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Suheir Hammad is an American poet of Palestinian descent who uses her poetry as a 

platform to describe both her experiences as an Arab-American living in Brooklyn and the 

struggles and diaspora of the Palestinian people since the establishment of the Israeli state. This 

essay will summarize the academic conversation surrounding the role of Arab-American identity 

in Hammad’s poetry. These specific articles summarized in this essay were chosen from a 

variety of academic criticism of Suheir Hammad’s work as they each center around the discourse 

on the significance of both refugee and immigrant identity in Hammad’s poetry.  

In “Naming Oppressions, Representing Empowerment: June Jordan’s and Suheir 

Hammad’s Poetic Projects” Sirène Harb, a professor of English at the American University of 

Beirut, compares the work of Suheir Hammad to another poet, June Jordan, and discusses their 

poetry’s shared themes of “anti-colonial, anti-racist, and feminist struggle.” 1 Harb emphasizes 

that Jordan’s work inspired Hammad to “claim the stories of marginalized communities and to 

establish connections among their struggles.”2 Hammad realizes the importance of giving a voice 

to marginalized communities through her poetry. Harb then proceeds to analyze Hammad’s 

poem “love poem” which describes the Israeli army’s massacre of Palestinian children. Harb 

stresses that Hammad’s poem works to humanize Palestinians and allows her audience to see 

them in a vulnerable context which deviates from the mainstream American portrayal of 

Palestinians and other Arab individuals as dangerous terrorists.3 Hammad intends to shift this 

impression of her ancestral people through her art.4 Harb then analyzes Hammad’s poem 

“Beyond Words” which illustrates Hammad’s struggle to reconcile her identity as both a person 

 
1 Sirène Harb, “Naming Oppressions, Representing Empowerment: June Jordan’s and Suheir Hammad’s Poetic 
Projects,” Feminist Formations 26, no. 3 (2014): 71–99. 
2 Harb. 
3 Harb. 
4 Harb. 
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of Arab descent and an American.5 Harb indicates that Hammad recognizes that she is 

simultaneously represented by both the Americans and the Arabs and yet also neither group.6 

Harb indicates that in this poem Hammad is “distancing from forms of solidarity based on ethnic 

or cultural allegiances to configure affiliations based on choice and a sense of responsibility, 

creating an alternative structure/politics of belonging.”7 According to Harb, Hammad intends to 

break the dichotomy between Arabs and Americans by introducing a new lens through which to 

view identity which accentuates interconnectedness and inclusion instead of a traditional binary 

which excludes people like herself.8 Thus, Harb presents that Hammad is critical of the stress 

American society places on individuals to identify with either American culture or Arab culture 

but not both.9  

Similarly, in “Breaking Dichotomies: Counter-Narratives in the Spoken Word Poetry of 

Suheir Hammad” Denijal Jegić, a Beirut based researcher, writes about the reflection of Suheir 

Hammad’s Arab-American immigrant identity in her poetry. Despite Hammad not being an 

immigrant herself, she is the daughter of two Palestinian-American immigrants.10 Building on 

Harb’s idea that Hammad intends to express both her Palestinian and American identities in her 

poetry, Jegić articulates that in Hammad’s poem “First Writing Since” Hammad fully embraces 

her American identity as a rejection of the common practice in the United States of “othering” of 

Arab-Americans.11 Jegić writes that Hammad’s poem is a “categorical rejection of classifications 

 
5 Harb. 
6 Harb. 
7 Harb. 
8 Harb. 
9 Harb. 
10 Denijal Jegić, “Breaking Dichotomies: Counter-Narratives in the Spoken Word Poetry of Suheir Hammad,” 
Current Objectives of Postgraduate American Studies 16, no. 1 (May 18, 2015), https://copas.uni-
regensburg.de/article/view/227. 
11 Jegić. 
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built on dichotomies… [and] strongly affirms that ‘American’ and ‘Arab’ are not to be separated 

since Arabs form a significant part of US-American culture, demography, and history.”12 Jegić 

expands on the ideas present in Harb’s writing by articulating that not only are American and 

Arab identities not contradictory, Arab-Americans form and contribute to an important sect of 

American culture.13 Furthermore, Jegić stresses that Hammad experienced grief as a result of 

9/11 as both an American and person of Palestinian descent: “Hammad creates an intersection 

between the white, American ‘self’ and the Palestinian Arab ‘other’ on a level of shared and de-

nationalized suffering.”14 Specifically, Jergić describes Hammad’s tendency to allude to the 

Nakba, the massive displacement of Palestinians after World War II during the establishment of 

the Israeli state in her poetry.15 Hammad compares the sufferings of the Palestinians with the loss 

Americans felt as a result of 9/11 to illustrate these seemingly disparate groups’ similarities.16 

Ultimately Jergić conveys in his article that Hammad seeks to dismantle the idea that Arab and 

American identities are strictly contradictory and moreover Arab and American individuals are 

bonded through their mutual experiences with hardship.17  

Like how Jegić discussed Hammad’s comparison between the grief of New Yorkers post 

9/11 and the struggle of displaced Palestinians, Alex Lubin, a professor of African American 

studies at Penn State, discusses Hammad’s comparisons between American and Arab identities 

in her poem “On Refuge and Language.”18 In this poem, Hammad juxtaposes descriptions of the 

 
12 Jegić. 
13 Jegić. 
14 Jegić. 
15 Jegić. 
16 Jegić. 
17 Jegić. 
18 Jegić; Alex Lubin, “Neoliberalism, Security, and the Afro-Arab International,” in Geographies of Liberation, The 
Making of an Afro-Arab Political Imaginary (University of North Carolina Press, 2014), 142–71, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5149/9781469612898_lubin.9. 
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plight of the Black American victims of Hurricane Katrina and the suffering of Palestinian 

refugees.19 Specifically, Lubin points out Hammad’s criticism of the U.S. government’s neglect 

towards their own citizens.20 Lubin writes that Hammad is illuminating a double standard in 

what the U.S. condemns abroad yet practices domestically: “Despite the promise of citizenship, 

the liberal state is just as alienating and violent as are those states the U.S. regularly views as 

backward and underdeveloped.”21 Though Lubin notes that Hammad presents Palestinians and 

Black Americans both as refugees searching for safety, he notes that “where the black New 

Orleans resident may find refuge, the Palestinian remains always and forever a refugee.”22 As 

Jegić noted that Arabs and Americans are connected through “de-nationalized suffering”, so too 

does Lubin posit that Hammad’s poetry emphasizes how the condition of struggle connects 

Black Americans and Palestinians.23 

 The common thread between Sirène Harb, Denijal Jegić, and Alex Lubin’s analysis 

seems to be their consensus that Suheir Hammad’s poetry creates connections between distinct 

cultures by highlighting their shared experiences with pain and struggle. She particularly draws 

these connections between Americans and Arabs, the two groups which she represents, to 

communicate intersections in her Arab-American cultural identity. Her poetry acknowledges that 

we live in an increasingly globalized world, but the human condition is universal and bridges 

cultural and national divisions.  

 

 

 
 

 
19 Lubin, “Neoliberalism, Security, and the Afro-Arab International.” 
20 Lubin. 
21 Lubin. 
22 Lubin. 
23 Jegić, “Breaking Dichotomies”; Lubin, “Neoliberalism, Security, and the Afro-Arab International.” 
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