is anything but a foregone conclusion. 

“Maastricht” formed the basis for European 
currency union and established fiscal rules for EU 
member states. Debt ceilings and annual deficit limits 
were imposed along with an unambiguously decreed 
“no-bailout” clause in the event of violations. The first 
to breach the treaty were Germany and France (the 
two nations with the most economic clout), when 
they exceeded debt limits in 2002 and 2003 respec-
tively. Countries such as Greece and Cyprus had been 
admitted to the currency union not long before, al-
though it was no secret that their books had been 
cooked in any number of ways and their accounts 
would never live up to Maastricht’s strict criteria. 

Thanks to the financial markets’ (in retrospect entirely 
accurate) prediction that the no-bailout clause would 
not be invoked if it came to the crunch, all of Europe’s 
fiscally sub-par countries were given licence to finance 
themselves on Germany’s tab, which they then cheer-
fully set about doing. Chronic breaches of Maastricht 
– indeed, Maastricht as a fateful illusion – resulted in 
massive economic distortions in Europe and culmi-
nated in a banking and sovereign debt crisis that will 
soon be celebrating its dismal ten-year anniversary. A 
systemic collapse of the eurozone has been averted 
only through the intervention of the European Cen-
tral Bank (ECB), an institution that owes its nigh-on 
untrammelled credibility and infinitely deep pockets 
to the reputation of the German Bundesbank it sub-
sumed. Every new trouble spot that flares up is 
swamped and extinguished with another sluice of li-
quidity.

Policy areas that deal with real-world issues 
(e. g. “Dublin” and “Schengen”) are trickier still. The 
Dublin Regulation was an attempt to check the prob-
lem of migrants being shunted from one country to 
another. In the mistaken belief that streams of refu-
gees would fan out more or less evenly across member 
states, the “country of first asylum” principle was es-
tablished, according to which the burden of register-
ing and accommodating an asylum-seeker must be 
borne by the country through which that person first 
enters the EU. But geography dictates that some 
countries are naturally more exposed than others. 
Predictably, Dublin was wilfully breached from the 
outset by states such as Italy and Greece that have 
historically allowed refugees to filter through into 
other countries “of first asylum” – and continue to do 
so. The signatories of the Dublin Regulation shied 
away from striking a truly holistic deal that would 
have provided for burden-sharing between countries 
of first asylum and third countries. While it may have 
held the promise of a comprehensive solution, it cer-
tainly never amounted to one. Today’s refugee crisis is 
the result of a construct that was ramshackle and mis-
managed from the get-go. The problem is that the 
tide of refugees is made up of actual people, with their 
own particular lives and destinies; liquidity from the 
ECB is of little use. Human beings have to be housed 
and provided for in the real world. Member states can 
argue about quotas and costs until they are blue in the 
face, but not even Germany will be able to act as 
“lender of last resort” here, no matter how much its 
Chancellor may wish it.

Schengen, the third location on the list, is in 
much the same boat, and here too, the real world – or 
rather, the underworld of criminals who endanger 
public safety – has intruded. The Schengen Agreement 
was designed to trim away local border checks within 
Europe, principally because these did not seem to sit 
well with a functioning single market and because big-
ger and better things were anticipated from new 
methods of monitoring people and their movements 
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from place to place and country to country. From the 
very beginning, “Schengen” was linked to promises of a 
new security system that was to do away with regional-
ism and exploit synergies to improve outcomes. As far 
as international terrorism is concerned, at least, we 
are bound to conclude that member states have failed 
to achieve these lofty goals. The majority of the Paris 
assailants hailed from neighbouring Belgium and 
their weapons appear to have come from Germany. 
Entering France with a bootful of Kalashnikovs and 
explosives is a relatively straightforward exercise, while 
lax naturalisation procedures represent an additional 
break for the “business” of criminality. Most of the 
perpetrators were/are citizens of a European country, 
and international terrorism’s operational ambit thus 
extends across the entire continent. The United King-
dom, which is protected by the natural obstacle of the 
Channel and is anyway not a member of Schengen, is 
considerably harder to reach. Switzerland camouflages 
its fairly systematic identity checks (monitoring that 
would be prohibited under Schengen) as customs con-
trols – evidently with some success.

