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POETRY IN AN AGE OF GENOCIDE:  

HEARING FROM GAZA, SPEAKING TO GAZA,  

WEEPING FOR GAZA 

Sharif Gemie 

 

‘Gaza, the last thing you need is a poem’. 

Ahmad Almallah (2023) 

 

‘What more do you need to see?’ 

Abeer Ameer (April 2025) 

 

‘In a world that tries to reduce us to statistics, we have become storytellers.’ 

Asem Alnabih (Aug 2025) 

 

• Ahmed Alnaouq and Pam Bailey, (eds) We Are Not Numbers: The 

Voices of Gaza’s Youth (London: Hutchinson Heinemann, 2025) 

• Poems from and for Palestine (Oct, 2023). Available from: 

https://arablit.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/poems-for-palestine-for-

distribution-A4-Booklet.pdf 

• Out of Gaza: New Palestinian Poetry (Thirsk: Smokestack Books, 2024)  

• Poems for Palestine (Publishers for Palestine, 2024). Available from : 

https://publishersforpalestine.org/wp-

content/uploads/2024/02/poems_for_palestine_online.pdf 

• Mosab Abu Toha, Forest of Noise (London: Fourth Estate, 2024)  

• Abeer Ameer, various (2024—25)  

• We Are All Palestinians: an Anthology in solidarity with the people of 

Palestine (Culture Matters, 2025). Available from: 

https://www.culturematters.org.uk/we-are-all-palestinians/ 

 

Poetry? What connection can poetry have with the horrific hi-tech slaughter in 

Gaza today? Think of that empty, ghostly landscape of dusty rubble and battered 

buildings, marked by only blood-stained scraps of clothing—isn’t that the opposite 

of poetry? And yet… Poetry is a hardy plant. It grows in places where there seem 

to be no signs of life. Rather than the silence of the graveyard, voices groan, 

whisper and mutter. Displaced Gazans write poems in their improvised tents, 

diaspora Palestinians voice agonised concern for their relatives, friends and 
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colleagues, and a growing western audience shares their sense of horror. From 

these three strands, new voices and new themes emerge.  

In this review-essay, I will explore a collection of Gazans’ essays, a poetry 

collection, three anthologies of poetry and some poems circulated on social 

media. As I write, the conflict has endured for two years—long enough for some 

tendencies to become clear, but not long enough for any end to this dreadful 

conflict. Any judgements I make are obviously provisional and tentative, for the 

situation is changing day by day.  

 

i. Gaza 

Let’s start with some basic points. Gaza is a tiny strip of land, 25 miles by 6 miles, 

about half the size of the Isle of Wight. About 2.3 million people lived there in 

October 2023. To put this in context, Gaza’s territory is 1.6% the size of Wales, 

but it supported a population two-thirds the size of the Welsh population. It was 

one of the most crowded places on Earth, surpassed in demographic density only 

by Macau (in China), Monaco, Singapore and Hong Kong.  

People have lived in Gaza for centuries. Archaeologists have found 

artefacts in its fields that date back more than four thousand years.1 There are 19 

references to Gaza in the Bible. On its land, there were thirteenth-century 

mosques. Before October 2023, volunteers struggled to preserve them. Gaza is a 

natural transit point between Africa and Asia, and—more distantly—to Europe. 

With its Mediterranean coastline, one could say that geographic forces have 

shaped Gaza to be a communication hub between cultures and religions. If only! 

Since 2006, Gaza has suffered an increasingly strict and wide-ranging blockade 

enforced by Israel, with Egyptian acquiescence.  

Gaza is the smaller of the two Palestinian territories. About 3.2 million 

Palestinians live on the West Bank. There are indications of growing differences 

between the two territories. The West Bankers live in less crowded towns, they 

support some successful small-scale manufacturing, and there’s a small but 

prominent Christian minority among them. The strangled and stifled would-be 

centres of Palestinian administration are mostly based in the West Bank. Prior to 

October 2023, West Bankers sometimes looked down on Gazans, seeing them as 

less educated, poorer and more desperate. 

In We Are Not Numbers some voices from Gaza speak to a western 

readership. Looking closely at these writers and their texts, we learn something 
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 Mohamed al-Rantissi, Survivre à Gaza propos recueillis par Christophe Oberlin et Jacques-

Marie Bourget (Koutoubia: Alphée, 2009), p. 12.  
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about Gaza and its people. The book grew out of a writing project that began in 

2015. (The murdered Gazan academic and poet, Refaat Alareer, assisted in the 

project.) It helped young Gazans improve their English by providing them with 

mentors and encouraging them to write short pieces in English. 1,300 texts—

mostly essays, but including some poetry—were completed by 2023. We Are Not 

Numbers is a selection from those works. It presents 74 texts by 63 writers, aged 

between 18 and 29. 10 of the texts are poems. About a third of the writers are 

male, two-thirds female. By the end of 2023, 33 of them had left the Gaza Strip, 

25 remained, and 2 had been killed by Israeli forces (there’s no data for another 

3). Of those who got out, Egypt was the most common destination (10 were 

resident there), although it’s possible that this country was merely a transit zone to 

other countries. The other most common destinations were Turkey (4), the USA 

(4), the Gulf States (4) and the UK (3).  

 
One of the 63 writers has gained international recognition. Mosab Abu 

Toha grew up in the Jabaliya refugee camp in Gaza. In 2015, he contributed an 

essay to We Are Not Numbers. He worked as a teacher for refugee agency 

UNRWA and founded the Edward Said Library in Gaza, the only English-

language library in the territory. Following October 2023, he attempted to leave 

Gaza for Egypt with his family, but was detained by Israeli forces. Thankfully, 

international organisations like PEN took up his case, and he was released from 

prison in November 2023, with injuries so severe that he had to be hospitalized.2 

By 2024 he was in the USA and began publishing regularly in the New Yorker. 

His poetry collection, Forest of Noise, was published in 2024.   

 
2

 See: https://www.democracynow.org/2023/11/21/gaza_mosab_abu_toha_kidnapping 
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Obviously, not all the 63 writers have the literary talent or the tenacity of 

Abu Toha. But his example illustrates how the We Are Not Numbers project 

interacted with Gazan society: it successfully linked writers in a network of 

creativity and hope and strengthened their ability to express themselves.  

The 63 writers of We Are Not Numbers are not typical Gazans. Their 

ability to express themselves in English isn’t wildly exceptional: many, many 

Arabs have learnt some English for their work, for their studies, out of their 

cultural interests or just from watching cartoons on TV. Even the fact that 17 of 

them are students isn’t unusual: prior to 2023, Gaza had a high rate of university 

attendance. But their careers mark them out: they’re teachers, translators, writers, 

physiotherapists or they work in media. There are no farmers, stall-holders, shop-

keepers or fishers among them, although some refer to the agricultural 

occupations of their parents. On the other hand, they don’t come from the 

highest strata of Gazan society either: they’re not aiming for high-ranking 

administrative careers, commercial wealth or political power. These 63 writers 

represent a micro-elite, perhaps trying to carve out web-based careers in Gaza, or 

keen to leave as soon as they can. Learning English is therefore a practical, 

commercial choice for them, as well as an instrument for creative self-expression.  

