
2

As I woke up one day from one of the opportune naps I am privileged 
enough to take during my commute to and from work, I opened 
my eyes to find a brown horse staring right back at me. Startled, and 
slightly amused, I sat up to take a proper look. There were two horses, 
one brown and the other white, turned ash by Dhaka’s ever present 
pollution and soot. To no one’s surprise, they were tired, clearly un-
derweight, and suffering from malnutrition, with open wounds at the 
spots they were whipped to make them go forward. 

I was quickly transported to fifteen years back when I would travel 
to my grandmother’s house near old Dhaka, where horse-driven 
carriages were a lot more common than they are now. I remember 
feeling incredibly helpless and ashamed then, feelings that echoed as 
I continued to stare at the horses beside me stuck at the Panthapath 
signal. All this talk of efficiency and growth, I wonder why we haven’t 
found better alternatives to cruelty. 

– Syeda Afrin Tarannum, Sub-Editor, SHOUT
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In an age where many unfortunately 
view poetry as a pretentious, bourgeois 
pastime, poets like Mohammed El Kurd 
remind us of its revolutionary and 
political significance. Born and raised in 
East Jerusalem, the 24-year-old activist 
takes us on a visceral journey through 
several destinations, all rife with system-
ic oppression, and all united in a shared 
struggle for liberation, in his first-ever 
book, Rifqa.

At its core, Rifqa is a book about 
human struggles in painfully inhumane 
circumstances. It uses poetry as both 
weapon and medicine, where you are 
filled with empathy for the people it 
talks about but also enraged by the per-
secution they face. It does not put any 
of its characters on pedestals nor does 
it patronise them as helpless victims. 
Instead, it presents human beings that 
are so often dehumanised or turned into 
statistics, in all their rage, their fear and 
their hope, without even trying to.

One of the central themes of the 
book is women. The book itself is 
named after the author’s late grand-
mother, Rifqa El Kurd, who is consid-
ered an icon of Palestinian liberation 
and is quoted in several of the poems. 
Mohammed speaks openly about how 
much she has shaped him as a person 
and as an activist, and so have other 
women like her, in a way that is both 
inspiring and nostalgic for the reader. 

The poem, “Girls in the Refugee 
Camps”, centring a transgender refugee, 
paints a striking image of the unbear-
able reality of surviving familial trauma 
and grief.

What is truly magical about Rifqa is 

how it manages to weave threads of sol-

idarity between cultures and locations 

that are oceans and seas apart, both 

literally and figuratively, and somehow 

makes them all feel like home. The 

author speaks about his experiences in 

America, specifically in Atlanta and New 

York, where the land is foreign but the 

oppression he witnesses is not. 

Mohammed’s poetry is also intersec-

tional, delving into a variety of topics 

such as refugee crises, transphobia, 

systemic racism, and many others, not 

in isolation from each other, but as 

overlapping experiences that are often 

intricately connected. 

In the midst of all this, Mohammed 

finds the space to be personal, pouring 

out his heart in raw and intimate detail. 

In “A Song of Home”, he longingly 

reminisces about home, despite the 

disagreements and fights, despite the 

dishes breaking being louder than bul-

lets outside. 

As beautiful and touching as it is, 

Rifqa retains its edge all the way to the 

end. It is nothing short of a weapon, 

for the impoverished Black community 

in America and the freedom fighter in 

Palestine, for the elderly woman and 

the single mother, for those who have 

been victimised but are unwilling to per-

form their victimhood. It is a book that 

glares at trees but never loses sight of the 

forest. Its poetry never asks for anything 

but compels you to do something with 

grit and urgency that allows no room to 

turn a blind eye.

Rafid is busy dozing off every chance he 

gets. Wake him up by sending a notification 

at rafidkhandaker@gmail.com.

Rifqa: A spellbinding 
account of persecution, 

courage, and survival
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