Maastricht, Dublin, Schengen: in all three cases, 
the goal was to replace individual member states’ sub-
sidiary institutions (not all of which were effective, 
although they were at least functional) with a common 
structure. But the new, superordinate entities were 
given neither the authority nor the resources to be 
truly effective. From day one, Maastricht was tooth-
less and, thanks to its disavowal by Germany and 
France, morally bankrupt. Despite – or indeed, pre-
cisely because of – Dublin, we have been in denial 
about the Italians’ antics, turning a blind eye to the 
escalating human tragedy as more and more vessels 
capsized in the Mediterranean. There are simply not 
enough resources at EU level to protect the external 
borders of what has effectively become a sprawling su-
perstate. That Brussels has recently had to go cap in 
hand to Turkey for help with the refugee crisis speaks 
volumes. The helplessness it has displayed will come 
back to haunt it in the form of an immense price tag. 
The three billion euros currently being haggled over 
will be but a drop in the ocean. Nobody still believes 
that Europe’s domestic security can be improved with 
Schengen. France is now using bilateral channels to 
request better cooperation – in other words, it is do-
ing exactly what countries used to do back when the 
name bespoke no more than a tiny wine-making vil-
lage in a corner of Luxembourg. 

In short, and in no less than three areas of pol-
icy – monetary, demographic and immigration, to say 
nothing of domestic security – Europe is caught up in 
a grave constitutional and institutional crisis. The passiv-
ity and inertia that has now set in at subsidiary levels 
is compounded by inflated expectations of an EU su-
perstructure that fundamentally lacks the resources 
to intervene in any meaningful way. The bitter pill we 
must now swallow is that Europe is not being random-
ly singled out for repeated attacks. It may be too soon 

for us to speak of a “failed state”, but things are head-
ing in that direction. Belgium has already advanced 
considerably further down this road.

C H A P T E R  3

Only asymmetrical ?
In the wake of the bombs detonated in Paris at 

the Stade de France and the bloodbath enacted at the 
Bataclan theatre, discussion rapidly returned to the 
intractable problem of asymmetry between terrorists 
and state security forces. Let’s unpack this notion a 
little. It suggests that there is a gulf between the pow-
er and vulnerability of the assailants and of those un-
der attack. Previous large-scale military conflicts or 
rifts within the lute of power politics – World Wars I 
and II, for example, and to all intents and purposes, 
the Cold War as well – operated on the principle of 
more or less symmetrical conditions on both sides. 
Both antagonists exhibited a specific threat potential 
and a specific degree of vulnerability. The course of 
events was essentially determined by the capacity of 
the conflicting parties to increase their threat poten-
tial while minimising their vulnerability. World War II 
came to an end because Nazi Germany had exhausted 
its threat potential, was no longer able to defend itself 
against air attack, and so had become infinitely vul-
nerable. In the case of Japan, the first nuclear weapons 
had to be deployed in order to conclusively demon-
strate the country’s vulnerability. During the Cold 
War, the balance of terror kept the threat potential 
and vulnerability of the two warring parties in dead-
lock; the ultimate dissolution of one of the aggressors 
came about for reasons that were social and economic 
rather than martial.

The threat potential wielded by terrorists, while 
considerable, is ultimately constrained in quantitative 
terms. However – and this is what makes terrorism so 
sinister – they are almost infinitely invulnerable. Al-
though the opposing side has a significantly greater 
threat potential, it is also immensely vulnerable. This is 
the strategic calculus at the heart of the war on terror. 
The terrorists’ invulnerability resides in their indiffer-
ence towards laying down their lives for their beliefs, 
indeed their very willingness to do so. The immense 
vulnerability of the civilised world, on the other hand, 
is a function of its highly complex systems, its open-
ness and its tolerance, but also of its diminished read-
iness to suffer harm for its cause. The upshot is as 
sobering as it is horrifying: there can be no compari-
son of the power wielded by each side because their 
respective vulnerability is so vastly different. If we 
consider the terrorist cells in Molenbeek and the ban-
lieues of Paris, under cover as “sleepers” in harmless 
apartments as they wait for their final, lethal activa-
tion, the idea of asymmetry is certainly apposite – and 



prosecuting a war under such conditions correspond-
ingly difficult. We shall return to this in chapters 4 and 5. 

