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‘Truc’s hermeneutic powers are extraordinary. He reveals the post-hoc framing
process that transformed 9/11 from an event into a structure in the American
and European collective consciousness. For example, he relates the immediate
attribution of the “war” frame to deep collective memories in the US about Pearl
Harbor, and he relativizes European understandings of subsequent terrorist
events in the same way, demonstrating that they are interpretations based
on analogical reasoning rather than explanations based on real experience.
This book deserves to be read and discussed widely.”

Jeffrey C. Alexander, Yale University

What is it that leaves us shell shocked in the face of the massacres carried out
in New York on 9/11 or in Paris on 13 November 2015? How are we to explain the
intensity of the reaction to the attacks on Charlie Hebdo? Answering these
questions involves trying to understand what a society goes through when it is
subjected to the ordeal of terrorist attacks. And it impels us to try to explain
why millions of people feel so concerned and shaken by them, even when they
do not have a direct connection with any of the victims.

In Shell Shocked, sociologist Gérome Truc sheds new light on these events,
returning to the ways in which ordinary individuals lived through and responded
to the attacks of 9/11, of 11 March 2004 in Madrid and 7 July 2005 in London.
Analysing political language and media images, demonstrations of solidarity and
minutes of silence, as well as the tens of thousands of messages addressed to
the victims, his investigation brings out the complexity of our feelings about
the Islamists’ attacks. It also uncovers the sources of the solidarity that, in our
individualistic societies, ultimately finds expression in the first person singular
rather than the first person plural: ‘I am Charlie’, ‘I am Paris.’

This timely and path-breaking book will appeal to students and scholars in
sociology and politics and to anyone interested in understanding the impact of
terrorism in contemporary societies.

Gérome Truc s a sociologist, tenured research fellow at the CNRS and member
of the Institut des Sciences sociales du Politique. He teaches at the Ecole normale
supérieure Paris-Saclay.
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PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION

Perhaps, following a recent terrorist attack, you have taken to Facebook
or Twitter to express your feelings and your support for the victims;
perhaps you have even gone to the places where the terrorists struck in
order to reflect, because you lived next door or were passing through the
city, and then perhaps you left a short message, a candle or a bouquet
of flowers; perhaps you also went out onto the streets to take part in a
demonstration in homage to the victims, or to observe a minute’s silence.
Or perhaps you behaved in quite the opposite way: perhaps you felt that
everyone was overdoing it; perhaps you waxed indignant at what you
thought were inappropriate reactions; perhaps you found the litany of
‘I am ...” statements on social networks (‘I am Charlie’ and so on)
depressingly conformist, and remarked that we do not do as much for
those who die every day in Syria or trying to reach Europe via the
Mediterranean. It is probable, moreover, that you have successively
adopted both of these positions in reaction to two different attacks; and
that the people around you - friends, relatives, colleagues — reacted dif-
ferently. Perhaps you tried to argue with some of them; you may perhaps
have discovered that you did not share the same view of things, that the
very definitions of these attacks and their causes were not as obvious to
others as to you; and, as a result, perhaps you discovered how difficult
it was to talk about it.

The reason is that terrorist attacks are not conducive to balanced
discussions or to a sense of perspective. They are moments of social
effervescence, of surging emotions, in which people get worked up and
their positions harden. Each of us reacts to them immediately and viscer-
ally, and we often cannot admit — let alone understand — that others,
even more in our own circles, do not share our feelings. We lack the
tools to grasp fully what is at stake, to understand what happens to us
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collectively and individually at such moments. The social sciences are
generally dismissed as useless in such circumstances, since this is no
longer a time for scholarly quibbles but one for taking moral and politi-
cal positions. With or against terrorists: you just have to choose your
side, and that’s that. Comments are then reduced to generalities, in which
we mix reflections on what we are and what we should be, about the
‘trauma’ suffered by the social body as a whole and the ‘resilience’ it is
supposed to show; meanwhile, ‘cultural conversations’ about the causes
of terrorism replace empirically based explanations. The risk is therefore
that we will be sucked into the maelstrom — to use the metaphor that
the sociologist Norbert Elias took from Edgar Allan Poe® — created in
the wake of terrorist attacks and that, for lack of perspective, we will
gradually be drowned in it.

