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            ‘This is a remarkable, shattering book that holds its voices with dignity and care. It speaks to us from a red world of absolute loss, yet is suffused with an extraordinary persistence of love. Beyond geopolitics, rhetoric, territory and leaders, there remains the bare fact of broken lives and the unbearable weight of human love.’

            — A. L. Kennedy, author of Alive in the Merciful Country

            ‘Since the start of Israel’s genocide against Palestinians, I have been grasping for words. Yazbek has done something extraordinary. She has captured the vocabulary we have all been searching for by turning to the people who witnessed this violence first hand in Gaza. The book does not make heroes of genocide survivors, nor does it romanticize their struggle. Instead, we are invited to mourn with them, to marvel at their endurance, and to be sobered by humanity’s capacity for barbarism. Yazbek shows us what it means to bear witness, to make space for grief, pain and suffering too vast to be contained, and how to do so with dignity, respect and humility. She has once again modelled what it means to be a keeper of humanity’s memory.’

            — Tareq Baconi, author of Fire in Every Direction

            ‘These testimonies of the unconscionably injured are among hundreds of thousands such testimonies emerging from Gaza since 7 October 2023. Despite Israel’s genocidal drive to silence Palestinian voices, despite Western complicity in this silencing, these twenty-six testimonies – shared with Yazbek and translated by Price – now exist as pages. If, like me, you have the means and the capacity to read them in all their blistering detail, and if you too have no personal knowledge of the unspeakable zannanat that plague these pages, then you – we – have a particular duty: not only to read these precious words, but to act on them.’

            — Natasha Soobramanien, co-author (with Luke Williams) of Diego Garcia4
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         These testimonies were collected by the

author between March and June 2024.

      
   


   
      8
         
            [image: ]
9
         

         10

      
   


   
      
         
            CONTENTS

         

         
            
               	TITLE PAGE

                  	MAP 

                  	INTRODUCTION 

                  	NASMA AL-FARRA (UM YAHYA) 

                  	SAMIR AL-AGHA (ABU YAHYA) 

                  	KHALED ABU SAMRA 

                  	MUHAMMAD FADI SALEH 

                  	NADA EISA AYYAASH 

                  	SHAIMAA NAJI 

                  	MUHAMMAD HAMDAN 

                  	HAJIR ABU SAMAAN 

                  	MUHAMMAD YASIR ABU SAEED 

                  	AMAL ADHAM 

                  	IBRAHIM QUDAIH 

                  	JIHAN BAKRY 

                  	MUHAMMAD ALAA ABDELAAL QARMOUT 

                  	SAJA YASIR SALIH 

                  	ABDULLAH YOUSEF AAKILA 

                  	HUDA SUFYAN SAEED AL-BAGHDADY 

                  	ABDEL RAHMAN EYAD ABU HAMADA 

                  	WAFAA ASAAD ABU SAMAAN 

                  	ISRA MUHANNA 

                  	SUJOUD ABU HALIB 

                  	MUHANNAD RADWAN 

                  	NOUR ASHOUR 

                  	AHMED ABU RADWAN 

                  	S 

                  	BUSHRA AL-GHALBAN ABU SABIH 

                  	BARA HAMADA 

                  	FIRAS SHEIKH RADWAN 

                  	A NOTE ON TRANSLATION 

                  	ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

                  	COPYRIGHT 

               


         

      
   


   
      
         11
            INTRODUCTION

         

         It is noon. I pause, resisting the haziness of vision that transforms the stone buildings into white arms trembling in the breeze, then continue moving along the wide avenue, trying to seek shelter from the burning midday sun. A few seconds later, I open my eyes as wide as they can go. I stare at the end of the street where black silhouettes are coming closer, moving oddly, shapes with uncertain features that blur and vanish into the mirage as if flying. I try and bring them into focus, struggling to grasp what is happening at the end of this unfamiliar road.

         At the time, I wasn’t very familiar with this place. The map of the area was an enigma, and my sense of what was happening there was confused. I found myself, as intended, at a government office in Thumama. There, survivors of the Gazan genocide were gathered; people with amputated limbs in complex and critical states of health. Together with the family members caring for them, they numbered more than 2,500. This fantastical scene was taking place in a quiet city called Doha, but in those moments, the destruction in Syria was re-enacted for me. The silhouettes of the victims, the very same moans – it was disaster, all over again.

