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			Dedication

			The French edition of this book, released on March 20th of this year, was dedicated to the 131 hostages still held by Hamas. Three months later, in June, with this American edition going to press, it pains me to write that the number 131 is now 120. We have had no further news of them. No one—no humanitarian organization, no “mediator” state—can tell us who among the 120 are still living and who have perished. I choose to reproduce my original dedication here, unchanged, as I keep each of these souls in my thoughts and heart.

			—Bernard-Henri Lévy

			 

			From the French edition:

			This book is dedicated to: 

			Mohammad Alatrash; Liri Albag; Edan Alexander; Hisham Al-Sayed; Hamza Alziadne; Youssef Alziadne; Matan Angrest; Noa Argamani; Karina Ariev; Uriel Baruch; Ohad Ben Ami; Ron Benjamin; Agam Berger; Ziv et Gali Berman; Ariel and Kfir Bibas; Shiri and Yarden Bibas; Elkana Bohbot; Rom Braslavski; Yagev Buchshtab; Amit Ester Buskilla; Itay Chen; Eliya Cohen; Nimrod Cohen; Ariel Cunio; David Cunio; Emily Damari; Alex Dancyg; Oz Daniel; Ori Danino; Evyatar David; Sagi Dekel-Chen; Itzik Elgarat; Kaid Farhan Elkadi; Carmel Gat; Itzhak Gelerenter; Daniela Gilboa; Guy Gilboa-Dalal; Hersh Goldberg-Polin; Romi Gonen; Maxim Herkin; Orion Hernandez-Radoux; Eitan Horn; Yair Horn; Tsachi Idan; Bipin Joshi; Ofer Kalderon; Segev Kalfon; Elad Katzir; Amiram Kooper; Andrey Kozlov; Bar Kupershtein; Naama Levy; Or Levy; Eliyakim Libman; Oded Lifshitz; Alex Lobanov; Shlomo Mansour; Almog Meir Jan; Avera Mengistsu; Yoram Metzger; Omri Miran; Eitan Abraham Mor; Gadi Moses; Avraham Munder; Omer Neutra; Tamir Nimrodi; Michel Nisenbaum; Yosef Ohana; Alon Ohel; Avinatan Or; Dror Or; Daniel Peretz; Chaim Peri; Natthaphong Pinta; Nadav Popplewell; Sonthaya Oakkharasri; Sudthisak Rinthalak; Surasak Rumnao; Lior Rodaif; Bannawat Seathao; Almog Sarusi; Eli Sharabi; Omer Shem Tov; Tal Shoham; Idan Shtivi; Keith Samuel Siegel; Watchara Sriaoun; Doron Steinbrecher; Sathian Suwankam; Pongsak Thaenna; Sasha (Alexander) Trofanov; Omer Wenkert; Yair Yaakov; Chanan Yablonka; Ohad Yahalomi; Arbel Yehoud; Dolev Yehoud; Eden Yerushalmi; Matan Zangauker; Shlomi Ziv

			…who, as of February 23, 2024, remain hostages of Hamas in Gaza.
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			PART ONE

			October 7 and After

		

	
		
			1

			Pogrom

			I arrived in Israel the morning after October 7.

			At Ben Gurion Airport, alerts were sounding at a steady pace.

			Frozen despite the late summer heat, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem seemed like dead cities.

			Likewise, Sderot, a city on the Gaza border that has been martyred many times, had been emptied of nearly all of its inhabitants.

			I knew this city.

			I have made a point of visiting it on each of my trips to Israel over the past twenty years.

			And in 2009 and 2014, during the last two Gaza wars, when people spent entire days in shelters because of the rockets, my reporting kept me there somewhat longer.

			But never had I seen it so desolate.

			Never had I imagined discovering, in the middle of an empty Menachem Begin Road, the remains of a dead jihadist covered with a blue tarp that left his blackened, ant-covered legs exposed and rotting in the blazing sun.

			Or in front of the torched police station, of which nothing remained but the frame, finding myself face to face with my namesake, Haaretz journalist Gideon Levy, a virulent critic of Israel… I share my last name with many. On more than one occasion, I had the chance to get together with some others to reflect on the caprices of a “spirit of Judaism” that groups the most dissimilar Jewish destinies under the same name.

			But this particular Levy…. Catching myself shaking his hand in a brotherly way and sharing an astonishment that left our disagreements behind. Gathering with him before a crowd made up of firemen, police, soldiers from the Israel Defense Forces who had arrived that morning, and reservists who showed up on their own even sooner after a parent, a friend, or a fellow reservist had called them from a safe room to confide in a whisper what may have been their last living words: “The wolves are in the city; we can sense their presence; we can hear them; they’re in the yard, the living room, the children’s room; as I speak, they’re trying to force the lock.” That, too, I never could have imagined.