This risk is especially great since such attacks happen again and again.
[ am writing these lines a few hours after the Manchester Arena bombing,
just over a month and a half after the attacks in Stockholm and two
months after the attack in Westminster, while the Berlin attack is barely
six months old and the first anniversaries of the attacks in Nice and
Orlando have not yet arrived. More than ever, therefore, we need a
‘sociology of terrorist attacks’ to understand the effects of this type of
attack on our societies better, and to help us to face them: this is what
this book proposes.

At its heart is an inquiry conducted over several years into the reac-
tions to the 9/11 attacks and those on Madrid in 2004 and London in
2005, from which I review a whole series of questions that arose in
France following the attacks on Charlie Hebdo and the Hypercacher in
January 2015. The manuscript was completed one month to the day
before the attacks of 13 November 2015. Despite the scale of that later
attack — which meant that some French journalists regretted having
hastily described the attack on Charlie Hebdo as a ‘French 9/11° -1 did
not consider it advisable to postpone the publication of this book. This
was because, irrespective of the train of events, the sociological mecha-
nisms that my investigation have laid bare remain fundamentally the
same. It is precisely in this respect that sociological analysis offers a valu-
able perspective which makes it possible to look at the news differently
— just as the news sometimes makes it possible to perceive the usefulness
of this analysis better.

It will undoubtedly be better understood today, at a time when
European societies are being subjected to an unprecedented series of
suicide bombings, why it was necessary to begin this work with two
chapters which scrutinize how the attacks of 9/11 were experienced on
either side of the Atlantic and the role played by the analogy with this
event in the perception of subsequent attacks in Europe, as elsewhere
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across the world. Although 9/11 took place over fifteen years ago, it
marked a fundamental shift not only in the modalities of terrorism but
also in the relationship of Western societies to terrorist acts, so that we
cannot understand the way those societies now react to these acts without
taking that initial event into account.

And if the reference to 9/11 seems to be less ubiquitous than it once
was in commentaries on the attacks now facing Western societies, ana-
logical thinking is still clearly in evidence. When Andy Burnham, mayor
of Manchester, reacts to the bombing which has just plunged his city
into mourning by recalling the precedent of the London bombings in
2005, he prescribes at the same time a particular form of behaviour to
his fellow citizens: ‘I was in the Home Office as a minister on that day
and I remember how London felt on that day. I remember it very vividly.
What I would say to people is, London pulled together. And in exactly
the same way Manchester, in its own unique way, will pull together and
we’ll stand strong and stand together.”* Warding off any risk of division
where it might arise, calling for unity: that is the function of political
speech. But the fact remains that, behind such language, each citizen
harbours his or her own feelings, opinions and reactions. Such is the role
of sociological analysis, then: to see what is going on beyond political
discourse, and to embrace the reactions of ordinary citizens in their
plurality in order to shed light on what produces those reactions.

So I went again to the scene of the attacks of 13 November 2015 in
Paris as well as those of 14 July 2016 in Nice to observe in situ the
expressions of people’s feelings. I found the same words as those left in
New York, Madrid and London, words which constitute the raw mate-
rial of this book. Short, impersonal messages, in the form of exhortations
or incantations: ‘Never again’, ‘No to terrorism’, ‘Peace for all’, etc. Long
letters in the first person, in dense handwriting. Invocations of the values
of freedom, equality and fraternity, but also, and perhaps even more,
calls for love, life and peace. Quotations from the Qur’an or the Bible,
the Dalai Lama or John Lennon. ‘We will not forget you’, ‘“We are united’
and “We are not afraid.” Messages from foreigners who, in the name of
their country or city, stand in solidarity with the victims and the city that
has been struck. But also a solidarity that is expressed in the singular — ‘I
am Paris’, ‘I am Nice’ — and on other scales: ‘I am French’ or ‘I am
human.” As I write these lines, I know that similar messages are now
accumulating in Manchester. Assembled together, these utterances of ‘we’
and ‘I’ form the response of a society to the test, the ordeal, of terrorism.
This book suggests an approach to understanding this response and a
method for analysing it. In its own way, it is also a part of it.