         There wasn’t a living soul around. The cruel, oozing midday sun was burning my forehead, and strange qualms began to wrestle me in the desert noon. I looked away at first, trying to escape the thoughts taking hold, but then took a few steps closer, trying to distinguish those black shadows, and realized they were wheelchairs being pushed by others. I turned around, only to see a woman in black pushing a chair that carried a young woman in the prime of life. It occurred to me that the whole world had come to this: missing body parts, people with amputated 12limbs, half-bodies living on the margins of life like remnants of a bygone age. I felt like we were on board a ship hovering in mid-air, suspended within a destiny of impotence and loss, among delusions and ghosts I couldn’t quite make out. The sun was pitiless, and I had to head to the administrative offices to meet some officials. A train of thought transformed what I was seeing into an image from a novel, an attempt to maintain my equilibrium in the face of this reality. And to drive from my mind the interwoven scenes of ruin, the confusion between which was Syria and which Palestine.

         A strange grief nearly swallowed up the spectacle, as if the place was rendered unreal by the excess of its tragedy. Who can bear such agony?

         It was no coincidence that I saw the devastation conveyed by these wheelchairs, so like flocks of black birds and carrying the resounding suffering of the Palestinian people – a people plucked out by the root and left to dangle in limitless space. Those phantoms embodied a recurring symbol of humanity’s defeat, as if Palestinians had become Syrians and Syrians Palestinians, across a shared space of brutality that I have witnessed, written about and buried in my heart.

         I found myself facing those wheelchairs and the people who had survived the torments of genocide, impelled to try and understand their pain. I felt called upon as a writer trading in words and narrative as a means of empathy, of effecting change and, most crucially, of understanding the dangerous world around us, thinking of a better, more humane future. I was still panting in the wake of these racing thoughts, still drawn towards these people by the ideas so deeply rooted within me. These people meant a great deal to me. One way or another, Syria was before me at that moment and, as always, I held fast to the imperative 13of not leaving the victims alone, the imperative of movement and action and feeling; these are the conditions of our existence, and by necessity our humanity.

         I was stuck, suddenly, by a searing question – what happened to the people of Gaza who survived the genocide? Is it even right that we consider them survivors? Where does human pain go when justice is absent? How did they lose parts of their bodies and embark on new forms of existence? How can we deal with their sufferings? How can it be that the lives of ordinary people, having dwelled for years in an open prison, have vanished forever since that infamous day, 7 October? There is something else in the speed of this disappearance – destruction and a redoubled, unfathomable barbarity have settled over these people. Why do we drone on and on about their issues in political and ideological slogans, far removed from their subjective, individual pain?

         These questions were troubling, but I did my best to collect myself that desert afternoon as I walked towards them. I said a greeting, and received some weak smiles and diffident glances in reply. Instantly, I realized that I was going to stay here. I was going to live among them, try to grasp the details of their lives and sit by their side with their grief – the grief that has made me come to recognize them as heroes and honourable people who resist so as to stay alive.

         Why have I come back to writing about war? Once again, memory returns, more insistent than ever.

         Between doubt and certainty lies the narrative of truth. We must approach language’s shadows and ghosts, we must listen to the voices of the victims. Now, precisely, language needs to bend beneath this rope pulled taut over our souls, a rope which overwhelms the mind’s capacity to fathom the curses that have settled over our countries. 14What should we do with these terrifying stories? Can the language of silence provide a way out of these desperate circumstances? Between blood-smeared facts, it is perhaps language’s transformation into silence that reveals our periodic failure to approximate atrocities. Yes; humans are capable of brutalizing each other, in ways that challenge language’s very capacity of expression.

         For years, I have been attempting and thinking of new ways to rewrite and reinforce stories of the people and places we have come from. It is an attempt at reconstruction, extending beyond literature and documentation to reveal a different narrative, one that explores the pain and overwhelming catastrophe in our world. Now more than ever, this devastation writes our world in its own way: in pictures and numbers which erase it from humanity’s collective conscience, turning it into a momentary consumer product and causing fundamental meanings to disappear within the fetid decay of the immediate moment.