			In the kibbutzim, it was worse.

			They had been part of my life from way back.

			I knew they were the bastion of the lay, liberal, pacifist Zionism that was my first tie with Israel at the time of the Six Day War in 1967.

			I had been introduced to Kfar Aza in 1967 by Ely Ben Gal, a progressive intellectual saved from the Holocaust by one of the Righteous Among the Nations in Chambon-sur-Lignon. A few days before, Ben Gal had taken Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir to the kibbutz.

			In neighboring Be’eri, I had stayed with Kurdish Jews whose goal was to realize their dream of reconnecting with their Arab brothers, which Saddam Hussein’s tyranny had made impossible in their native Iraq.

			And even though I did not arrive on the scene until after the very first reports on Israeli media, even though the teams from Zaka, the NGO whose sacred task it is to locate missing body parts so that the deceased can be given a decent Jewish burial, had come through before me and removed most of the corpses, I will never forget my first impressions: the smell of sour milk that filled the bullet-pocked, blasted, half-burned houses; the contents of their kitchen cabinets scattered in the rooms, as if blown away by a hurricane. The neatly laid out streets lined with pretty houses with their shrubs intact but empty of birdsong and human voices; or the consistent accounts of survivors and rescuers who recounted how the dead were collected, some of them decapitated and dismembered, others burned, others riddled with bullets and their hands torn to shreds as if they had fought until they dropped. Or, finally, the vegetable storage shed where unidentified body parts that had just been collected were stacked in a small pile of flesh, indistinct except for the stench.

			Afterward, I met with families of the hostages. They reminded me of the parents of Gilad Shalit, whom I had visited nearly two decades before in a similar house. I pictured Ruth and Judea, the parents of Daniel Pearl, whom I met in Encino, California, in the early stages of the investigation in which I retraced the steps of the young Jewish journalist who had been abducted and beheaded. I reconstructed his last days and got as close as I could to the Al Qaeda jihadists who had murdered him so brutally. In all of these families, the same distress, the same shock, and the same difficulty in finding the right words to describe the situation. And when the words did come, the same expressions: We who survive (again, survivors) are ready to give everything, absolutely everything, even our lives, to bring back a child kidnapped without his baby bottles; a sister seen on the media, half-naked, bloodied, thrown like a package into a pickup; or a grandmother whom the abductors gave no time to say goodbye to her beloved….

			And still other survivors, those of the rave and others from Be’eri evacuated to Tel Aviv, who described barbarians coming out of nowhere; the breathless, silent savagery; the stampedes; the random shootings; the motorcycles at full throttle carrying two and sometimes three attackers, the legs of the third dragging in the dust; the gray faces in which one could make out only at the last moment, in the darkness of a room, eyes gleaming with hate; the chaotic yet well-organized aspects of the whole operation, both lightning fast and very long; the babies’ tears; the incredulous cries of children, eyes wide with terror; the dying, crawling toward their phone to send a last message; the phone with no charge left; a bullet in the head, one last bullet, end of story. They looked like SS-Einsatzgruppen, survivors told me. Never since the “holocaust by bullets” described by Father Patrick Desbois had the world seen Jews massacred like this, point blank, just for being Jewish. And, at the same time: no, I had to be careful and stifle the parade of reminiscences and images in my head. Any resemblance with an earlier situation was meaningless, because we were dealing with something utterly unique.

			It is the aftermath of October 7.

			My sole focus at the time was the war against Ukraine.

			I had been living then on Ukrainian time for nearly two years, and the war had been consuming all of my thoughts and energy.

			But at that instant, I realized with a chill that the world had just witnessed an event whose shockwaves and blast effect would change the course of all our lives—including my own.

			Not all events are Events with a capital “E.”

			Not all have the historical, epochal, era-opening power that German philosopher Reiner Schürmann attributes to an Event.

			But the pogrom of October 7, 2023 was just that—and here’s why.
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			Event

			An Event is distinguished first by being unprecedented in form, says Schürmann—an underappreciated philosopher whose work had its origins in the shadow of the evil fairies of Nazi Germany, and particularly in a dialogue with Martin Heidegger.

			In the age of the “integrated spectacle” that Guy Debord showed some time back to be the new organizing principle of an era that extends into the present, the Event follows a scenario that seems to have been written specifically for it.