In the case of IS, though, we have a clearly iden-
tifiable base that is just as vulnerable as any Western 
infrastructure. In front of us we have maps of Syria 
featuring details such as oil wells and refineries, and 
the territory over which the “Caliphate” holds sway. 
According to a Financial Times background report, 
between 34,000 and 40,000 barrels of crude are pro-
duced daily by Deir ez-Zor, the most important oil-
field controlled by IS. Direct sales to the dealers 
operating in the Caliphate area and the smugglers 
who transport the petroleum abroad – presumably to 
Iraq and Turkey ( !) in the first instance – net IS more 
than USD 1.5 million per day. Is it not a little strange 
that an adversary upon whom both the Americans and 
the Russians have opened hostilities – and upon 
whom the French have even declared “total” war – are 
free to allow the source of their crude oil, and thus of 
their income, to flow with such equanimity ? Or to put 
it the other way: in the war against IS in the territory 
to which it lays claim, the enemy’s vulnerability has 
yet to be fully exploited. 

What is unfolding in Syria is a completely con-
ventional war that has nothing to do with asymmetry. 
Like every military engagement, it is being conducted 
within three parameters:

• own / enemy threat potential  own/enemy 
 vulnerability

• capacity to identify and enlist allies

• determination to prevail and/or 
 readiness to suffer casualties

In a conventional conflict, there is no doubt 
that the Caliphate would be at a definite disadvantage 
as far as the first parameter, threat potential and vul-
nerability, is concerned. Its resources are limited and 
its vulnerability uncontested, as we have mentioned. 
The stumbling blocks in Syria relate to parameters 
two and three. Obviously, it is difficult to achieve any 
unity among IS’ opponents – the notion that “the ene-
my of my enemy is my friend” is especially wide of the 
mark as the enemies of this particular enemy include 
such unlikely comrades-in-arms as Russians and 
Americans, Turks and Kurds, Saudis and Iranians. IS’ 
success is contingent on this fragmented constella-
tion. Were an anti-IS consensus to emerge, the days of 
the Caliphate would soon be numbered. Moreover, 
one hundred percent determination to prevail can be 
presumed only among the Kurds; all the other com-
batants are tagging along more or less half-heartedly, 
while too many, from the Saudis to the Turks – not to 
mention the Iranians – are creaming off a tidy profit 
from IS’ continuing existence. “Inherent resolve” has 
a rather different appearance, and even France’s de-
ployment of the aircraft carrier “Charles de Gaulle” is 

powerless to put a different complexion on this: the 
ship has been dispatched with great fanfare on count-
less occasions, only to slink back quietly into Toulon 
with its tail between its legs. What is more, it is im-
possible to win a “total war” such as the one declared 
by President Hollande with airstrikes alone – nothing 
will be achieved without a massive commitment of 
ground troops. A note en passant: for the sake of intel-
lectual rigour, we should at least contemplate the al-
ternative to the irresolute, and thus fairly fruitless, 
prosecution of a war, namely a truce – and the de facto 
recognition of IS as a new sovereign state within Syria 
and Iraq. It is far from certain that this would make 
the overall situation any worse than it is today.

As the current state of affairs is unlikely to 
change substantially, we predict that the IS Caliphate 
will continue to exist for some time to come and will 
seek to spread its monstrous deeds throughout the 
world. The Caliphate can be compared to a tumour 
that attempts to multiply through metastasis. Such 
malignancies are at their most destructive when they 
encounter weakened tissue – as has just happened in 
Paris and Brussels.

C H A P T E R  4

Liberté, égalité, sécurité …
The civilised West, Europe included, will have 

no choice but to maintain security locally – that is to 
say, in Paris, Brussels, Berlin, Berne, and even in Win-
terthur; especially as IS has joined the ranks of the 
other equally dangerous enemies of civilisation (the 
likes of Al Qaeda and Boko Haram) who are just wait-
ing their turn to let slip the dogs of war. But how is 
this to be achieved ? Since the attacks of 11 September 
2001, the civilised world has been wringing its hands 
over the dilemma of how best to wage a war within a 
functioning and largely peaceful society. Unfortunate-
ly, in light of the latest, increasingly brutal events, we 
must conclude that, here too, only limited progress 
has been made. 