         And so, we find ourselves adrift in the face of the transformations that genocidal wars impose on meaning and language, after the destruction of people. We are the offspring of war and tragedy, discussing horrors and humanity’s ability to destroy the world through sheer evil. On the other hand, we also possess the capacity to see the moment of destruction, to face it and work to overcome it, even from within catastrophe itself. There are those who no longer see any meaning to life, of course. And there are those who now concentrate the meaning of their lives on the memory of those who have left them, the loved ones who are so greatly missed. Violence can be neither described nor believed, to the point that we are powerless to narrate it. But these survivors are here; despite everything, they are living, in every sense of the word – with their questions, with their wish to understand what 15has happened to them, with their inability to understand. They are people who have passed through hell and returned.

         How can I enquire into the act of erasing people, of erasing stone? The narration of genocide relies fundamentally on this act, and erasure is in itself one of the forms of its permanence, its power and consummation – in the sense of its dominance, in the sense of our inability to communicate with it. This erasure is apparent in every aspect of genocide: the erasure of dismembered bodies; the erasure of our ability to see clearly; the erasure of the profound act of bearing witness to the agony of others; the erasure of language. Erasure here is absolute, and we can only think of it as a primary material in the reassemblage of these scattered bodies.

         Everything and its inverse can be found within accounts of the catastrophes that devour the human body, and to which we happen to be witnesses; these contradictions all form part of the story of evil as told throughout history. It is the narrative of moments articulated out of survivors’ remembrances of destruction. I have carried out similar work in previous books: Woman in the Crossfire, The Crossing and Nineteen Women. Here, I do not speak about my novels, but my various narrative undertakings to construct the shattered world.

         In the current, terrible circumstances of war in Gaza, I thought about testimonies of the moment of 7 October, an interrogation of that period as it slid towards ruin, beginning with the instant the world flipped over and showed another face. There is a question, often repeated among both male and female survivors of intentional, methodical genocide. This question finds expression through persistence of repetition, but also contains its own negation, in the sense that forming this question, reflecting 16on it, only nullifies it. If I could be more specific, then writing about these outrages would no longer demand imaginative, creative writing as much as it would search within direct narrative writing which attempts to gather the limbs of truth scattered here and there, venerating the personal and the subjective by turning stories of erasure into narrative.

         Life consists of a collection of experiences, and the same thing applies, if not more so, to violence. When these experiences of exceptional violence are not gathered together in a cohesive story, they evade us. Just as the limbs scattered in Gaza testify to the annihilation of the body, the absence of a narration of violence as it is lived on a personal level accomplishes the annihilation of people. Like the Palestinians who desperately strive to collect the scattered parts of their loved ones in order to reconstruct them, there is an urgent need to collect a large number of stories and experiences that will survive this slaughter, and which will lay bare for future generations a truth of what comes from violence.

         Narrative permits us, if not to understand what happened, then at least to acknowledge the agony of the victims, to acknowledge human horror in all its forms.

         This narrative seeks to reassemble what has been erased, in the sense of rewriting one of the faces of truth. I personally regard this as essential; I ardently aspire to seek truth, and devote myself to becoming acquainted with its various faces. In trying to understand this violent world we live in, I find myself concerned with this different form of narrative, even though the question of truth is still occupied with undoing the erasure that is endemic in the lives of these victims.

         In addressing the overwhelming and unbearable grief that confronts the question of erasure, we suppose that 17the context of Syria and Gaza is part of viewing people’s lives as they endure catastrophe, while their lives are bound for effacement. This does not relate only to history or documentation, to furthering discussion of the roles of victims and executioners and the procurement of justice. It is a separate, challenging question, but it is part of what I am trying to think about.