			As Andy Warhol epitomized by his observation that the dream of every man, no matter how primitive, is to be at the center of a performance that will make him famous for fifteen minutes, the Event is more than the latest repetition of an earlier suicide bombing, the umpteenth hail of rockets, or the same simultaneous attack by the same allied Arab armies.

			An example of an Event: Terrorists at the controls of an airplane slamming into the twin towers of the World Trade Center, symbols of power and freedom, killing 2,700 people and taking hostage hundreds of millions of Muslims who, across the centuries, had nobly embodied the adventure of their faith.

			Another: Two phony journalists in Panjshir, Afghan­istan, armed with a rigged camera, who blew to pieces the legendary Commander Ahmad Shah Massoud, the incarnation of enlightened Islam.

			And yet another: The world’s second-largest army marching toward Kyiv on February 24, 2022 and, in the process, breaking all of the written and unwritten rules of the international order since the defeat of the Nazis.

			Well, the same was true of October 7, a slaughter paired with a hostage taking whose scale, savagery, and implementation resembled nothing previously known.

			Israel had lived through other hostage takings: at the Olympic Stadium in Munich in September 1972; at Entebbe a short while before; and several decades later, on its own territory, when a Palestinian commando unit emerged from tunnels to capture tank commander Gilad Shalit.

			Israel had experienced lynchings: those of two yeshiva students from Jerusalem who had come to worship at the tomb of Joseph in Nablus in 2015 and had to be pulled away nearly dead from a raging mob by Palestinian police; or the two IDF reservists, Josef Avrahami and Vadim Norzhich, who, in October 2000, were beaten to death, set afire, and had their remains dragged through the streets of Ramallah like Sergeant Cleveland in the last days of the battle of Mogadishu.

			But both at once and at such a scale, this lynching a thousand times greater, this hostage taking without precedent since the rape of the Sabine women by Romulus’s Romans, this assault by motorcycles, bulldozers, pickups, and paragliders, all by surprise and diffused in real time over social networks in posts exulting about bleeding the Jews like sheep—that had never happened before.

			 

			The appearance of an Event, moreover, is unpredictable.

			No one sees it coming, nor even its silent stirrings.

			It is the equivalent of the Black Swans whose appearance, economists say, are not foreshadowed by any datum, curve, or computation of probability or metaprobability.

			“Events” are occurrences that, even after the fact, after the scenario has been unveiled, after the film has been screened and its final twists are known, continue to seem unthinkable, incalculable.

			We knew nearly everything about Nazism. We had read Mein Kampf. We had heard Hitler. But few were those who understood what he meant when he compared himself to Siegfried waking the Valkyrie imprisoned by the shadowy Nibelungen. Few were those who, having heard representatives of the Polish resistance describing, as early as 1942, the transfer of thousands of Jews to Auschwitz “for the sole purpose of immediately exterminating them in gas chambers,” did any better than US Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter after listening to Jan Karski: “I do not think that you ‘lied,’” Frankfurter said, “but I cannot believe you.” And even today, when we seem to know all there is to know about that extermination and its industrial mechanics, it remains within history’s heart like an unbreakable kernel of night, as Primo Levi, Imre Kertész, and Elie Wiesel observed time and again.

			We knew all there was to know about Putin’s denial of the Ukrainian identity. One had only to listen to his speeches over the years to the Valdai Discussion Club to grasp the obsessive hate he bore for the West, the resentment he harbored for valiant Ukraine, and the resemblance, feature by feature, between his Greater Russia and Hitlerian Lebensraum. One had only to open one’s eyes to see that the Kremlin, in a movement of troops not seen since the implosion of the USSR, was massing a combat-ready force of 300,000 on the Donbas border. It was a short step to conclude that he was going to move into action and throw himself into this insane enterprise, but it was a step that staggered the imagination and passed over the heads of most intelligence agencies. And, years later, though the step had indeed been taken, and though I had debated Putin’s ideologist, Aleksandr Dugin, in Amsterdam on September 20, 2019, and heard him recite the entire catalogue of racist, anti-Semitic, and pro-Islamist insanities that are the essential ingredients of the Eurasian ideology, there is something enigmatic, something that defies logic and understanding, in the decision Putin made on February 24, 2022, to launch the “special operation” to take all of Ukraine.

			The same is true of the sudden and sustained killing spree carried out on October 7 by the death squads of Hamas.

			Many have wondered how the Mossad could have been fooled to such an extent as to miss the lead up to what would be the worst massacre of Jews since the Holocaust.

			The reality is that there were signs here and there.

			And the truth is that all of the world’s intelligence services had the means to detect those signs.

			A BBC analysis dated November 27, 2023, describes how the terrorists, as early as 2020, engaged in training sessions at nine different sites in
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