One immediate problem for the western reader is gauging how different 

are these people. There’s room for confusion. The 63 writers obviously can 

express themselves competently in English—as well, if not better than most British 

students. They read English-language books on their mobile phones. They’re 

familiar with western culture: they play music by Adam Lambert, Justin 

Timberlake and Adele. They listen to Bob Marley in hip cafes. As children, they 

read comics like Batman, Spiderman, the Phantom and the Hulk. As adults, they 

object to the actress chosen to star in the film of Wonder Woman. They’re 

irritated by problems with their Amazon deliveries. So: just like us?  

Of course not. In We Are Not Numbers, Haya Abdullah illustrates the gap 

clearly when she expresses her frustration and anger with the questions in her 

English-language textbook: Where will you stay during your holiday? What is 

your favourite hotel? Do you like to travel to Canada like Jack or like Mary to 

Paris? ‘Yes, but that’s possible only in my dreams,’ she answers eventually.3 Her 

classmates giggle, but later she wonders if the textbooks are mocking Gazan 

students. While there are some remarkable similarities between the lives of a 

typical Gazan and a typical Brit, there are many extremely important differences.  
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It's interesting to consider what the 63 writers don’t write about. In the 344 

pages of the book, there’s not a single reference to Hamas or any other political-

religious factions. Possibly the writers (and mentors) thought it was simply too 

dangerous to comment on the structures of political power. Or—just as likely—do 

these young people have a sense that their lives roll on outside of power 

structures? Probably for similar reasons, there’s only one reference to the tunnels 

which sustained Gaza’s thriving smuggling trade prior to October 2023. There’s 

one account of a writer’s marriage and subsequent problems giving birth but, in 

general, there’s barely a hint of the boy-meets-girl romances that one might have 

expected from a similar cohort of British students.  

One could immediately say: there it is, fundamentalism in action, crushing 

young people’s romances. But I’m reminded of the immediate reactions in 

Britain and France to the declaration of war in September 1939, when dance halls 

were closed, and women in both countries spontaneously stopped wearing make-

up. It just wasn’t the right time to celebrate boy-meets-girl moments. Conditions 

are similarly grim in Gaza: celebrating one’s romantic joy or bemoaning 

unrequited love would seem trivial under these circumstances. In fact, there’s 

remarkably little ego in these essays, suggesting that the writers are unwilling to 

push themselves forward. They mostly comment on things around them, rather 

than talking directly about themselves. Several texts take the form of exemplary 

stories of the successes or sacrifices of others, essays which at times resemble 

Victorian model lives. But, in Gaza, there’s a difference: these stories usually end 

with the tragic death of the model-person, killed by Israeli violence. Finally, while 

the Israeli presence shapes all these texts, there’s not a single named Jewish-

Israeli in them. 

Maybe Gaza is not the most crowded place in the world, but it’s probably 

the most stressful. One catches an echo of what must be a common joke in Gaza: 

everyone there has graduated with a Bachelor of War degree. Before 2023, these 

young people had all experienced four brutal Israeli military invasions, as well as 

daily violent incidents. Many reflect on these formative, traumatic experiences. ‘I 

know that nobody truly survives a war. Wars either kill you or leave you among 

the walking wounded. Sometimes it’s hard to know what living really means.’4 On 

her daily walk through a ruined patch of waste land that was bombed, Nada 

Hammad reflects ‘it feels like I can hear the echo of bombing when I walk past.’5 

Every Gazan can distinguish, by their sound alone, an F-16, an F-35 and an 

 
4

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 20.  
5

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 74.  
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Apache helicopter, and knows the difference between the explosion of a tank 

shell and a bomb dropped by a plane. As well as this, every Gazan is familiar with 

the deadly buzz of drones in the sky. 

This shared experience would have formed their reactions to the 7 

October incursions into southern Israel. Those attacks were bloody and brutal—

but every Gazan could say, even before 7 October 2023, that they were not as 

destructive as the record of continual Israeli military violence over decades. 

These young people sense that their lives have got worse, that—to some 

extent—their parents knew greater comfort and more freedom. They look back to 

an era before 2006 (the beginning of the Israeli siege) and then, more distantly, to 

the era before 1948, when their grandparents or great-grandparents owned 

orchards of olives and oranges. One of the most powerful themes in this 

collection is the way it shows the step-by-step degradation of Gaza’s social fabric 

between 2015 and 2023. The 63 writers witness the replacement of petrol-driven 

vehicles by donkeys and carts, the reduction in the daily ration of electricity (most 

Gazan supermarkets don’t sell frozen goods as they can’t run large fridges) and 

the growth in unemployment. Because of the irregular electricity supply, people 

light candles, and this in turn leads to a spate of house fires.6 Sunlight and mirrors 

are used to heat water. Pets are expensive luxuries that few can afford.  

Some essays speak eloquently about the psychological pressures of life in 

Gaza. ‘What is worse than expecting to die at any moment?’ asks one: an 

exaggerated response, but not an irrational one.7 The tension is constant and 

unrelenting. There’s also a sense of premature aging. ‘I am a girl who is forced to 

be an old woman at the age of fifteen’.8 A second writer tells how her family 

moved from the UAE to Gaza when she was 15. ‘I stopped being fifteen the 

minute I set foot in Gaza.’9 A migraine-sufferer records how her pain is routinely 

ignored. Once she was taken to A&E with a migraine attack and dismissed 

because she hadn’t been wounded by Israeli sniper-fire.10 Gaza’s population 

density has an obvious effect: it’s hard to find space to be alone. ‘Privacy barely 

exists. Everyone knows everyone else’s stories.’11 ‘The Gaza Strip is like one big, 
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crowded community. If you want to be alone with your misery, it’s almost 

impossible.’12 

The dominant culture in Gaza doesn’t help people deal with this constant 

extreme tension. These writers are familiar with the legendary ethic of sumud. 

Once I discussed this term with my students and there was an Arab in the 

classroom. I asked her to provide a translation. She immediately said ‘patience’. 

But then she frowned and corrected herself: ‘no, a challenge’. It seemed to me 

that the best translation was to put these two words together: a challenging 

patience, or a patient challenging. It’s an admirable ideal, well-suited to the bleak 

decades-long struggle against Israeli militarism and colonialism. But, in practice… 

It’s another weight on the hearts and minds of the writers in We Are Not 

Numbers. They know the rhetoric: ‘We are heroes and can endure and fight 

against anything… We should be steadfast and never give up.’13 Following an air-

raid in which her mother miscarried, one writer recalls: ‘I refused to show 

emotion. Everyone in the Gaza Strip was living through similar excruciating 

experiences.’14 After seeing a classmate shot by an Israeli sniper, one girl was told 

by an older woman to keep smiling, ‘because a smile is a gesture of defiance, 

telling Israeli snipers they won’t defeat the Palestinians of Gaza.’15 Under these 

circumstances, weaknesses are under-estimated, even despised. Some of the 

writers acknowledge their confusion on this point: ‘Most of us simply don’t know 

what normal is any more.’16 After all, how do you identify normality in a radically 

abnormal society? 