         How can we think about reviving the pain of others in an attempt to stop it recurring? How can we think of the future, when a person’s erased life is not reassembled, in word and deed, until we think about justice for them, about filling in their outlines? We do this, perhaps, through bringing their memories to life, making them rebels against the discourses that reduce them to cumulative statistics, trying to extract their humanity from the objectification manufactured by the machinery of express consumerist media. We attempt it by turning the story of each person into a lofty edifice, in the way that a human life deserves to be an entire country; for collective memory is – in short – their story, and her story, and my story and your story. One person is the world entire.

         Asking the same question, over and over again, of a collection of people living in a closed setting, now so fortunate as to obtain health care, nutritional care and education in a city like Doha, was not easy. At one point, it occurred to me that the place bringing them together was the true face of the world, and that we – people walking on two feet – were the exception. As the days passed, it only became harder. Every day, I went to the government office in Thumama next to Hamad International Airport and I would tell myself that tomorrow would be easier, but each day was more difficult than the last. These survivors, whose stories I wanted to be a means of reconstructing the world that was destroyed, had lost everything: their 18families, their homes, their land, their limbs. I wondered to myself: should they have to relate their experiences of the war? Contrary to my expectations, however, it was they who wanted to tell their stories, and they were determined that the world should hear them, despite their despair at what had happened. They were generous and cheerful, brimming with ideas and beliefs about the meaning of life, and they still believed in the possibility of understanding something of this reality. Most of them wanted to return to Gaza after their treatment was finished. All, without exception, were unarmed civilians, ordinary people. Most were from the new generation who knew nothing beyond Gaza’s borders.

         At first, I thought this book of testimonies would focus solely on women, but with time, and after seeing the numbers of children and teenagers, I decided to meet with as many people as possible and to make a selection. Most testimonies were filled with silence, that conspicuous, deadly silence which can only be expressed through corresponding silence. At a certain point, I reflected that a book about the memory of loss and erasure meant, in short, a book with blank pages, because in most cases silence was more eloquent than words. They tried to find words and were generous in sharing their feelings – I was their perpetual guest.

         We have a tendency to sanctify the agony of victims, but in one way or another they made me feel that they needed no sympathy. The people of Gaza don’t need our pity, but our acknowledgement of their bravery, their dignity and their rights, and their urgent wish to disclose the truth of their tragedy.

         They had many questions, and their meanings altered, and post-disaster fears appeared, and of course there was post-traumatic stress. Some of them spent days talking 19about the people they had lost, and who they had been and the beauty of their city, Gaza, the city which deep down they realized no longer existed. Their ages ranged from 13 to 65, they were men, women and children, and they came from a variety of social backgrounds. The majority were educated, including women had mainly married young and who were now mothers, grandmothers and aunts accompanying members of their families.

         I didn’t get into direct political questions with them; instead, the focus was on their lives and how they had survived the genocide, or whatever facts of their tragedies they were able to relate. But this was sufficient for my need to document and to restore future-oriented memories. Most had witnessed the largest massacres, such as those at the Indonesian Hospital and al-Shifa Hospital. The doctor I met was one of the medical personnel at al-Shifa Hospital and he personally witnessed the actions of the Israeli army towards the patients and their carers. I also met patients who experienced that same event. The repetition found in the testimonies, the multitude of questions, formed a wider picture of the imagination-defying savagery of the genocide, the gross desecrations of human rights that the Israeli army commits with respect to women, children and the elderly. This necessitated a recurrence of some events in the selected testimonies; I found them to be confirmation of the methodical approach characteristic of genocide, although I have removed many of the more horrifying details.

         These people were not discussing the conduct of Hamas, or the resistance, or even the fate of Palestine.* They 20were speaking about themselves as people, as peaceful civilians. They spoke about their torn and broken bodies. They made their disclosures sincerely and spontaneously, and they wanted the world to hear their stories. In their narratives, the witnesses were unanimous that the Israelis were not solely acting in retaliation for the attacks of Hamas. They repeated the expression I have heard many times in the last few months: ‘We have lived through war for decades, and now we are living through genocide.’ 

