Things Worth Remembering:
‘He Died Standing Up’

Jeannette Bougrab’s partner was murdered at Charlie
Hebdo 10 years ago—in the name of values, she said,
‘that we’ve forgotten to defend.’

THE PARTNER OF SLAIN CHARLIE HEBDO EDITOR CHARB, JEANNETTE BOUGRAB, STANDS ON
JANUARY 9, 2015 OUTSIDE THE PARIS CITY HALL AFTER THE JANUARY 7 MASSACRE AT THE
WEEKLY, WHICH LEFT 12 DEAD. (ERIC FEFERBERG VIA GETTY IMAGES)

By Douglas Murray

Welcome to Douglas Murray’s column, “Things Worth Remembering,”
in which he presents great speeches that we should commit to heart.
Scroll down to listen to Douglas reflect on the words of Jeannette
Bougrab, spoken the day after her partner was murdered by Islamists.

This has been a week of mourning for the families of the Americans who lost



their lives to Islamism in New Orleans. The attack bears all the hallmarks of
the atrocities that have taken place in European capitals in the past decade.
Indeed, in a disturbing coincidence, this coming week marks the 10th
anniversary of one of the most appalling acts of terrorism seen in modern
times.

It was on January 7, 2015, that two Islamists went into the Paris offices of the
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo, murdering a caretaker on their way in, and
burst into the weekly editorial meeting. Calling for the editor, Stéphane
“Charb” Charbonnier, and four other cartoonists by name, they proceeded to
murder them all—as well as three other members of the editorial staff, one of
Charb’s police bodyguards, and a guest at the meeting. While fleeing the
scene, the two terrorists, who turned out to be brothers, shot and killed a
Muslim police officer at point-blank range.

It was the worst attack on the free press in a Western country in our lifetimes.
And the massacre presaged another massacre, at a kosher supermarket in
Paris days later, which served as a reminder that the Islamists have a distinct
set of enemies in their literal sights. For once, albeit only for a moment, the
free world seemed to rally in support of the victims. Soon afterward, world
leaders—including, slightly surprisingly, the head of the Palestinian Authority,
President Mahmoud Abbas, and Queen Rania and King Abdullah of Jordan,
none with a glowing record on combating terrorism—marched through the
streets of Paris in a show of solidarity. The slogan “Je Suis Charlie” was seen
everywhere.

But as | pointed out promiscuously at the time, most people weren’t Charlie.
In fact, almost nobody was. Supporters of the free press slightly mawkishly
walked through the streets of Paris with pencils in their hands, as though this
was any kind of stand. As | vividly recall Mark Steyn saying at the time, the
best thing those demonstrators could have done was walk through the streets
of Paris holding up the cartoons of Muhammad that the paper had run—
which had caused repeated attacks on their offices even before 2015.

The best response from the press itself would have been to immediately
publish a “blasphemous” Charlie Hebdo cartoon, in the spirit of “| am
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Spartacus.” You can'’t take us all.

But even other “satirical” magazines like the UK'’s Private Eye showed they
didn’t have the courage of Charb and his colleagues. So many journalists and
cartoonists in the West had become comfortable poking at empty hornets’
nests—the Episcopal Church, the UK’s royal family, snigger, snigger, tee-hee
—that they had forgotten what it takes to poke a live one.

Then came the victim-blaming. The moment of solidarity evaporated as
commentators on the left began to claim that Charlie Hebdo was asking for it.
They claimed that the magazine was “right-wing” when it was anything but.
They claimed its aim had been to provoke tensions in French society. They
claimed the magazine was “punching down” by satirizing the inventor of
Islam. Perhaps the murdered editors should have checked their privilege?

A lot of these commentators had probably never heard of Charlie Hebdo till
the attack; they clearly knew nothing about the magazine’s anarchic brand of
humor and fundamental Frenchness. In publishing cartoons of the prophet,
Charb was simply practicing the liberté at the heart of the Republic,
celebrating the French ideal of /aicité, or secularism. In short, the staff

at Charlie Hebdo had always expressed their right as sons and daughters of
France to say what they liked about religion, to treat all sacred values as
being equally deserving of satire.

Their killers attacked this freedom, and so did plenty of commentators who
ought to have known better. The ability to misunderstand the French Republic
was never more evident than after PEN America announced, in May 2015,
that they were going to give an award to the surviving staff of the magazine—
only for a slew of illiterate American literati to decide that these brave French
men and women were somehow reactionary right-wing provocateurs,
undeserving of any connection to the authors of unreadable East Coast
novels about middle-class divorce and similarly brave subjects.