Is there no let up? No escape? In We Are Not Numbers, there are some 

flashes of light. The beach offers fresh air and relaxation, and maybe a sense of 

wider horizons than Gaza’s crowded streets. ‘The sea was my escape, an oasis of 

beauty.’17 Several writers speak rhetorically of Gazans as ‘sons and daughters of 

the sea’.18 Gazans can try to reform their immediate environment. Nada Hammad 

writes of an imaginative project to redecorate rundown or bombed urban areas, to 

fill them with ‘a rainbow of colours’: images of parrots and leaves, painted in 

vibrant blues, oranges and reds.19 There’s also some suggestion of a collective 

 
12

 We Are Not Numbers, pp. 186—87.  
13

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 183.  
14

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 250.  
15

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 124. 
16

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 184.  
17

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 108.  
18

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 205. 
19

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 29.  



   

8 

 

culture, a ‘solidarity’20 which validates and supports the constant improvisations to 

maintain the social fabric or—perhaps more accurately—to limit its degradation. 

Following a missile strike, Gazans will pick out pieces of steel, in order to recycle 

them: an echo of the British ‘make-do-and-mend’ ethic of the Second World 

War. Neighbours provide shelter to newly homeless.21 

The We Are Not Numbers project was also the sponsor of a protest 

against the Israeli participation in the 2019 Eurovision contest. They organised 

Gazavision and one joyful text celebrates its winner, Jehad Shehada. But the same 

writer also records how Jehad’s father opposed his singing, and the arguments 

between father and son grew so bad that often they would refuse to talk to each 

other. And predictably, Jehad concentrated his efforts on studying biomedical 

engineering, not singing.22 

The one collective celebration that really seems to have gripped the mass 

of the population was the Great March of Return in spring 2018—a long series of 

mass demonstrations against the walls and checkpoints that enclose Gaza. Several 

write enthusiastically about this action. They participated as journalists or as 

photographers. One estimates that 250,000 people took part.23 Tyres were burnt 

to provide smoke cover for the protestors, enabling them to reach the walls, and 

so ‘Burning Tyre Friday’ became part of the weekly routine.24 There was a festival 

atmosphere: trolleys sold ice-cream, chips and sandwiches to the protestors. The 

point which seems to have entranced some of the writers was that at last, the 

tables were turned: Palestinians were attacking, Israelis defending.25 But at the end 

of the protests, 49 Gazans had been killed by Israeli snipers.26 

These 63 writers have understandably confused attitudes towards Gaza. 

They know, inside-out, the difficulties and pressures of living in this tiny scrap of 

land. ‘Despite it all, I still love it,’ concludes Nada Hammad in her essay, ‘A Love 

Letter to Gaza’.27 Like the fabled Blitz spirit, there’s a strong community ethic 

which can sustain Gazans: ‘people still care for each other’.28 Finally, it is home—it 
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 We Are Not Numbers, p. 219. 
21

 See also Asem Alnabih’s account of a cooperative ethic in the face of starvation: ‘The Story of 

the Last Date in Gaza,’ 12 Aug 2025, https://electronicintifada.net/content/story-last-date-

gaza/50865 
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was home—to 2.3 million people, and those crowded streets and well-kept houses 

sustained their lives.  

One particular detail leads us from We Are Not Numbers to a 

consideration of poetry in extreme conditions. Several texts recount the 

experience of suffering severe, sustained bombing raids. Gazans would go to their 

family homes and gather together in a central room. This offers no real 

protection. Israeli weapons are of such destructive power that no house, or its 

inhabitants, can survive a direct hit. But there is a sense of comfort to be found in 

each other’s presence. ‘If a bomb or a missile strikes our house, we want to die 

together.’29 As the explosions start around them, they search for distractions. One 

writer puts on his headphones and plays a loud video-game on his phone.30 More 

commonly, they reach for the Qur’an: sometimes they recite the words, but 

usually it too is played on phones, sometimes with the volume on full in an 

attempt to drown the sounds of explosions.31 To put it another way: in extreme 

conditions, Gazans seek comfort in words.  

Earlier, I referred to the old idea that Gaza forms an intersection point 

between Europe, Asia and Africa. Following the globalization of cultures and 

communications in the late twentieth century, this type of geographic 

determinism now looks clumsy. It’s probably truer to see Gaza as the intersection 

between American-dominated forms of globalized culture, traditional but evolving 

Arabo-Muslim social structures and Israeli military repression. The phone and 

internet are instruments that offered Gazans a degree of freedom, not because 

they gave access to a liberal western culture, but because they allowed 

communication over the walls, to the outside world.  

 

ii. Poetry in an Age of Genocide 

Death dominates the poetry written in and about Gaza since October 2023. Since 

the eighteenth century (if not before), the elegy has been the established poetic 

form for the expression of grief following a death. According to literary critics and 

other commentators, the elegy is in good shape in western society. Think of the 

few occasions when most people are likely to hear poetry: the funeral must be 

one of the most obvious. In an era when religious dogma is losing its power, when 

death is being taken out of the home and into the hospital or hospice, when 

funeral directors have become so distracted by commercial considerations that 

 
29

 We Are Not Numbers, p. 279. 
30
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31
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they have lost track of what constitutes a dignified ceremonial, so the elegy has 

come into its own as the one remaining instrument to carry and to express the 

emotion of the event.32 

While the problems faced by grieving people in Gaza and in the West are 

very different, the way they voice grief is surprisingly similar. For this reason, the 

recent poetry from and around Gaza resonates across the world.  

 

 
Poems from and for Palestine was published online in October 2023 by ArabLit, 

a crowd-funded website, blog and quarterly literary magazine, days after the 

Hamas action and the initial Israeli response. It’s a 40-page PDF to which 23 

poets contribute a poem each, including Mosab Abu Toha (one of the 63 writers 

in We Are Not Numbers). At least 16 of the contributions are republications and 

so were very probably written before 7 October 2023. Most appear to have been 

written in English. The information about the contributors is sketchy, but the 

majority seem to be from the Palestinian diaspora, with maybe half of them 

resident in the USA. Roughly half are male, half female.  

To what extent are poets from the Palestinian diaspora still Palestinian? 

How much does a Palestinian-American share with a Palestinian-Australian and a 

Palestinian-Swede? This is a complex question and raises awkward question 

concerning identity. Certainly, the Palestinian-American poets often assume a 

familiarity with American society and culture which makes their poetry distinct 

from other members of the diaspora. On the other hand, Palestine is never far 

from their lives. Most of them are first-generation migrants, who were born in 

Palestine, in Palestinian refugee camps in Lebanon, Syria or Jordan, or whose 

 
32

 Here, I’m drawing from ideas expressed in: Jahan Ramazani, Poetry of Mourning: the Modern 
Elegy from Hardy to Heaney (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) and Karen Weisman, 

‘Introduction’ to her Oxford Handbook of the Elegy (OUP, 2010), pp. 1—10.  
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families worked elsewhere in the Arab world. It’s clear that however diverse their 

lifestyles may have grown in the years preceding October 2023, once the conflict 

began many of them felt a deep, almost physical connection linking them to the 

fate of the Gazans. Mosab Abu Toha addresses this issue directly in his epigraph 

for his collection, Forest of Noise.  

 

Every child in Gaza is me. 

Every mother and father is me. 

Every house is my heart. 

Every tree is my leg. 

Every plant is my arm. 

Every flower is my eye. 