         The children and young people were the most silent, and their testimonies appear short in comparison with the others. They were the keenest to speak and the most insistent on telling their stories, but silence cheated them. Their sentences were brief and struggled to come out, as if they were unable to find the right words. There was a teenager called Abdullah, 13 years old, who had an effect on me that I have never experienced since I began documenting atrocities in 2011. He was different; he spoke without stopping, and he asked many questions. This child, whose family burned to death in front of him in a UNRWA bus, told me he wasn’t a child, insisting that there were no children in Gaza. A condition of childhood, as he said, is that they live among their books, their schools and their families, and all this was permanently out of reach in Gaza. He didn’t laugh and he moved slowly. He behaved like a man, speaking and moving like he was 30 years old, but his burned face and the gleam in his eyes reminded me that he was still a child. He showed me pictures of himself before he was injured, insisting that I see a photo of his family. Several others did exactly the same; they all wanted me to see a photo of their families before they vanished from existence. Most had lost family members, but spoke about them and addressed them as 21if they were still there.

         For me, the most terrifying thing was a novel detail. I had not come across it when documenting the revolution and the war in Syria, nor had I heard of it in other wars, however brutal they were. This was a sophisticated method and instrument of murder, for although the barrel bombs that fell on the Gazans had been used in Syria, and although fire belts – a rain of missiles falling without pause on the same area for up to an hour, which destroys entire tower blocks – are not used in other places, they can be imagined. What cannot be imagined, however, is the unleashing of algorithms of murder, the use of artificial intelligence to kill. This perpetual human terror – of letting a machine do to a human exactly what it was built for – has been made reality in Gaza. The Israeli government has taken humanity as a whole to the threshold of this horror. They have killed using AI programmes, according to Human Rights Watch. Murder no longer requires a human decision; there is no longer a moment of human hesitation before pulling the trigger. AI algorithms, built upon millions of data of death and destruction, understand perfectly when and where and how to murder Gazans. Man, with all his attendant fears and conflicting feelings, has become a gap to be closed, merely an onlooker to a crime conducted by his digital shadow.

         The most dangerous part is that this level of brutality seeks not only to kill, but to subjugate. AI does not only fight bodies, but minds. It seeks to control feelings, to broadcast fear and terror into people’s souls. Murder is no longer the only aim – total subjection is.

         War is no longer war as we know it. It is an exercise controlled by posthuman software, where aims are separated from means and the physical capacity for combat. 22Algorithms decide who should live and who should die. There is no place here for the human concept of hostility; Palestinians have become merely undesirable data.

         Wars conducted through AI are nothing but simulations – but lethal simulations. According to the logic of Jean Baudrillard’s simulations, murder here is ‘second-stage’ murder, where the act is separated from its physical reality. Drones bomb cities, people, women, children, on the orders of algorithms, while human soldiers sit in insulated control rooms, drinking tea and laughing as they observe real destruction through screens, devoid of blood or screams. Life is turned into mere code, and death into a human state digitally translated.

         Unmanned aerial vehicles, which Gazans are unsure what to call, appear in their accounts with the name ‘zannana’ (or ‘zannanat’ in plural), the Palestinian expression for ‘drone’. But in this war there was a new name, a new horror, a ‘flying killing machine’, as people called it: a quadcopter. The witness accounts are cut through with the horror of these deadly, mythical beings. They enter houses, bedrooms, stop over children’s heads, issue instructions, shoot in the head, take iris scans, shoot in the eye, accompany the lines of those who are displaced and escaping bombardment and forced to leave their homes, remaining above their heads to compel them to flee. These are scenes we can only conceive of as something from a science fiction film, but now they have become reality. During the siege of the Indonesian Hospital, there was a woman who couldn’t look at the window because these killer drones were hovering there, outside the window; any movement guaranteed a bullet, an automated response from this killer drone. This advanced machinery displayed the kind of skill and precision in the act of murder that made Gazan hearts bleed, making their life 23under bombardment and siege a double hell.

