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The Displaced: Introduction 

 

I have two photos on my desk. The first shows a child, a girl of about 10. She is standing behind 

an enormous pile of her family’s belongings, which have been tightly packed for a long journey. 

Her face is blank with uncertainty, but she strikes a bossy pose — one hand on her hip, the other 

planted firmly against the bundles. Her companions are an older woman, probably her mother, and 

a little boy — her younger brother? Both look directly at the photographer, Henri Cartier-Bresson, 

who took this picture in Dessau, as scores of Germans displaced during World War II began 

returning home. It is 1945. Where has this girl been, and what has she seen?  

The second picture, taken in 1974, also shows a girl of about 10. This child is a Kurdish refugee. 

Her family is sitting with their worldly possessions in a barren field, somewhere near the border 

with Iran. A meal is underway. The parents sit cross-legged on the ground, intent on their food, 

while the girl stands, another little girl by her side, and stares into the distance with a wrinkled-

brow expression of adult worry. Where is she going?  

 

The Displaced  

War has driven 30 million children from their homes. These are the stories of three of them.  

Young as these girls are, they have already been asked to bear a profound loss. You can see it in 

their faces. They appear to be only half children, the other half having been matured ahead of 

schedule by trauma and displacement. They know what they should not. And yet, there is still that 

other half. They are still kids. Unlike the adults in the frame, who must be constantly aware of 
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their dangerous ordeal, the girls, from time to time, might forget. If the moment was right, they 

might play a game. 

That children, even under the worst of circumstances, are able to remain children supplies the 

world around them with the sense of a future, which is the equivalent of hope. The history of the 

world is a history of wars — the sieges of Jerusalem, the Mongol conquests, the Mexican 

Revolution, World Wars I and II, the Taiping Rebellion, the Armenian genocide, the Napoleonic 

Wars, the Dungan Revolt, the Vietnam War, the Seven Years’ War, the 30 Years’ War, the Roman 

civil wars, the Chinese Civil War, the American Civil War, the Chilean civil wars, the Liberian 

civil wars, the Spanish Civil War. These and countless others are usually fought by young adults 

and overseen by old men, and it is their experiences that historians tend to consider. But children 

(and their mothers) are present, too. Those who are not killed wind up displaced, surviving in 

camps and bombed-out villages, where by their mere presence they contribute to the continuance 

of humankind. Less obvious than the biological fact of this is the psychological one. If there were 

no children, would the adults of a refugee camp have the will to endure?  

With so many wars behind us, so many around us and so many (we must assume) ahead, it begins 

to seem as if we are wholly dependent on children to provide the world with whatever minimum 

fuel of promise is required for it to keep turning. The kids have no choice in the matter. They 

cannot be any other place or any other age. They can only be resilient, miraculously so. Where 

does this capability come from? Are children able to recover so quickly from adversity because of 

their inexperience, because they don’t realize quite how bad things really are? Or is it because they 

have a greater capacity than adults to live entirely in the present, to lose themselves in a game of 

soccer or tag? Or perhaps resilience is a concept supplied by adults, who would like to believe that 

children will overcome the terrible experiences we foist upon them. Much of the research suggests 

that kids who encounter repeated or sustained trauma and overwhelming stress are likely to suffer 

outcomes that range from debilitating depression and post-traumatic stress disorder to heart disease 

and diabetes. Though these children may furnish their ruined cities and shattered families with a 

little hope, they won’t emerge unscathed 

 

In our current crisis, nearly 30 million children worldwide have been driven from their homes by 

war and persecution. Media coverage has lately focused on the Syrian dimension of this tragedy 

(in part because of the fate of one refugee child, Aylan Kurdi, the Syrian toddler who drowned 



crossing the Mediterranean in September). But these 30 million girls and boys are from all over 

— Afghanistan, Iraq, Eritrea, Libya, Nigeria, Honduras, El Salvador, Myanmar, Bangladesh. This 

week’s issue of the magazine has been built around portraits of three of them: an 11-year-old boy 

from eastern Ukraine named Oleg, a 12-year-old Syrian girl named Hana and a 9-year-old South 

Sudanese boy named Chuol. All three have seen their homes destroyed; two have lost family 

members. Yet they carry on. Their stories are told in a multimedia documentary project, 

comprising a feature story, interviews, three photo essays and, for the first time in the history of 

The New York Times, a virtual-reality film. 

A camp in Dessau, Germany, in April 1945, for displaced people liberated by Soviet troops. Credit 

Henri Cartier-Bresson/Magnum Photos  

We decided to launch The Times’s virtual-reality efforts with these portraits because we recognize 

that this new filmmaking technology enables an uncanny feeling of connection with people whose 

lives are far from our own. By creating a 360-degree environment that encircles the viewer, virtual 

reality creates the experience of being present within distant worlds, making it uniquely suited to 

projects, like this one, that speak to our senses of empathy and community. What better use of the 

technology could there be than to place our readers within a crisis that calls to us daily with great 

urgency and yet, because of the incessancy of the call, often fails to rouse us at all? 

Oleg, Hana and Chuol account for the tiniest fraction of a percentage of those 30 million children, 

but their experiences stand in for the whole. In Hana’s story, we see the daily trials of a refugee 

who now lives in a foreign country and is trying to make a provisional life; in Oleg’s, we see the 

difficulties of building a new life amid the ruins of the old. Chuol’s story is more grave. He is in 

the midst of a terrifying escape, unsure of where or when a new life might begin. As dissimilar as 

these three children are, they’re bound in an unhappy fellowship, not only with one another but 

also with the other displaced kids around the world, with the two children in the photos on my 

desk and with the numberless children displaced throughout history by all the world’s wars. Think 

of them, moving silently within the mass migrations and terrified departures, the families running 

away at night, the human displacements on an unfathomable scale. Aztec children fleeing the 

armored conquistadors. French Huguenot children crossing the English Channel with their parents. 

European children streaming east and west and north and south during the First and Second World 

Wars. Jewish children resettling all over the world. Vietnamese children leaping into boats. 

Liberian children riding on their parents’ shoulders down roads lined by bodies. Iraqi children 
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running from the gigantic explosions of the gulf war. Generations of Haitian children. Generations 

of Palestinian children. Generations of Afghan children. See them struggling along, year after year 

after year, carrying the burden of ensuring our future upon their small backs. 

Jake Silverstein is editor in chief of The New York Times Magazine. 

A version of this article appears in print on November 8, 2015, on page MM46 of the Sunday 

Magazine with the headline: The Displaced. 

 