Every hole in the earth 

is my wound.33 

 

There’s a foreboding sense of urgency and danger in Poems from and for 

Palestine, reminding readers that Gaza was in deep crisis long before 7 October 

2023. While the writers may live far away from Palestine, the land remains 

powerfully present in their lives. ‘Every day I say a prayer for Palestine,’ writes 

Omar Sakr, resident in Sydney. There are poetic sketches of Gazan life: Khaled 

Juna writes of Gaza’s ‘rascal children’. Rasha Abdulhadi surveys post-1948 

Palestinian history and concludes ‘peace is the war they won’. Israeli violence is 

noted by most of the writers. Some refer to the destruction of Palestinian homes. 

Lena Khalaf, writing in 2017, relates the experience of receiving a phone call 

from an Israeli military which warns of incoming Israeli bombs. ‘There is 

nowhere to run to,’ she concludes. ‘On a Starless Night’ by Mosab Abu Toha, is 

a short poem about a night-time air-raid which destroys his neighbours’ house. 

He’s so shocked by the destruction that all he can think is: ‘I never knew my 

neighbours still had that small TV.’ ‘Massacre’ by Ghayath Almadoun dates from 

2017, but refers—metaphorically—to both the massacre and genocide of 

Palestinians. Lisa Suhair Majaj writes of deadly clashes between Israeli killers and 

Gazan children. Noor Hindi’s contribution was written in 2020. It’s an angry, 

perhaps despairing, consideration of the usefulness of poetry in the context of the 

Palestinian struggle, entitled ‘Fuck Your Lecture on Craft, My People are Dying.’ 

 
33

 Mosab Abu Toha, Forest of Noise (London: 4
th

 Estate, 2024), unpaginated epigraph.  
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It includes the unforgettable line: ‘metaphors about death are for poets who think 

that ghosts care about sound’. 

Curiously, there’s little open expression of revenge against Israeli 

militarism, just some indirect and metaphorical evocations. Hindi writes, ‘When I 

die, I promise to haunt you forever.’ This could be read as a reference to 

remaining Palestinian cultural presence in Zionist Israel. It’s certainly not a call 

for violent retribution. In these poems, the dominant tone is already elegiac 

mourning, not anger.  

With hindsight, Poems from and for Palestine is like an alarm bell. The 

writers and editors could sense that the something awful would unfold in Gaza, 

although the magnitude of that tragedy remained unknown to them. They draw 

upon previously-published material to sound a warning.  

 

 
 

Out of Gaza: New Palestinian Poetry is edited by Atef Alshaer and Alan 

Morrison and published by Smokestack Books, which was based near Thirsk in 

North Yorkshire. It was printed in March 2024 and was one of the last 

publications by Smokestack, whose chief editor, Andy Croft, grew terminally 

disillusioned with the state of British poetry in 2024. 

15 poets contribute to Out of Gaza: two of them contribute one poem, 

most of them contribute three or more poems. All the poems appear to have 
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been written directly in English. Eight contributors are female, seven male. Once 

again, the biographical information about the contributors isn’t entirely clear. 

Most of them seem to be part of the Palestinian diaspora (five of them are 

resident in the USA). Two of them are Palestinians living in Israel, one lives in 

Gaza, and finally two were Gazans. Hiba Abu Nada (1991—2023) and Refaat 

Alareer (1979—2023) both lived in Gaza and were killed by Israeli forces before 

the publication of the volume.  

Out of Gaza includes Alareer’s now-famous ‘If I must die’ (to be analysed 

later). There’s a bleak gravity, a dreadful seriousness to these poems which was 

not present in Poems from and for Palestine. By March 2024, the chilling scale of 

the Israeli offensive was clear. The South African application to the International 

Court of Justice, charging Israel with genocide, was presented at the end of 

December 2023. All could see that the destructiveness of this new conflict went 

far beyond the four wars which the Gazan contributors to We Are Not Numbers 

had known before 2023.  

Some poems speak of the age-old aspects of Palestinian life: memories of 

the olive trees of pre-1948 Palestine, problems at Israeli checkpoints, exile, time 

at school and the delicate quality of Arabic vowels.  

The majority of the poems, however, are closely focused on the unfolding 

catastrophe in Gaza. Here, there are two tendencies. One is the forceful, almost 

brutal, representation of Israeli violence. ‘I keep screaming, for the bombs to stop 

dropping’ (Farid Bitar), ‘I have seen death’ (Tariq Luthun), ‘every day here is a 

funeral, bombs, and a massacre’ (Dareen Tatour). Another speaks of ‘the 

mother’s dried-up/corpse in broad daylight’ (Deema K. Shehabi). While these 

phrases are powerful representations of the nightmare of Gaza, there are some 

limitations to this type of writing. One of the worst aspects of the Israeli actions is 

its anonymous, hi-tech inhumanity, where raids are planned by AI and carried 

out by unmanned drones. There’s a danger that poetry about the massacre will 

echo that dreadful anonymity.  

The second form of poetic representation of Israeli violence is almost the 

opposite: it chooses indirect images and oblique metaphors, which in other 

circumstances might almost be considered whimsical. Tariq Luthun remembers 

picking mint leaves for his mother and refers to the boys who do not come back 

from the hills. Mohammed Mousa describes Gazan children playing in 

cemeteries as if they were playgrounds. Hibu Abu Nada imagines ‘a new Gaza in 

heaven/without siege.’ Naomi Shibab Nye wonders what the moon might think as 

it looks on ‘a landscape of grieving’. Sometimes there’s a symbolical logic here: 
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there’s a long-running Palestinian claim that while Israel may possess 

overwhelming political power, the forces of nature, above all the land and its 

products, remain irreducibly Palestinian. The evocation of the mint leaves and 

even the moon may be part of this tradition. Such images are also reminiscent of 

the popular Arab literary form of the fable, with its metaphorical subtlety.  

A sub-theme in this collection is a consideration of the eye of the media. 

The Israeli assaults set off a crisis of representation. Firstly, how could the world’s 

mass media package this unprecedented devastation in a form which could be 

understood by a television audience? Secondly, there was a political conflict over 

representation: with the stifling Israeli restrictions over the media (taken to the 

point of the deliberate assassination of journalists) and the in-built anti-Arab 

prejudice within western culture, was it possible for any form of honest 

representation to emerge?  

On this topic, Samah Sabawi writes an angry litany of questions which 

reporters should be asking Gazans: ‘Are you afraid of being pulled/from beneath 

the rubble naked?... How do you still pray?... How do you walk through 

massacres with eyes wide open?’ Palestinian-Israeli Dareen Tatour is similarly 

despairing. ‘There is nothing new in the news/other than the lack of bread… other 

than the killing of wishes…’ 

Out of Gaza presents angry, agonizing poems which transmit an electric 

sense of the crisis in Gaza, perhaps somewhat softened by the use of oblique 

metaphors. There’s a sense that poetry itself is being twisted and strained by the 

violence of Israeli onslaught.  
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Poems for Palestine is a short booklet published online in February 2024 by an 

international pro-Palestinian coalition, Publishers for Palestine.34 Nine poets 

contribute: four women and five men. Half of their poetry has been translated 

from Arabic, half was written directly in English. Poems from Palestine includes 

contributions from the murdered Gazan poets Hiba Abu Nada and Refaat 

Alareer. The other contributors seem to be from the Palestinian diaspora. One of 

them—Basman Aldirawi—had previously contributed to We Are Not Numbers.  