         When it came to the personal lives of the women, the abuses that happened to them, there was total reserve. None of the women, part of Gaza’s conservative society, wanted to dive into her intimate suffering. There was intense shame for what was done to them, and I believe that social surveillance played a significant role, along with the stigma and shame they felt in speaking about their bodies and their privacy. One woman related how she suffered from vaginal bleeding as a result of being exposed to poisoned bombs. Nour, a journalist, related female suffering of another kind, about the lack of sanitary towels and the challenges of having a period, about deprivation of the barest minimum of hygiene, about the lack of babies’ nappies. Women would tell me about rape and harassment that had happened to other women, but I did not include these incidents in the testimonies because I did not hear from those it happened to. When it came to their own experiences, the women would deny having been personally subject to any such abuse.

         Only one witness told me her atrocious suffering as a woman in a society that treated women as second-class persons. She asked that I call her by the letter S and remove anything that might indicate her identity, even though what she related was not a sexual violation. Rather, it was a profound moment of sadness and revelation returning her to her former life, a moment of aggregate violence as she lay under the rubble on the verge of death; this is where the most brutal forms of cruelty are made manifest, between straightforward murder and genocide, and the other, moral, murder of women. S related how she was changed and decided to rebel against her society. Isra, too, spoke of a different facet of the war. Her life changed and she began to tend to others, volunteering as a nurse. 24It is not true that women are only victims; in fact, these women worked side by side alongside men, rescuing the wounded, working in medicine and nursing, as in Huda’s case. These are stories about the compassionate human spirit, about the loftiness of the human soul in the midst of war, as if we are seeing a scene from myth made flesh. Despite the hideousness of war, I saw human beauty in the lives of these women.

         The choice of which testimonies to include in the book was extremely challenging. There is one testimony of an entire family, told from the point of view of the mother and father – theirs is unique in this context. The accounts do not adhere to a single formula or a fixed number of words, especially when describing conditions in the hospitals, displacement, checkpoints, the carefully considered method of bombardment. In the same way, the language used generally belonged to the witness and thus varies in its style and mode of expression. I preferred to leave each testimony as it was without trying to unify the narrative, especially where the women desired to speak at greater length and in painful detail. So I followed the manner of each person, leaving their expressions and the level of their language untouched, removing some phrases that were directed at me personally but leaving in others if I felt, in that moment, that I represented the entire world they wanted to address. Equally, I left some words in the local Gazan dialect, such as ‘sidi’ when referring to a grandfather, and ‘dar’ instead of family name. I tried not to include too many accounts in which the same reactions and experiences recurred, in order to form a broader picture of the agonies of these people who accord life great value, and cling to it until their last breath.

         The testimonies did not depend on a single approach – some are long, others are short. The short testimonies 25contained considerable silence, and as silence is a language in itself, I left it in. As for the long testimonies, the witnesses wanted to speak, but some I was forced to shorten. Overall, I find that such variety represents an attempt to encompass the various modes of expression and thought, an attempt to articulate tragedy and pain, to reflect on language and narrate disaster.

         Out of all the testimonies I recorded and the speakers whose lives I followed, I have included just two testimonies from young men living in Gaza, and who are still there, inside the Strip.† I recorded dozens of such testimonies through the internet, but despite their power and their importance, I preferred not to use them. This is because, for me, an important factor in the legitimacy of this book lay in my personal relationship with those I spoke to, my presence alongside them and my participation in their daily lives. Nevertheless, I retain my faith in the need to write about the besieged who are still, even now, facing bombardment, murder, displacement and starvation. Perhaps that will form a future project.

         In closing, I place these testimonies, the others I have recorded in my books and those which I will record in the future into history’s safekeeping, to remain as a testament to the human hope for salvation from oppression; testament to a dream of justice for those living beneath the grindstone of this violent era. It is our duty as writers, activists and intellectuals, the very least we can do, to challenge the act of destruction: we must rebuild the world with words, so that perhaps one day, the justice that has been so ardently pursued can finally be realized.

          

         Samar Yazbek

         September 2024, Paris26

         
            ___

         

         More than a year has passed since I finished this book, and although the world is discussing the ceasefire, it is far from being a reality while Israel is still bombing hospitals and their surroundings, even now. This has not been discussed much in the media. In point of fact the ceasefire has been violated several times by Israel, and Gazan victims number in the hundreds. The truth is there is no ceasefire to speak of.