If we think the strategic calculus of the war on 
terror through, it becomes clear that the fight can only 
be won by reducing the enemy’s threat potential to 
zero as quickly as possible – ideally pre-emptively and 
sustainably. Because of the asymmetry of the parties’ 
relative vulnerability, any half-measures or tolerance 
will create an unbearable scenario for the civilised 
world. This situation is a matter of particular concern 
to those with an interest in economic and social pro-
gress, as the uncertainties thrown up by international 
terrorism strike at the heart of the economy – the ex-
change of goods, services and capital. An escalation of 
what we have encountered and endured thus far might 
involve higher transaction costs over the long term, 
perhaps even the physical prevention of international 
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exchanges and trade. One dirty bomb, laced with a 
little nuclear waste and detonated in a large port, is 
“all” it would take.

Is the civilised world even in a position to pros-
ecute a war with sufficient implacability ? How could 
we achieve success without compromising our very 
selves ? The war on terror presents us with a paradox: 
our society is civilised because it grants its citizens 
personal responsibility and liberty. It is civilised be-
cause it does not monitor and control every last detail 
of their lives, consciously acquiescing instead in al-
lowing matters to take their course. Its socio-political 
and economic strength lies precisely in this willing-
ness to allow leeway for spontaneous developments 
and to permit new and better creations to displace the 
old and moribund. The civilised world is civilised be-
cause it understands that the unplanned and un-
prompted can only come about in the context of 
generously conceived privacy rules that shield maver-
icks and contrarians from the establishment and its 
mechanisms for self-preservation.

Alas, it is precisely within this private sphere 
that the battle with terror must now be joined; not in 
Syria or Iraq, but in Zurich, Frankfurt and London. 
The imperative to reduce the terrorists’ threat poten-
tial to zero as pre-emptively as possible would neces-
sitate blanket surveillance of the entire world. An 
unsettling prospect. The logical extension of the 
West’s fight against terror would thus be a global po-
lice state of the first water – at which point the free 
world would have effectively snuffed itself out.

After 9/11, the reintroduction of torture was dis-
cussed in all seriousness in America. Indeed, it was pre-
sumably also carried out at secret locations. In England 
the centuries-old law of habeas corpus, i. e. the proscrip-
tion of unlawful detention, was quietly scrapped in cas-
es of suspected terrorism. With complete disregard for 
international law and in the absence of any convincing 
evidence of guilt, military drones are now routinely be-
ing used in Yemen to pulverise prime suspects, along 
with their followers and relatives. And, over and over 
again, the civilised world finds itself constrained to 
forge alliances with highly questionable governments. 
While we recognise – and even accept – the need for 
defensive measures, there is no getting away from the 
fact that the paradox described above is already a reali-
ty: we wish to salvage the “rule of law”, but cannot do so 
without betraying this very principle.

The debate about how best to protect the free 
world from further deadly terrorist attacks without 
falling prey to unendurable state terror is far from 
over. The question is existentially important and has 
been anything but academic since 9/11 at the very lat-
est. In the intervening period, one state authority af-
ter another has set about making its reach exceed its 
grasp, all in the name of the war on terror. And there 
is truly no shortage of such niche interests: the war 
on pornography, the war on the drugs trade, the war 
on cigarette smuggling and people trafficking, the 

war on cartels of every kind, the war on child labour, 
the war on rigged diesel engines, the war on tax eva-
sion and capital flight. These are doubtless all signifi-
cant and problematic, but when all’s said and done, 
they do not present a deadly threat to the system as a 
whole, as terrorism does. For one thing, there is a real 
risk that an over-zealous interpretation of the man-
date to gather and monitor data will cause excessive 
backlogs of irrelevant information to pile up, eventu-
ally stymying the original undertaking. But this is not 
the worst of it; the more trivial the offences become, 
the more the system turns against its own citizens and 
lurches towards totalitarianism. 

Conceived as instruments for countering inter-
national terrorism, America’s “Patriot Act” and simi-
lar, cognate laws relativising fundamental civil rights 
in other Western countries have essentially extended 
the state’s discretionary power over its citizens with-
out genuinely getting to grips with the problem of ter-
rorism. To put it bluntly: in the liberty vs. security 
dilemma, citizens have hitherto been short-changed. 
They have mortgaged their freedom for total surveil-
lance, but are yet to see any return in the shape of en-
hanced security. 

