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On the Normalisation of Sumud in Gaza
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-Gaza's steadfastness changed the world.”
-What is happening in Gaza is an epic of steadfastness and heroism.

-The legend of the steadfastness of the people of Gaza...the miracle of the global
century.

These statements, widely echoed across various Arab news outlets, capture the
dominant narrative framing the war on Gaza. This perspective elevates the Gaza
Strip’s endurance amid lIsraeli violence -resulting in the deaths of over 43,000

Palestinians — to a legendary saga of unparalleled heroism.

As the war persists and the death toll rises, resilience is celebrated as a cornerstone
of resistance. At its core is the notion any display of vulnerability under such relentless
destruction could be misinterpreted as surrender. Yet, this perspective oversimplifies
the human experience, imposing an unjust emotional and psychological burden on
those already suffering immense hardship.

By romanticising resilience as heroism, this narrative risks erasing the humanity of
survivors. It sets unrealistic expectation for enduring the horrors of genocide,
reducing them to symbols of endurance while neglecting their urgent need for

empathy, care, and acknowledgment of their pain. This article critically explores the
idealisation of resilience in Gaza, examining both its perceived value and its profound
costs, and challenges the prevailing portrayal of the “resilient victim.”

Resilience: A Concept with Complex Roots

The term “resilience” entered the English language in the early 17th century, derived
from the Latin resilire, meaning “to bounce back.” Originally, it described the ability
of certain types of wood to absorb sudden and intense stress without breaking. Over
time, its meaning expanded, particularly in the fields of ecology and psychology. In
environmental studies, resilience refers to an ecosystem’s ability to withstand

disturbances without collapsing, while maintaining its core structure and functions. In
psychology, it describes an individual’s capability to recover from setbacks. Gradually,
the term has been applied more broadly by policymakers and academics to
characterise toughness and adaptability across various contexts — from personal
crises to coping with wars and natural disasters.
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Resilience holds undeniable appeal, symbolising the ability to endure adversity,
recover, and restore normalcy after encountering unexpected challenges or threats.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, calls to “remain resilient” became inescapable,
reflecting its widespread cultural resonance. Yet, critics caution against its overuse.
Overemphasising “resilience” can foster complacency, normalise hardship and

deflect attention from systemic issues that necessitate resilience in the first place.

Dr. Kathleen M. Pike, of Columbia University addresses this concern in her article,
“The Downside to Fostering Resilience. She warns that excessive focus on resilience
risks making individuals and communities unnecessarily tolerant to poor conditions.
She argues that resilience, while empowering, can sometimes serve as a tool to justify

the status quo —whether in the workplace or society at large —rather than serving as a
catalyst for meaningful change.

Resilience vs. Steadfastness: A Palestinian Perspective

In the Palestinian context, the term sumud (steadfastness) goes beyond the general
concept of resilience, often translated into Arabic as flexibility. While resilience
typically refers to adaptation and recovery, sumud embodies a deeper commitment
to resistance. It signifies not just survival, but active defiance against occupation and
the preservation of identity, culture, and the connection to the land.

Unlike resilience, which is often framed as an individual or systemic ability to adapt to
new circumstances, sumud in the Palestinian political and social narrative is inherently
oppositional. It is not simply about adapting to circumstances but about resisting
them. For Palestinians, sumud is more than just mere survival; it is a collective act of
resistance, a commitment to asserting one’s rights and dignity in defiance of ongoing
oppression. Caitlin Ryan 2015 study, Everyday Resilience as Resistance: Palestinian
Women Practising Sumud” (University of Limerick), describes sumud as a "living
despite uncertainty,” rather than merely enduring it.

However, when sumud becomes idealised as an obligation, it risks becoming a source
of oppression itself. The expectation that Palestinians must perpetually embody
steadfastness can strip individuals of their humanity, reducing them to symbols of
unyielding defiance while ignoring their pain and suffering. This narrative imposes an
unrealistic standard that disregards the profound psychological and emotional toll of
enduring constant violence. Furthermore, it shifts responsibility away from systems of
oppression, allowing the conditions of occupation and violence to persist unchecked.