Paris, 23 May 2017
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INTRODUCTION
TERRORIST ATTACKS AS A TEST

The silence was heavy, that night, contrasting with the never-ending
bustle that is usually to be found in this area of Paris, both by day and
by night. In the glow from candles and street lights, they had gathered
there in the cold of January, brandishing pens and pencils, the front pages
of newspapers and placards with ‘I am Charlie’ written on them. First
there were just a few hundred of them, gathered in the late afternoon
around the statue in the centre of the square, some looking meditative
and all of them serious; eventually, by nightfall, there were tens of thou-
sands filling the whole of the Place de la République and its adjacent
streets. And thousands of others just like them, across France’s major
cities. All aghast and outraged. Shocked. Terror-stricken. Never before
had a reaction of such magnitude been observed in France following a
terrorist act. Soon, therefore, questions came tumbling out: how was it
that the French had taken to the streets so rapidly and in such large
numbers? What about the fact that the slogan immediately repeated by
all of them, ‘T am Charlie’, was formulated in the first person singular,
and not plural, as had happened after 9/11 with ‘We are all Americans’?
And was there even any sense in comparing this with the 9/11 attacks?

So the journalists turned to the sociologists, but they struggled to get
any in-depth answers from them. In the fifteen years since 9/11, the
sociologists, ultimately, had found very little to say — either in France or
indeed in the US. Of course, in the US you find shelves full of works in
bookshops and libraries devoted to the events of 9/11. But they are
mainly journalistic narratives, collections of photos, the testimonies of
survivors, discussions of the official report on the attacks, and technical
arguments claiming to find support for the idea that it was all a con-
spiracy, together with investigations into Al-Qaeda and its networks.
One searches in vain for a book that would study how American society
and the rest of the world responded to the attacks, exploring the causes
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behind the solidarity shown towards the victims and analysing its inten-
sity and scope. In short, a properly sociological book. Admittedly, studies
do exist on specific aspects of 9/11 — the way it was treated in a certain
newspaper or on a certain television channel, its impact on defence and
security policies, on the aeronautics industry, etc. — but these studies were
published in academic journals, meant for specialist audiences. The situ-
ation is the same when it comes to the two major attacks that have since
been carried out on Western countries, preceding those that shook France
in January 2015, namely the attacks of 11 March 2004 in Madrid and
7 July 2005 in London: there are as many books by experts on terrorist
networks, essays by journalists, and narrative accounts as one could wish
for; but when it comes to sociological analyses, there are virtually none.
Indeed, the mother of a victim of the London attacks, in her preface to
one of the very few academic books published to date on this event,
laments this silence on the part of social scientists.’

Though I do not claim that it will fill this gap all by itself, my book
looks back at the European reactions to the 9/11 attacks, and those in
Madrid and London, so as to provide a certain perspective for what the
French experienced in January 2015 and to come up with answers to the
questions that arose then. Each of its chapters begins with a salient
feature of the events of January 2015 and then sheds light on this by
drawing on the results of an investigation into those three previous
Islamist attacks in Western territory — an investigation that lasted several
years. This book therefore proposes a sociology of terrorist attacks,
rather than a sociology of terrorism as such.” It focuses on the attacks
as events, on the way that ordinary individuals experience them and how
they react to them, rather than on terrorism as a sociopolitical phenom-
enon, which is already the subject of many studies. The approach taken
here is a quiet, ‘cool”® appraisal of the effect an attack has on society: it
aims to understand, compare and explain, but in no way to judge or
deplore, as people are frequently all too quick to do, ‘in the heat of the
moment’. For the attacks are not very propitious moments for reflection,
for a distanced view: people feel they are being called on to take a stand
and choose sides. And as Emmanuel Todd’s detailed analysis of the
demonstrations that followed the attacks of 2 January 2015 will have
demonstrated,* it is sometimes very difficult for a sociologist to remain
objective in this area.

Testing social bonds

My book begins with a naive question, one which may seem morally
aberrant: why is it that an attack does not leave us indifferent? Why do

2