We shall address some possible ways out of this 
impasse in the following. While these suggestions do 
not resolve the dilemma we have outlined (as we have 
noted, this is impossible as liberty and security are at 
once mutually opposed and mutually dependent), 
they may render its negative effects more bearable 
and ensure that, at the very least, we do not lose sight 
of the key problem: security.

C H A P T E R  5

Speciality principle versus 
broad-spectrum chemo

Let us first return to the parameters for success 
or failure in a conflict as posited in chapter three – 
threat potential and vulnerability, the capacity to 
form coalitions and the determination to prevail. And 
let us further recall that the status quo is so precarious 
for the civilised world because the readiness of terror-
ists to sacrifice themselves creates a kind of invulner-
ability that renders direct defence against them and 
their attacks difficult, indeed impossible. What use 
are battalions of soldiers and police at potential flash-
points against a living, breathing, walking bomb that 
has no compunction about pulling the pin ? And if ter-
rorists have reached the stage of hand-to-hand fight-
ing with the forces of law and order, it is far too late; 
counterterrorism has already failed. There is thus no 
alternative to effective prevention. Terrorists must be 
neutralised before they strike, while they are still go-
ing about their “normal” lives and hatching their plans 
in secret. What the military calls identification, friend 
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or foe – the earliest possible unambiguous differentia-
tion of the “good guys” from the “bad guys” – is deci-
sive here, as the pre-emptive struggle will necessarily 
intersect with “normal life”. Family members, who 
may well be blameless, will be caught up as well. Inev-
itably, misinformed operations will occasionally be 
carried out against the innocent and the innocuous. 
Prosecuting an asymmetrical war within a function-
ing civilisation is extremely challenging and some col-
lateral damage is unavoidable.

Our view is informed by Clausewitz’s notion of 
concentrating resources on a key objective: in the war 
on terror, national and supranational bodies should 
focus on a very narrowly defined set of priorities. The 
corollary of this concentration on one sole objective, 
however, is that in order to be at all successful, these 
bodies must have absolute authority to deploy the 
state’s monopoly on violence. Their objective must be 
neutralisation in the absolute, military sense, rather 
than in the relativised sense of a police mandate that 
allows the terrorists the clemency of a court trial. And 
all other issues that are “also in the public interest” 
must be ring-fenced from such absolute powers, even 
where these relate to criminal justice. Why is this ? 

What we are dealing with here is the position-
ing of the war on terror within parameters two and 
three. Let’s first consider the second element, the ca-
pacity to identify and enlist allies: the logical ally of 
the body combating terrorism has to be civilised soci-
ety as a whole. As a whole ! A society that extends right 
out to the last capillaries, right into immigrant ghet-
tos, to the marginalised, the criminals. What causes 
districts like Molenbeek or the eastern and western 
banlieues of Paris to go bad ? The fact that the inhabit-
ants, by dint of their own semi-illicit or downright 
criminal existence, become the logical allies of terror-
ists and prefer to harbour these rather than expose 
themselves through cooperation with the police (de-
nunciation). 

But we are not just talking about the banlieues or 
the marginalised. We are talking about normal citoyens 
like you and me. Provided we could be assured that 
the data collection and analysis that is indisputably 
required for precise friend/foe identification of ter-
rorists would be used for that purpose and that pur-
pose alone, how cheerfully we would relinquish a 
portion of our privacy ! We would happily hand over 
our mobile phone number, our profiles on every con-
ceivable social media platform, our IP address and our 
encrypted communications to a credible body whose 
sole objective was counterterrorism. Since 9/11, how-
ever, the state behemoth’s insatiable hunger for data 
has unfortunately made us indirect allies of the terror-
ists whose operations require total secrecy. The news 
that US sources had released for commercial analysis 
private air travel data collected under the pretext of 
counterterrorism marked a new low in this respect. 
But the problem of an omniscient data regime that 
casts its net too wide and leans towards total control 

is of course of a more practical stripe: if everyone who 
is known to have – even once – indulged in a little can-
nabis or the like is summarily flagged up in the data-
base as a security risk and is unable ever to find a job, 
the squeaky clean moralists of this world might be 
appeased but, in alienating precisely those allies and 
friends of liberty that the cause so desperately needs, 
the war on terror will have been dealt a staggering blow. 