The poetry is centred on the violence of the conflict, but often the poets 

seem to search for a stance which is one step removed from the epicentre of the 

destruction. Hiba Abu Nada contributes a poem which reads like an invocation 

from a deity: ‘I grant you refuge…’, promising to protect children, minarets and 

oranges. A second poem by the same poet predicts that something will survive 

from Gaza: ‘O little light in me, don’t die/even if all the galaxies of the 

world/close in.’ Basman Aldirawi imagines God, weary and disillusioned with his 

own creation. A second contribution by the same poet describes the work of a 

baker in careful, warm words, before imagining the destruction of the bread and 

the bakery by an Israeli missile. Samer Abu Hawwash considers Gaza’s isolation 

from the world, adopting the point of view of a ‘giant angel’ looking at the 

destruction of Gaza. Here sumud is taken to the point of a superhuman stoicism. 

‘It no longer matters/if anyone loves us.’ Fady Joudah literally takes a bird’s-eye-

view of a bird flying from the river (Jordan) to the sea (the Mediterranean). 

The booklet ends with a plea for political solidarity for the Palestinian 

cause.  

 

 

 
34

 See: https://publishersforpalestine.org/about-2/ 
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Mosab Abu Toha’s Forest of Noise was published in October 2024. Born in 

Gaza, he’d survived a brutal Israeli captivity after trying to leave Gaza in 2023. He 

settled in New York and published regular essays in the New Yorker. Forest of 

Noise is his second volume of English-language poetry. It contains 51 poems, 19 

of which had previously been published. By October 2024, the horrific nature of 

the Israeli offensive in Gaza was clear. An Amnesty International report, 

published about the same time as Forest of Noise, cited the figure of 42,010 

Gazan deaths (which seems likely to be a conservative, minimum estimate). 

Amnesty also calculated that by January 2024, 62% of all homes in Gaza had 

been severely damaged, and since then the destruction has continued.35 The 

report detailed the unprecedented destruction of housing, infrastructure and 

agriculture. 

Abu Toha’s writing is tight, terse and highly controlled, with short lines and 

a concentrated focus. Few poems in this volume are more than one page long. 

There’s an old objection to war poetry: poetry is about creating beauty and war is 

the opposite of beauty, so how can you write war poetry? Abu Toha shows the 

futility of this argument. There is a beauty in the turn of his phrases and the pace 

of his words. But to understand the purpose of poetry as ‘beauty’ is obviously too 

narrow. The purpose of Abu Toha’s craft is to release the emotional power latent 

in ordinary language. That power may be tragic, despairing, tenacious, assertive—

poetry embodies many qualities apart from beauty. Forest of Noise effectively 

documents an extreme situation with carefully crafted phrases, in a manner which 

would arouse an emotional (and aesthetic) response in any feeling person.  

This recent wave of destruction dominates and shapes all the poems in 

Forest of Noise. Some look away, but not very far, and never outside Gaza. The 

title poem compares a car driven in an American street, gliding smoothly ‘like an 

iron running on an ironing board’ with a car on a Gazan street, where ‘potholes 

from bombs are everywhere/like crows’ nests in a forest of noise’. Violence and 

death are omnipresent. ‘Gaza Notebook’: ‘If you in Gaza, you die several times.’ 

‘No Art’: ‘I’ve personally lost three friends to war,/a city to darkness, and a 

language to fear.’ ‘Thanks’ recalls Abu Toha’s 22nd birthday when, in a split 

second, a call from his mother made him turn away from a window and so avoid 

a deadly shower of cut glass and shrapnel. ‘What a Gazan Mother Does During 

an Israeli Night Air Strike’ evokes a family trying to shelter, with a mother telling 

 
35

 Amnesty International, ‘You Feel Like You Are Subhuman’: Israel’s Genocide against the 
Palestinians (2024). https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/mde15/8668/2024/en/ 
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her children to close their eyes, ‘hoping her trembling voice may hide/the bomb’s 

eradicating sound’. ‘On Your Knees’ dramatizes Abu Toha’s own experience of 

capture by Israeli forces. 

At least two poems question the role of poetry in commenting on the 

Gazan tragedy. ‘This is Me!’ evokes a sense of Palestinian powerlessness: ‘I write 

with an inkless pen,/I write my name in the air.’ The last poem of the collection, 

‘This Is Not a Poem,’ draws Toha’s writing back to the theme of elegy. The last 

verse reads:  

 

This is not a poem. 

This is a grave, not 

beneath the soil of Homeland 

but above a flat light white 

rag of paper.   

 

Is there no lightening of the tone? There are some idyllic references to the 

orange-trees of pre-1948 Palestine and to grand-parents’ memories. There’s also 

some response to other poets: Abu Toha addresses the dead Alareer and also 

American poets Allen Ginsberg and Walt Whitman. But, overall, Forest of Noise 

is a collection of bleak poems. ‘This Is Not a Poem’ provides an explanation of 

its purpose. At a moment when dignified funerals are not possible in Gaza and 

when Gazans have no time or space to grieve, Abu Toha’s poetry provides some 

sense of commemoration.  
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We Are All Palestinians: an Anthology in solidarity with the people of Palestine is 

a second collection of Palestine-oriented poetry from the UK, published in 

January 2025. For several reasons, this collection is different from the other 

books reviewed here. Firstly, it’s 160 pages long and contains 129 poems by 73 

poets, so it’s significantly longer than the other collections. Secondly, it’s drawn 

from a different constituency. Writers of Palestinian diaspora dominated the 

other collections, but no contributor to We Are All Palestinians appears to be 

Palestinian. (Once again, the notes about contributors aren’t as clear as might be 

wished.) Almost half seem to be English, a quarter Irish, a handful are Scots or 

Welsh, and there are some contributions from western European countries, 

Australia and South Africa. 30 of the 73 contributors are female, 2 are non-binary 

and 41 male. While the contributors to the previous works were connected to the 

Gazan tragedy either by direct personal experience or by indirect but powerful 

family ties, in We Are All Palestinians the common link seems to be political 

solidarity. (The title comes from a pro-Palestinian slogan that I have shouted 

countless times over the past years: ‘In our thousands, in our millions, we are all 

Palestinians’.) 

I don’t wish to argue that verse about Palestine by a born-and-bred 

Palestinian writer is somehow inherently better than verse by someone who’s a 

clear outsider. One of the peculiarities of the Palestinian experience is that this 

land was globalized long before globalization existed. Judaism, Christianity and—

to a lesser extent—Islam didn’t just draw the world’s attention to a small corner of 

the Middle East: they integrated that small corner into the world’s imagination. A 

minor British official who worked for the British Mandate in Palestine recalled 

how much he knew about Palestine before his arrival there. ‘At school I probably 

knew far more about the geography of Palestine than of my own country.’36 A 

large proportion of the world’s population feels a powerful imaginative familiarity 

with this region. There are other practical links which connect Brits to Palestine: 

bonds forged by the memories and practices of the Mandate (1920—48), by the 

excitement and sympathy inspired by the initial promise of a socialist Israel and 

the subsequent links forged by anti-imperialist, anti-racist politics.37  

 
36

 Cited in A. J. Sherman, Mandate Days: British Lives in Palestine, 1918-48 (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins UP, 2001), p. 16. 
37

 On the theme of ‘socialist’ Israel, see Tony Benn’s ‘Foreword’ to Dan Leon, The Kibbutz: A 
New Way of Life (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1969).  
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These points explain why English-speaking writers might be deeply, 

passionately concerned by the Gazan tragedy. However, their concern and their 

vision is shaped in a different way from that of a Palestinian. ‘Gaze on Gaza. And 

weep,’ writes Stuart McFarlane in We Are All Palestinians: his observation could 

be the epigraph for the entire collection. With some exaggeration, it could be said 

that the predominant sense evoked in the previous collections was touch: the 

physical sensation of suffering Israeli violence. In We Are All Palestinians, the 

poetry is largely based on sight and the shock of seeing the unacceptable and 

horrific.  