         Perhaps I can say that, in the time since compiling this book of testimonies, famine has been wielded as a weapon, claiming a large number of victims. The massacre did not stop with the events testified to in these pages; rather, they were followed by a new art form of murder. Along with murder by artificial intelligence, Israel has instigated the weapon of starvation against the people of Gaza.

         According to a statement issued by the Ministry of Health in Gaza on 1 October 2025, the confirmed number of deaths in the Strip through starvation and malnutrition has risen to 455, including 151 children.‡ I did not record this new method of genocide against the Gazans in the testimonies; when the process of starving Gazans and using famine as a weapon of war began, I said to myself that perhaps it was a reverberation from other wars around the globe. But after following what is happening on the ground in Gaza daily and attentively, I have found that Israel used starvation and death from starvation as another form of systematic genocide. The pictures arriving in succession through the media and news agencies were appalling, and I would wonder to myself to what 27depths the moral shame of the human race will descend, when we stand thus, arms crossed, in front of children who are dying from hunger. Their figures were like moving skeletons, slowly dying every day in front of our eyes and the eyes of the entire world. 

         On 23 October 2025, the World Health Organization announced that ‘the situation in Gaza still remains catastrophic because what’s entering [Gaza] is not enough’.§ The organization has not recorded any improvement in hunger levels among Gazans, confirming that the nutritional and health situation has not changed despite the ceasefire, which of course has subsequently been violated by Israel.

         The painful truth that persists in the details and grief of the people of Gaza is that forms of brutality have been diversifying and increasing, and the horrifying testimonies I gathered were only the beginning of a systematic process of murder. I was struck by something like numb shock when I realized that even the mechanism of destroying the hospitals was systematic. The wounded were murdered slowly, in the sense that the hospitals continued to be targeted with the aim of killing the greatest possible number of survivors, and after the ceasefire, hospitals such as al-Shifa were re-targeted. We are confronted with the word ‘survivor’ taking on new and paradoxical dimensions: whoever survived a bomb or missile cannot really be called a ‘survivor’ because they remain in imminent danger. Wounded patients in the hospitals become perpetual targets of the Israeli killing machine.

         In truth, after all this time, I was hopeful that there 28would be a reduction in the killing and suffering of Gazans, a building of bridges of peace in the region, but another year has passed and still we are falling into the abyss. Perhaps there is a more important question for me as I continue my project of constructing humanity’s collective memory, and which relies on the theory that ‘the personal is political’: Was I right to record these testimonies? 

         Perhaps, to my crushing disappointment, for all these lives I collected, believing I would defend victims who resisted death and lost pieces of their bodies and lives – perhaps I have done nothing but add a black stain to human history. A stain of words… the words of the people of Gaza.

         
             

         

         November 2025, Paris

         
            * Translator’s note: There are several armed factions within Gaza, including Hamas and its armed wing, which are in conflict with Israel. These various groups have different names and political agendas, but are referred to under the umbrella term ‘the resistance’ within testimonies. In general, the witnesses distinguish between Hamas and the wider resistance movement, but some appear to conflate them. [Unless otherwise indicated, every note is a translator’s note.]

            † These are the testimonies of Muhannad Radwan and Muhammad Fadi Saleh.

            ‡ See Sana Noor Haq, Rachel Wilson, Soph Warnes, Lou Robinson and Henrik Pettersson, ‘How Israeli actions caused famine in Gaza, visualized’, CNN, 2 October 2025.

            § Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, chief of the World Health Organization, quoted in Abby Rogers, AFP and Reuters, ‘Hunger crisis in Gaza is “catastrophic” despite ceasefire, WHO chief says’, Al Jazeera, 23 October 2024.
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            NASMA AL-FARRA (UM YAHYA)

            31 years old

Khan Younis

         

         On that Saturday in October, I was preparing breakfast for my children when we heard the sound of bombs. Yahya, my 11-year-old son, was getting ready to go to school, but after hearing the bombs he stayed at home, we wouldn’t let him go. From the sound of the rockets and from the news going around the street, we understood that the resistance had attacked Israel in an unprecedent­ed manner. I was very frightened, and I realized that this time wouldn’t be like the previous wars.

