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F 

luctuat nec mergitur 
– Tossed but never 
sunk — Paris’s eternal 
motto sticks!

Not long after the 
cowardly carnage, 

people in Paris were back on the 
streets, in the cafés, the terraces 
and even concert halls. And my son 
returned to school.

He was born in Paris, on Novem-
ber 14, 2001, the day after Kabul 
fell. He turned 14 in Paris, the day 
after young fanatics, some French, 
killed 129 civilians in the name of 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Fourteen years after 9/11, my son 
can legitimately ask me why noth-
ing seems to have been achieved. 
Neither by diplomacy nor bomb-
ing. France joined an international 
coalition in Afghanistan but was 
wise enough not to follow George 
W. Bush into Iraq in 2003.

Now why has France — ahead 
of the United States — emerged as 
the Great Satan and become the 
privileged target of ISIS? There are 
several immediate reasons.

First, President François Hol-
lande’s France moved forces 
quickly to prevent jihadis toppling 
our African friends in Mali. Now, 
France is back in the coalition 
bombing ISIS in Iraq and Syria. A 
marginal air power by comparison 
to the massive air strikes carried 

out by Russia in Syria 
and the United States in 
Iraq, but France’s Euro-
pean borders are so much 
easier to cross than most 
and such a closer target 
than the United States.

It is also a fat ideo-
logical target: France, a 

Christian country, is a secu-
lar nation sheltering the biggest 
Jewish and Muslim communities 
in Europe. That is profoundly 
abhorrent to ISIS. For ISIS is not 

really a “state” but firstly a state of 
mind. A combination of traditional 
Wahhabi faith nurtured for years 
by the imams and the dollars of the 
West’s best friends, Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar, grafted onto a new frus-
trated generation mastering digital 
cultures.

Not only in Arabic and English, 
but also successfully in French. 
France has been too slow to under-
stand.

That France has failed to inte-
grate Muslims into the mainstream 
is the first reason the apocalyptic 
jihadi message has been permeat-

ing some of the jobless Muslim 
youth in poor tenements with both 
their French and North African 
identities in doubt. Young people in 
a void and who remained ignorant 
of the Sufi Islam of their parents 
and are incensed by the Israeli oc-
cupation and events in Gaza. They 
are fair game for moneyed radical 
preachers and jihadi underground 
networks.

So far counterintelligence has 
not been able to stop jihadi terror. 
France has failed to help its moder-
ate Muslim population assert itself. 
Either by being reluctant to appear 

discriminating against the “beard-
ed ones” or because of the lasting 
distrust towards Muslims inherited 
from the colonial war in Algeria.

France has also failed to publicly 
distance itself from the very same 
oil monarchies that buy expensive 
weapons from the West and toler-
ate those in their midst who keep 
financing radical Islamist terrorism.

Reality checks that have been too 
long coming.

Jean Marc Illouz is a Paris-based 
French correspondent formerly in 
Washington and the Middle East.

F 

or years, refugees 
climbed into unseawor-
thy vessels or trekked 
across near-impossible 
terrain, risking their 
lives to escape violence 

or hopelessness only to run into 
locked doors. Then the picture of 
Aylan Kurdi, lying dead on a lonely 
beach, became the searing image 
that opened borders.

The picture of the 3-year-old 
boy’s body was heart-rending. 
Subsequent photos of Aylan being 
carefully carried away by a police 
officer were nearly as powerful.

It wasn’t long after that early 
September gruesome discovery 
that countries around the world — 
at least for a time — opened their 
doors to refugees. Many leaders 
who responded to the refugee 
crisis said it was Aylan’s image that 
swayed them.

But how did that death turn 
those locks? After years of pictures 
of dozens of people crowded into 
rickety boats, hearing tales of hun-

dreds drowning or thousands being 
turned away at borders, how did 
one 3-year-old boy cause a break-
through?

It is because we knew that child. 
Oh, we didn’t know Aylan, per se, 
but we all have seen toddlers — per-
haps clad in red shirt, blue shorts 
and sneakers — laughing and play-
ing as all children should. It’s a very 
happy thought. But this boy was 
alone and dead. That image sears 
into the mind.

This brought Aylan’s death home. 
It put a single face on a crisis that 
affects millions. This forced the 
world to see refugees as people.

This is also the raison d’être for 
journalism, a profession, as at-
tributed to Finley Peter Dunne, that 
should “comfort the afflicted and 
afflict the comfortable”. Here was 
a chance to live that cause. Aylan 
could no longer be made comfort-
able but his fate could aid others 
who are afflicted. 

There had to be a sickening feel-
ing upon coming upon the bodies 

of Aylan and the others who died. 
More than a dozen people, includ-
ing Aylan’s mother and brother, 
drowned when their overloaded 
boat capsized about five minutes 
after leaving shore in an attempt 
to reach a Greek island and a safe 
haven away from the Syrian war.

Alyan’s body had been pulled 
from the water by the time Dogan 
News Agency photographer Nilufer 
Demir arrived but was still on the 
beach near the waterline. Demir 
was put in an ethical quandary: 
Aylan was one of the “afflicted” 
but she could not help him and 
there is always a thought to respect 
the privacy of the dead. However, 
his image could help the plight of 
countless others.

“There was nothing left to do 
for him. There was nothing left to 
bring him back to life,” Demir told 
CNN Turk. “There was nothing to 
do except take his photograph. And 
that is exactly what I did.”

And then, expressing the most 
important aspect of journalism, she 

said: “I thought, ‘This is the only 
way I can express the scream of his 
silent body.’” 

The photo was Aylan’s scream 
for help for those trying to escape 
the terror of the years-long fighting 
in Syria or deprivation in other 
parts of the Middle East and North 
Africa.

One drawback of the 24-hour 
news cycle and the plethora of 
ways 21st-century technology al-
lows for the sharing of information 
with light-speed immediacy is the 
sheer amount of words and images 
available. There is so much mate-
rial that the world is becoming in-
ured to scenes of hordes of people 
in tragic situations. We suffer from 
crisis fatigue.

There are so many in dire need 
that the masses become faceless. 
It’s relatively easy to dehumanise 
people when their features are hard 
to make out in a crowd of hundreds 
or thousands.

Then comes the picture of a 
single boy and the crisis is given a 
face. Humanity returns and people 
are driven to action.

Aylan Kurdi represents thou-
sands of people who have died 
trying to escape violence of the 
Syrian war. To let his death go un-
noticed and rendered unimportant 
is unconscionable, just as it is to 
ignore the continuing plight of the 
millions still affected by the war his 
family was trying to escape.

John Hendel is Senior Editor for 
The Arab Weekly. He lives in the 
United States.
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A young couple in front of the French Embassy in Berlin mourns for the victims killed in the 
November 13th attacks in Paris.
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New normal. Men play chess in front of a damaged building in Idlib province, Syria, on October 19, 2015.

 There is so much 
material that the 
world is becoming 
inured to scenes of 
hordes of people in 
tragic situations.