In a collection as broad as this one, many different tendencies are present. 

Probably the most common theme—or at least, the most common starting point—

is the poet’s observation of something, usually on the TV or computer screen. 

Curtis Brown writes ‘Part of me wants/to pound the screen’. ‘Children keep dying 

in our living room,’ comments Paul Laughlin. Bernie Crawford writes, ‘The 

image haunts me/all night, wish I hadn’t/watched the news’. ‘War has become a 

television show,’ comments Abigail George. Jack Houston recalls glancing at a 

free newspaper in a train while retaining a ghostly sense of the news of the deaths 

in Gaza. ‘Who can keep count of the thousands,’ he asks himself. (This delicate, 

subtle poem is unusual for not explicitly citing Gaza, Palestine or Israel.) 

The poetry in We Are All Palestinians is dominated by a single image: a 

dismembered Palestinian body, perhaps that of a child, lying in rubble. It’s a 

disturbing image and in a single snapshot, it sums up all that is wrong in this 

conflict. There are powerful reasons why this image is repeated so often in this 

collection. But, equally, there are limits to this type of writing. For example, 

consider Michal Lowkain’s contribution, with its single-word lines: 

‘naked/blindfolded/damaged/mutilated/colonised/displaced/murdered/ignored/ri

diculed’. On the one hand, this a potent summary, almost a bullet-point 

summary, of a horrific war of unprecedented violence. On the other hand, where 

are the people in this poem? I’m reminded of campaigns about famine in Africa 

in the 1970s and 1980s, in which images of skeleton-thin children, with tears in 

their eyes, holding out a begging bowl were constantly repeated. The desire to 

prevent famine was clearly a creditable one, but the parading of the presumed 

powerlessness of ordinary Africans was less creditable.38 Today, there’s a danger 

that the dismembered body will become the single meme that represents the 

 
38

 Such campaigns—particularly Band Aid—also side-stepped the issue of why there were famines 

in Africa.  
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entirety of Palestinian culture, traditions and society, in all their complexity and 

richness.  

The stronger poems in this collection depict violence in a manner which 

resists abstraction and generalization. One poignant example is Janet Hatherley’s 

‘Removing the butterfly,’ which describes a Gazan grandfather saying a last 

goodbye to his recently-killed granddaughter. There’s an almost unbearable 

tenderness in this work which still resists sentimentality. In the same vein, Mike 

Jenkins writes of a single (fictional?) oud-player singing to displaced Gazan 

children and families in a broken cityscape. Jeanna Louise Ní Ríordáin evokes 

the near-superhuman ability of Gazans to reconstruct under the most adverse 

conditions, another example of sumud: ‘from tents we will build universities’. 

Stephen Sawyer’s ‘The Zero Point’ meticulously avoids abstraction through a 

succession of surreal images: ‘they are bombing tortured water… they are 

bombing sleeplessness,/shrapnel holes, vocal chords… they are bombing 

teaspoons,/humidity, fertility,/and clothes wet with blood…’. His lines delineate 

the ridiculousness of Israeli destructiveness: what military advantage can be 

gained from bombing rubble? These poems retain a sense of the Palestinians’ 

humanity, even in their darkest hour. 

There are some new themes introduced in this collection. Several 

contributors refer back to the Bible or to Christian culture. ‘The tribe of 

Palestine/lie enslaved by a new pharaoh,’ writes John G. Hall. Gabriel Rosenstock 

contributes two prayers: ‘Pray, dear Mary for all Palestinians’. Violet White writes 

her ‘most militant prayer’ for Palestinians. In a second poem, she reverses the 

asymmetrical power structures that shape the relationship of East and West. In 

‘Sumud’ she credits Palestinians for teaching ‘us’ about our ‘history of shame’. 

These Christian-inspired poems suggest that the older spiritual-imaginative links 

to the Holy Land are still a rich source of inspiration for some poets. 

Finally, one poem evokes the anti-imperialist, anti-racist movement that 

pro-Palestinian activism has built in the UK. Nell Attwood describes a 

demonstration in Sheffield: ‘we fundraise and we scream from the river to the 

sea’.  

We Are All Palestinians is a multi-faceted collection, joining many 

different voices. Its publication demonstrates how the issue of Palestine has 

gripped writers across the English-speaking world. The elegiac tendency is 

perhaps less obvious in these poems, which are more linked to political activism 

than the other collections.  
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My final example of poetic commentary on Gaza is a series of poems shared by 

Abeer Ameer on social media, beginning in October 2023. I know of nine, but 

over forty have been shared on various platforms. Ameer comes from an Iraqi 

family. She was born in Sunderland and currently lives in Cardiff.39 She appears 

to have no direct, family connection with Palestine. Previously, her poetry had 

concentrated on aspects of Iraq and Iraqi history, and her life in the Iraqi 

diaspora.40 Ameer’s Gazan poetry is distinctively different from the other material 

reviewed here. She writes long lines and is more willing to use some formal poetic 

techniques.  

Like the poems in We Are All Palestinians, there’s often a ‘snapshot’ feel 

to her verse. ‘Footage’ tells of a camera crew recording horrific images in bombed 

Gaza. Three times the cameraman screams (to himself?) ‘O God’. In the last line, 

the weeping cameraman turns to his viewers. ‘What more do you need to see?’ 

‘Plain Sight’ concerns the awful, tragic incident of the Palestinian ambulance crew 

that was targeted by IDF soldiers. It quotes the words of the hypocritical, 

mendacious Israeli account of the incident; in other words, for all the poem’s 

immediacy, Ameer writes from the position of an observer, not a participant.  

Most of Ameer’s poems are highly, even colourfully, detailed and focused 

on specific people undertaking specific actions. In ‘On Resistance’ a Gazan girl 

giggles as she speaks to a camerawoman and has ‘a wide smile, a twinkle in her 

eye’. The girl says that, if she dies, wear bright colours to her funeral. ‘Rainbow, 

bright pink. All the colours!’ (I wonder if ‘resistance’ is Ameer’s translation of 

sumud.) Most of her poetry avoids the conspicuous use of metaphors, but ‘Rose 

Bed’ is an exception: the first verse seems to be a description of cut roses, but in 

the second verse it becomes clear that Ameer is imagining rows of dead children.  

Of all the poetry surveyed in this essay, Ameer’s contributions are the most 

consistently eloquent and powerful. (A published volume is anticipated shortly.) 