It was a disheartening time for many reasons. | had met and known a number
of the people connected to Charlie Hebdo, and watched the pusillanimous
response to the massacre with horror. But in all this, there was courage, and
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it is the courage that is worth remembering.

There was the heroism of a small number of other cartoonists who were
brave enough to keep drawing the prophet Muhammad. But most of all, there
was the memory of the unbelievable heroism of Charb and his colleagues.

Long before his murder, Charb had said he would not be cowed. Even
the firebombing of his offices in 2011 had not deterred him. In interviews he
saidhe would rather die standing on his feet than live on his knees.

He also relentlessly reminded the West: Nothing he was doing was strange.
He was simply exercising his rights in a free society and was sorry that more
people weren’t doing the same. Anyone who wants to actually understand
what he thought and believed can read his Open Letter, the manifesto-like
document about free speech that he finished just a couple of days before his
death.

Others also left powerful testimony. Philippe Langon, another contributor to
the magazine, was in the editorial office that day and had part of his face
blown off by a bullet, among other wounds. He subsequently wrote a stunning
book called Disturbance: Surviving Charlie Hebdo, which recounts the attack
and his own excruciatingly slow recovery and return to a semi-normal life.
Almost a year after the attack, he was still in the hospital, when Paris was
attacked again. This time, Islamists killed 130 people, who had simply been
listening to music at the Bataclan concert hall. Langon recalls a nurse saying
to him, in November 2015, “We’ll have to learn to live like the Lebanese. And
| used to pity them.”

Equally haunting is Langon’s description of something that happened the first
time he went to a party after his recovery. He walked in and immediately saw
the novelist Michel Houellebecq, whose novel Submission—about the threat
of Islamism to French politics—was published the very same day as the
attack on Charlie Hebdo. Indeed, Houellebecq’s image was on the
magazine’s front cover the week of the attack, and the novelist was the

subject of the editorial discussion as the assassins had broken in.
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Both Langon and Houellebecq had been accompanied to the party by police
guards. American readers should reflect on that, because if you submit this
much to the thought police, you, too, will live in such a world. The two men
had never met before but recognized each other. Houellebecq reached out a
hand and simply said: “Men of violence take it by force.” It is a quote from the
Gospel of St. Matthew. Langon left the party minutes later.

Many people said many powerful things in those days—things Americans
need to hear, and not only because of what happened in New Orleans. But to
my mind, the last word should go to a woman who stood out for her
exceptional dignity and courage, as well as the resonance of her sentiments:
Charb’s partner, Jeannette Bougrab. A few years earlier, she had been a
secretary of state under Nicolas Sarkozy, and the chair of French Equal
Opportunities and Anti-Discrimination Commission. We had met a couple of
times in France, and in the hours and days after the murder of her partner, |
watched with awe as she spoke for the man who could no longer speak for
himself. When she heard about the attack, she went running to the scene—
and in describing, the very next day, what she found, she spoke for France—
and for a set of values which we lose at our peril.

| was in awe of her 10 years ago, and am as much in awe today:

When I got there, there were the cordons, and we weren’t allowed to get
in. But I learned there that he was dead. . .I didn’t want to leave his body.
The bodies were just on the ground. . .I stayed for three or four hours
outside. And then afterwards, I was taken to the Hotel-Dieu [hospital]

because I was in such a situation of shock.

Then came Jeannette’s tribute to the man who said he would never live on
his knees, who she rightly believed had taken up his place among the heroes
of history who had defended the French Repubilic:

He died standing. He defended secularism. He defended Voltaire’s spirit.
He, in fact, was really the fruit of this ideal, the Republic that we’ve
almost forgotten. He was—he died standing up. He was executed with his

comrades, as he would say. Not companions. Comrades. And we can be
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very proud of him. All these cartoonists deserve a ceremony just
as Malraux organized for Jean Moulin. Because they fought for principles
and for freedoms that we’ve forgotten to defend.

So they’re resistance. Yes, they are resistance. And if I were the president
of the Republic, that’s what I would do. I would give them this medal of
honor, the Panthéon. Often—they died defending freedom of expression,

secularism, and they have died so that we can stay free in this country.

In France. In France in 2015.

Click below to listen to Douglas reflect on the words of Jeannette
Bougrab:

LISTEN NOW - 3:36

Douglas Murray will be back in your inbox next Sunday. To read his last
column, “Before War There Is Peace,” click here.

The Free Press earns a commission from any purchases made through all book links in this article.
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