To our mind, a broad-spectrum chemotherapy 
regime that criminalises and compromises half of so-
ciety is considerably less effective than a remedy that 
can be precisely dosed and to which society’s immune 
responses are sensitised (i. e. they have not yet been 
weakened, either wittingly or unwittingly). Jurispru-
dence recognises the “speciality principle”, restricting 
the power of (coercive) state sanctions to predefined 
areas. Whether in medicine, jurisprudence or the war 
on terror, real results are more likely to be achieved if 
all non-essentials are excluded. The struggle against 
such organisations requires a winnowing of the out-
right evil from the relatively good, and not – under 
the cloak of counterterrorism – throwing the baby 
out with the bathwater by lumping the (only relative-
ly) good in with the outright evil.

C H A P T E R  6

Prevailing: a mental issue
The third parameter, determination to gain the 

upper hand, has both a material and a mental compo-
nent. Such resolve can be foolish and wilful if the 
struggle is doomed from the outset from a material 
perspective. However justified it might seem when 
applied to the vulnerability we have described, the 
perennial complaint about the asymmetry of the con-
flict as a whole is as inept as it is inflated. If we con-
template what resources would be available to us in 
the civilised world, were we actually to make use of 
them, and remind ourselves that “only” a symmetrical 
war could be prosecuted in Syria, the wellspring of 
this evil, it is harder to understand why the struggle 
has hitherto brought us so few victories. 

The problem is therefore mental in nature. In 
the past, there has been much talk of the clash of 
 cultures and creeds, with Western intellectuals invari-
ably stumbling into the trap of relativising terrorist 
atrocities by pointing to the anything but unblotted 
– indeed blood-soaked – copybook of Christianity 
throughout history. As the authors of bergsicht, and in 
light of our close and cordial relations with peace- 
loving and cultivated Muslims, we see the essential 
meaning of the religion taking a back seat to an ideol-
ogy of criminal fascism that presumably any religion or 
culture is capable of producing. It is of course true 
that there are surahs suborning violence in the Koran, 
but similar passages can also be found in the Old Tes-
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tament of the Bible. And yes, terrorists blow them-
selves up in the confident expectation of a glorious 
afterlife, but unconditional enthusiasm for self-sacri-
fice was also a feature of the fascism of Hitler, the ana-
logue ideology of the Japanese and indeed of Stalin’s 
communism.

Criminal fascism is a totalitarian construct fash-
ioned around a “core” that is in fact devoid of content 
and must therefore negate all other values. Being bereft 
of all content, it cannot exist alongside other values. By 
the same token, the proponents of other values cannot 
engage with a criminal fascism that accounts itself ab-
solute. Resistance is futile in the strictest sense of the 
word and any “attempt to understand” is doomed to 
failure. Criminality is a calque of this nihilistic core, 
and anyone expecting compassion or other stirrings of 
human emotion is searching in vain.

With its trappings of pluralism and relativism, 
our modern world is struggling to come to terms 
with a phenomenon that can be classified as moral 
anti-matter. We dispensed with absolute evil and/or 
the devil incarnate during the Enlightenment, but 
what do you know – no sooner has wickedness been 
shown the door than it is back in through the window. 
We are convinced that the civilised world – particu-
larly if it wishes to champion its widely accepted “any-
thing goes” mantra – must square the mental circle of 
defining exactly what is nonetheless beyond the pale 
(the “no-go” area that vitiates its every value). There is 
more than enough ideological underpinning, and 
hence legitimation, for establishing such a point of no 
return, starting with the Judaeo-Christian-Hellenist 
roots of the Enlightenment, which was explicitly 
based on a declaration of human rights. Armed thus 
– that is to say, secure in the knowledge that we are 
doing the right thing and that there is no hint of recti-
tude in our opponent’s cause – it should be possible to 
win the war on terror. Whether the civilised world is 
at all capable of making this mental leap remains to be 
seen. 

C H A P T E R  7

The ineluctable debate
The intellectual arc of this bergsicht has ranged 

from the streets of crisis-hit Belgium to the dizzying 
heights of ideological conjecture, taking in states that 
exploit international terrorism as a cover for political 
empire-building and the devastation of war-torn Syria 
along the way. One practical question remains, how-
ever: who is going to do anything about it all, and, per-
haps more to the point, who ought to ? The answer to 
this question has several strands.