 

iii. Two Poems: Rupert Brooke and Refaat Alareer 

The Gazan crisis isn’t the first time that a poetic contemplation of military tragedy 

has captured the public imagination. A century ago, poets wrote about the First 

World War.41 There were many types of poems about the trenches: the pastoral, 

 
39

 For more information on Ameer, see: Sheenagh Pugh, ‘Interview with Abeer Ameer,’ 

https://sheenaghpugh.livejournal.com/144979.html and ‘In Conversation with Abeer Ameer,’ 

https://forwardartsfoundation.org/in-conversation-with-abeer-ameer/. 
40

 See her Inhale/Exile (Cardiff: Seren, 2021).  
41

 Patricia Rae, ‘”Between the Bullet and the Lie”: British Elegy between the Wars’ in Karen 

Weisman (ed), Oxford Handbook of the Elegy (OUP, 2010), pp. 305—23. 
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the protest-poem and—most obviously—the elegy. Poets could follow the 

established poetic conventions of the elegy, and use their verse to provide 

consolation to grieving relatives by assuring them that the soldier’s death had been 

meaningful, for he died serving a higher cause. Such conventions divided the war 

poets, setting off a conflict within their own ranks. Wilfred Owen raged against 

the ‘fatuous sunbeams’ that appeared in conventional elegiac poetry, considering 

that the consolation that standard verse offered was illusory.42 

One of the most brilliant examples of a conventional elegy by a First 

World War poet was Rupert Brooke’s ‘The Soldier’. I will compare this to a 

poem by a Gazan poet killed in the recent conflict, Refaat Alareer. In making this 

comparison, I’m following the lead given by Alareer himself who was, in a sense, 

an Anglophile. During his academic career in Gaza, he completed a Ph.D on 

John Donne, taught his students Shakespeare and wrote an essay which 

responded to works by Jonathan Swift.43 To my knowledge, Alareer wrote 13 

poems in English, of which ‘If I must die’ is one. I can’t be certain that Alareer 

wrote his poem in response to Brooke’s ‘The Soldier,’ but it is extremely likely 

that Alareer knew of the earlier poem and there are certainly sufficient similarities 

between the two to make a comparison meaningful.  

 

Rupert Brooke (1887—1915), The Soldier 

 

If I should die, think only this of me: 

      That there’s some corner of a foreign field 

That is for ever England. There shall be 

      In that rich earth a richer dust concealed; 

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware, 

      Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam; 

A body of England’s, breathing English air, 

      Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home. 

 

And think, this heart, all evil shed away, 

      A pulse in the eternal mind, no less 

            Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England given; 

 
42

 Wilfred Owen, ‘Futility’ in Andrew Motion and Stephen Regan (eds), Penguin Book of Elegy: 
Poems of Memory, Mourning and Consolation (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2024), p. 345. 
43

 See Refaat Alareer, If I Must Die: Poetry and Prose (New York and London: OR Books, 
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Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day; 

      And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness, 

            In hearts at peace, under an English heaven. 

 

 

Refaat Alareer (1979—2023), If I must die 

Unfortunately, for copyright reasons, I cannot reproduce Alareer’s poem here. 

Readers should access the free versions either in Poems for Palestine: 

https://publishersforpalestine.org/wp-

content/uploads/2024/02/poems_for_palestine_online.pdf 

Or at World Literature:  

https://worldliteraturetoday.org/blog/poetry/bilingual-poem-gaza-refaat-alareer 

 

Brooke died at the age of 27, Alareer at 44. Both men wrote poems which 

anticipated their own death. Brooke’s poem was completed only months before 

his death from an infection caught while on military service in the Mediterranean. 

Alareer’s verse seems to have been written in 2011, which was not a time of 

extreme conflict in Gaza. Both poems show remarkable technical skill and carry a 

powerful sense of emotion. Alareer’s poem has more lines than Brooke’s (20 to 

14), while Brooke’s has more words (115 to 101). Rather fancifully, it could be 

said that the shape of both poems resemble their subject matter: the dense 

horizontal lines of Brooke’s poem are reminiscent of a flat field with layers of 

earth over a grave, while the short, straggling lines of Alareer’s poem sketch out 

something like the shape of a kite (or maybe half a kite). Both poems progress 

along a similar path: the poet anticipates his death and writes instructions or 

advice to those he leaves behind. ‘The Soldier’ seems, potentially, to be 

addressed to a large audience—its style is more declamatory, using more formal 

language, while ‘If I Must Die’ is addressed to an unnamed ‘you’ who appears to 

be a single person.  

Brooke’s poem is an example of the more formal, tightly-constructed verse 

that was normal a century ago. The two verses of ‘The Soldier’ form a sonnet, 

with a regular metre in their lines and two clear rhyme schemes: ABABCDCD 

for the first verse, EFGEFG for second. Alareer’s poem is more informally 

modern, with irregular lines and occasional rhymes—things/strings, above/love—an 

internal rhyme—tell/sell—some near-rhymes—Gaza/blaze/flesh, farewell/himself 

and many non-rhymes. Both poems self-consciously break rules. Brooke’s uses a 

https://worldliteraturetoday.org/blog/poetry/bilingual-poem-gaza-refaat-alareer
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not-quite-standard rhyme scheme for his verses. Perhaps the slower pace of the 

second verse suggests a sense of completion, of serenity achieved.  

Alareer’s poem also contains irregularities: it introduces an aside in the 11th, 

12th and 13th lines, (‘and bid no one…’), which may be the narrator’s own musing. 

(I’ve read this poem in public several times and always find it difficult to integrate 

those lines.)  

Both these tragic poems include with suggestions of puns. The last line of 

the first verse in ‘The Soldier’ plays on suns/sons, while—more obviously—'If I 

must die’ ends with tale/tail.  

Both poems begin with four strong monosyllabic words. The differences 

between are introduced by their third words: If I should die; If I must die. In 

1915, the British Army was still a volunteer army. Young men chose to join—they 

didn’t choose to die, but Brooke seems to assume a conditional or accidental 

element to his fate, as if maybe gods are somewhere tossing dice to decide it. 

Alareer lives in a different world: when his time has come, there will be no 

choice. A Gazan can’t outwit the hi-tech ferocity of the IDF. Both order the 

listener to do certain things. In Alareer’s case, something like a shopping list is 

presented (buy cloth and string), in Brooke’s case, the listener is instructed to 

think certain thoughts.  

Both lead the listener into strange visions in which specific, concrete 

objects intermingle with metaphorical, spiritual and abstract values. Brooke’s 

rehearses some commonplaces of pastoral poetry: a field, flowers, rivers and sun. 

But each of these are understood in metaphysical ways, illuminated by an English 

mystique. So the dust isn’t just dust, it’s English dust, the air is English air and—of 

course—heaven is English heaven. Maybe Owen’s ‘fatuous sunbeams’ are gently 

dappling the grass. The images are powerful and almost hymn-like, to the point 

where they overwhelm the presence of Brooke’s personality. The ‘I’ of the first 

line seems to have vanished by the second verse. No doubt the sentiment is dated 

and seems awkward, but one has to accept that Brooke is absolutely sincere. He 

believes that this ascent into the metaphysical is the most effective way to bring 

comfort to the thousands upon thousands already affected by military casualties in 

1915.  

By comparison, Alareer’s images seem homely: cloth, string and a kite. 