         We were expecting to be bombed, we were actually waiting for it. That’s what stopped me from sleeping until dawn over the following nights – I was frightened they would bomb us while we were asleep. I would stare at the ceiling all night, not knowing when it was going to fall on us. On the morning of 10 October, my husband – Abu Yahya* – asked me what food we needed. Yahya asked to go with his father, but my husband said no. We were terri­fied to let our children go outside in the street because we were expecting to be bombed. 

         I have five children: Yahya, Sara, Sama, Lama and Leen. Yahya is the only boy. Little Leen, 8 years old, said, ‘Mama, I’m hungry,’ and asked me for a sandwich. I got up to go with her to the kitchen, Yahya followed and asked for my phone, then he headed to the living room. In those few seconds, our life changed forever.

         At first, my brain couldn’t interpret what had 30happened. All of a sudden, I found myself covered in black dust and smoke – I didn’t even hear the bomb. I screamed and shouted my children’s names, I could hear my voice, but it was as though it wasn’t me shouting, like it was someone else looking for their children. I couldn’t see anything because of the smoke. Leen… I screamed Leen’s name, I found her next to me and picked her up and tried to get out, but fire scorched my face. I went back to the kitchen, the missile was still burning there, a terrible fire. The fire went out. I ran and ran, there was wreckage all around me. The house was completely destroyed, I couldn’t see anything. I wanted to get Leen out of the rub­ble and look for her brother and sisters. I found that the stairs had been destroyed, I couldn’t go down to take my daughter outside. We were living on the second floor, the destruction surrounded us. Our whole neighbourhood had been levelled. I called for my children, I was stuck on the second floor with my daughter, and I could see peo­ple’s body parts scattered all around. 

         A young man came and took Leen off me and got her downstairs – a few young men had gathered around the rubble. I refused to come down without my other chil­dren, Sara, Lama, Sama and Yahya. I found Sara. Her face was completely burned and so were her hands. She was walking right in front of me, full of burns, she was walking back and forth. I shouted. I was screaming and I didn’t know whether my voice was coming from my throat: ‘Sara! Sara! Come here! Where is your sister? Where is Sama? Come over here!’ Her body was burned, but she could walk. She was walking and in a lot of pain, she was walking and refusing help. She looked around, stunned, and walked forwards. She crawled down the stairs. She was right there in front of me, in silent agony, crawling over the rubble, refusing any help. I screamed 31and screamed, ‘Sama! Yahya!’ I heard Lama’s voice, she was under the rubble, under the wall. I knelt down and tried to lift it with my hands, but I couldn’t. I clawed at it with my fingers, perhaps it would crumble.

         My husband appeared, and like me he screamed the children’s names. Then he was carrying Sama in his arms. I didn’t understand. My daughters, my twin girls, 15 years old, were right there, one walking in silence with burns, the other a lifeless corpse in her father’s arms. My hus­band took Sama downstairs, they asked me to come too but I refused. The young men who had come to help were digging, pulling the children from the first floor out from under the rubble. My husband returned with his father and they began to dig. They found Yahya, they brought out Lama. Yahya died of internal bleeding a few hours later in Nasser Hospital in Khan Younis, and Lama’s leg was amputated the following day.

         They took my daughter Lama to intensive care, her head was split open to the middle of her forehead. She needed three stitches from the top of her eye to the middle of her forehead. There was a large wound on her hand. And she needed a lot of blood. The doctor tried to save her injured leg, she stayed in surgery for hours. During that time they buried Sama, they buried her at six o’clock in the morning, then they buried Yahya. They made me watch the video. I couldn’t move from the hospital. My son Yahya was buried after my daughter Sama. Two of my children were buried and I wasn’t there. Nine martyrs from my husband’s family, they couldn’t take their bodies out whole. They were torn to pieces – they buried them in plastic bags. My brother, the doctor, said, ‘If Lama’s leg isn’t amputated, she will die. Do you want your daugh­ter to die?’ The next day, Lama’s leg was amputated. She would have been poisoned if they hadn’t done it. I asked, 32‘Where is my daughter’s leg?’ They said, ‘We buried it.
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