We have already addressed the issue of conven-
tional warfare in Syria. However desirable opening up 
a united front against IS may be, it is unlikely to hap-

pen. The so-called Caliphate will continue to benefit 
from the internecine interests of the various parties 
involved and if things do not escalate beyond the 
shooting-down of a supposed comrade-in-arms’ air-
craft, we will have to chalk it up to dumb luck. If world 
opinion seemed united at the beginning of the Af-
ghanistan campaign after 9/11, the picture in Syria to-
day is sorely fractured. The tumour of IS will not be 
prevented from proliferating in its homeland, nour-
ishing secondary sites in Libya or sending out meta-
static feelers into Europe. It remains to be seen 
whether the French will succeed in persuading NATO 
to accept their call for “collective defence”. The days 
in which a German Defence Minister (Struck) could 
claim that defence of the Federal Republic of Germa-
ny began at the Hindu Kush are long past, and Turkey 
will oppose any measures that bring the Kurds even 
the slightest bit closer to statehood.

As far as combating terrorism within the civi-
lised world is concerned, an international task force 
– which would perhaps be the most logical conclusion 
from first principles – will not emerge; the EU lacks 
the resources to push through such a decision. There 
is a complete lack of trust in its institutions, especially 
as it is making no effort whatsoever to find an alterna-
tive to Dublin and Schengen. Instead, when faced with 
real-world problems, the euro-elite prefers to seek 
refuge in its standard repertoire of incomprehensible 
euphemisms. For some time now, a distinct (re)orien-
tation towards (at least partially intact) national 
structures has been underway; the average citizen as-
sumes these are more susceptible to political control 
than all the supranational entities. This development 
is now particularly apparent in France. Cometh the 
hour, cometh the man: the otherwise rather drab and 
ineffectual President Hollande has revealed hidden 
depths since 13 November 2015 and is obviously doing 
something right. Whatever one might think of him, 
he has at least understood that his most urgent task is 
to re-establish trust within his country. Cameron, the 
British premier, is ploughing a similarly nationalist 
furrow. It seems that only by standing up for sover-
eignty can he prove to his people that exiting the EU 
may not be necessary after all. 

As a matter of principle, keeping domestic se-
curity at a subsidiary, local level makes sense as it quite 
literally brings the problem closer to home. This 
would be especially true for the narrowly focused 
counterterrorism body we have proposed, with its 
pre-emptive and uncompromising enforcement pow-
ers. Such an entity poses the least risk to a constitu-
tional state and its law-abiding citizens when it carries 
out its operations in close cooperation with the popu-
lation and under rigorous territorial constraints. Ra-
zor-fanged watchdogs must be kept on the shortest 
possible leash, something that is virtually impossible 
in the supranational scheme of things. Again, as a 
matter of principle, we should site such an apparatus 
within the army, trained as it is to carry such opera-
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tions through to their bloody conclusion, rather than 
the police, who are obliged to act proportionately and 
thus with only relative force. Territorial limitations 
do not, incidentally, preclude extremely wide-ranging 
international cooperation between intelligence ser-
vices.

Orientation towards a subsidiary, local level: 
put plainly, what we are talking about here is the idea 
of nationhood – a notion that has long been consid-
ered suspect by elite and intellectuals alike. Events in 
Paris may have turned that particular tide. The Amer-
ican sociologist Mark Lilla, who is entirely above sus-
picion on this score, has taken up the point in an essay 
(NZZ, 28. 11. 15): “But once the shock has passed, the 
question remains whether the French political and in-
tellectual classes will be ready to abandon one more 
precious illusion: that the nation-state is over, that 
every border is suspect, that one cannot discuss all 
this without being a reactionary”. It is high time we 
started such a discussion before things turn even nas-
tier. If the ranks of extreme right-wing parties contin-
ue to swell and gain political traction in Europe, it will 
not be by virtue of their own efforts, but rather 
through the sin of omission of an arrogant elite that 
neglects the real problems of its people. Responsibili-
ty for a functioning, credible polity that serves its cit-
izens cannot be handed over to a bunch of radical 
zealots ! While we have no desire to meet trouble half-
way for Christmas 2015, it often helps to summon by 
name the demons we face if we wish to exorcise them 
once and for all.

KH, 7  DE CE MBE R 2015
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