The imagery doesn’t overwhelm the ‘I’ of the first line, who is re-invoked by ‘my’ 

(repeated three times) and referred to as ‘dad,’ before re-appearing in the last 

verse.  Alareer appeals to you (us?) to act for the benefit of a single child. The 

choice of the kite isn’t accidental: kite-flying is (was?) a popular Gazan hobby and 
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carries with it a sense of escape from Gaza’s crowded streets. In fact, Gazan holds 

the world record for the most kites flown simultaneously in a single place: no less 

than 12,350 kites were flown in Gaza on 28 July 2011.44 Where Brooke surveys a 

whole landscape, Alareer asks us to focus on a single point: the soaring kite. As is 

frequently the case in Islam, the metaphysics are kept simple: the angel and 

heaven need no qualifying adjectives. Peace is gained by offering love to a single 

child.  

Brooke offers immortality through the promise that English body-dust will 

contribute to the construction of an English heaven. Alareer gains immortality in 

a more prosaic manner: as the tail/tale of a kite, as a narrative, as an emotion felt 

by a child: hope. 

One could observe that there’s a curious cultural inversion in the two 

poems. Brooke’s poem features many adjectives, a sensual appreciation of natural 

wonders, and a colourful invocation of the afterlife, eternity and dreams. These 

are qualities which a western reader might associate with the culture of 

Orientalism. In comparison, Alareer’s poem is carefully prosaic, with its 

shopping-list and matter-of-fact perception of the afterlife, and one whimsical 

joke. On the face of it, his poem contains all the elements of plain, common-

sensical Englishness.  

 

Conclusions 

Why discuss poetry and the Gaza conflict? The most obvious answer is: because 

poetry’s important. It’s being used to record and express thoughts which aren’t 

being uttered elsewhere. There may be a simple, practical reason for this. Of all 

the arts, poetry is the one that needs fewest resources. Think of all the elements 

needed to stage a play: a script, a stage, a team of trained actors, funding to pay 

for them and time to rehearse. By comparison, to write a novel, all you need is a 

pencil and some paper (and, eventually, a computer). And a poem? You don’t 

actually need the pencil and paper. Poems can be composed in the head. (One 

recalls Abu Toha’s words: ‘I write with an inkless pen,/I write my name in the 

air.’) For centuries, poetry thrived as an oral tradition: writing it down can seem a 

distinctly new-fangled idea. Poetry is the lo-tech art par excellence and so may be 

the best medium for Gazans to record and contemplate their nightmare-

experiences. 

 
44
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Furthermore, poetry has a conceptual flexibility that the other arts lack. 

You can write a poem about anything. You can write about Gaza, about the 

beauty of 1962 Ferrari 250 GTO sports car, about being unhappy in love, about 

the whiteness of a blank page. You can write a poem about not writing poetry. 

Imagine producing a pop video about not producing a pop video: it wouldn’t be 

possible. Finally, there’s an emotional immediacy to poetry that the other arts find 

hard to imitate. Karen Weisman speaks of elegy stepping from inchoate gasp to 

formalized utterance: arguably, that gap is easier to bridge in poetry than in any 

other art form.45 

While this conflict will be remembered for its unprecedented levels of 

destruction and slaughter, some flowers have grown in the ruins. These new 

elegies face age-old problems: how do you make meaninglessness meaningful? 

What can you say to comfort the grieving? But these elegies also face new 

challenges. In a politicized, polarized world, how do you ensure that Palestinian 

lives matter, that Palestinian deaths aren’t just numbers? Writing to members of 

fragmented diaspora, how do you construct a common culture of grief? 

One interesting by-the-way issue is the relative prominence of women in 

these collections. Half of the poets who contribute to Poems from and for 

Palestine are women, slightly more than half in Out of Gaza, slightly less than half 

in Poems for Palestine, but only 30 of the 73 contributors to We Are All 

Palestinians (or 41%). There’s a nice irony here: in the Arab-dominated 

collections, the gender balance is consistently pretty close to 50/50. In the one 

Western-dominated collection, women are reduced to a large-ish minority. The 

relative prominence of female poets in the Arab collections may be a sign of 

openness within poetry and writing circles, but it might also be explained by the 

lo-tech nature of poetic production. Even the relatively poor and powerless can 

still gain access to the resources needed to write poetry. Another qualification 

needs to be made to this apparent gender equality. The two most prominent 

Palestinian poets linked to the Gazan conflict are both male: Mosab Abu Toha 

and Refaat Alareer. (On the other hand, the 2015 Israeli arrest and prosecution 

of the Palestinian-Israeli female poet, Dareen Tatour, certainly brought her into 

the public eye, and Abeer Ameer’s next volume of poems may well be extremely 

memorable.46)  
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I haven’t argued here that there’s a distinct formal style that marks out the 

Gazan elegy from other forms of poetry. Particularly in the anthologies, there’s an 

enormous variety of styles and emotional tones. The tight focus on the tragic 

figure of the dismembered Palestinian is certainly distinctive, but it’s not unique, 

and many of the poems mentioned here adopt other strategies.   

My best guess is that, collectively, these poems re-imagine the nature of 

Palestine-ness. The wanton destruction that began in 2023 will mark Palestinians 

for generations—there is an obvious comparison with Jewish identity and the 

legacy of the Holocaust.47 Palestinians have been marked by an unbearable 

suffering. The first reaction is grief: anger may well follow.  

One of the most telling reports from Gaza was an article from June 2025 in 

the e-journal 972, called ‘The tears of Gaza’s men are an act of rebellion’.48 

Written by AJ, it describes a new public posture of Gaza’s men as they attempt to 

repair the damage caused by repeated Israeli attacks and to take care of their 

families. AJ refers, implicitly, to the code of sumud which he translates as stoicism 

and steadfastness. He then asks: how can Gazan men act as protectors and 

providers under these dreadful new circumstances? And, is it possible to preserve 

a traditional manly calm? AJ answers his own questions by describing a new, 

public stance by Gazan men.  

 

By letting their kids see their hurt, fear, and softness, fathers are 

demonstrating real strength. Our tears are not a sign of weakness, but an 

act of rebellion in a world trying to crush our humanity. Our emotions and 

our unwillingness to become numb to this pain are a form of resistance. 

 

I guess that this poetry is part of that transformation.  

 

 

Afterwords 

While writing this essay, I came across this book: George Abraham and Noor 

Hindi (eds), Heaven Looks Like Us: Palestinian Poetry (Chicago: Haymarket 

Books, 2025). This is a large anthology of Palestinian poetry, but the bulk of the 

entries appear to have been written before 2023. For that reason, it’s not directly 

 
47

 Jahan Ramazani speaks of a ‘chosen trauma’ as a source of group identity. See his: ‘Nationalism, 

Transnationalism and the Poetry of Mourning’ in Karen Weisman (ed), Oxford Handbook of 
the Elegy (OUP, 2010), pp. 601—19.  
48

 https://www.972mag.com/gaza-men-masculinity-genocide/ [30 June 2025].  

https://www.972mag.com/gaza-men-masculinity-genocide/
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relevant to this essay. It includes Mosab Abu Toha’s magnificent poem, 

‘Palestinian A—Z,’ first published in his collection Things You May Have Hidden 

in My Ear (San Francisco: City Lights, 2022).  

 Finally, special thanks to Sheenagh Pugh for her help and advice with the 

comparison between the poems by Brooke and Alareer 
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