Similar concerns have arisen in other contexts. After Hurricane Katrina, Tracy
Washington of the Louisiana Institute for Justice called for an end to labelling the
victims as resilient, arguing that it normalises the status quo. “I don’t want us to be
resilient,” she said. “I want to fix the things that created the need for resilience in the
first place.” In this context, resilience is often seen as a forced response to systemic
neglect, not a triumph of the human spirit.
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The Cost of Imposed Sumud

“I am not patient or steadfast, | am disgusted by the heat and the mosquitoes and
” “Gaza is not steadfast, Gaza is destroyed and forced to
steadfast, but the great fall is coming.” “I am not steadfast, | just love Gaza.”

we want this war to end.

These sentiments, voiced by Gaza residents on social media, challenge the imposed
narrative of sumud. For many, steadfastness is not a badge of honour but a heavy
burden. Rather than empowering, the glorification of sumud often masks the brutal
realities of life under occupation. By emphasising Palestinians’ “legendary” capacity
to endure hardship, this narrative drowns out the voices of those who resist having

their pain and loss recast as a heroic tale.

As scholar Lamia Moghnieh observes in her analysis of trauma, resilience and
psychological suffering, resilience can dehumanise Palestinians by framing them as

heroic figures whose suffering remains invisible. She critiques how political and media
narratives normalise sumud, turning it into a top-down concept imposed by those
removed from the realities of war. A striking example of this is the sexist remark by a
Lebanese editor claiming that Palestinian women could “repopulate_a dead
population within two months.” Such rhetoric reduces survival to mere biology,
erasing the profound suffering and loss endured by individuals.

In stark contrast to the glorification of sumud, those unable to embody it often face
dispossession and harsh moral judgments. Individuals deemed incapable of resilience
are labelled as “surrendered” or “insufficiently patriotic.” This narrative shifts
responsibility from political failures to individual shortcomings, suggesting that the
inability to demonstrate resilience is a personal flaw while ignoring the broader
context of war and oppression.

When sumud becomes a political and moral benchmark, it risks normalising the
“unequal distribution” of suffering. Marginalised groups, disproportionately affected
by dire conditions, are placed at a distinct disadvantage within this framework. Sumud
is not merely a matter of personal strength; it also hinges on access to the essential
resources and support systems — resources often out of reach for many. Overlooking
this inequality oversimplifies the concept, reducing those who struggle to be resilient
to a perceived lack of capacity rather than recognising them as victims of war, violence
and oppression.

By assuming an infinite capacity of resilience, the idea of sumud absolves systems of
power of accountability, and places it on individuals who are then celebrated as
“resilient,

"o

resourceful,” or “perpetual survivors.” This expectation forces people to
adapt to the precariousness of their environment rather than challenge the very
structures that sustain their suffering. As a result, the most disadvantaged are forced
into unsustainable forms of resilience, while structural inequality and dominant power
dynamics remain unchallenged.
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Malaka Shwaikh’s 2023 study, “Beyond Expectations of Resilience: Towards a
Language of Care” (University of St Andrews, UK), critiques this dynamic, stating, “A

‘resilient self’ in this definition is one that must constantly struggle to adapt to the
world, ‘'not one that can imagine changing the world, its structure, and the conditions
of its possibility.”

Beyond Sumud

Despite the value sumud offers in helping communities cope with adversity, there is
a growing need to go beyond it and encourage a more compassionate understanding
of suffering and survival. This is why Shwaikh warns against the fetishisation of
resilience, arguing that while it can be empowering, idealising it can strip people of
their right to express vulnerability — such as pain, fear, or exhaustion.

Shwaikh's research reveals that what many Palestinians truly desire is not merely to
endure, but to be “treated like human beings” free from stigma or prejudice. By
imposing resilience as an ideal, we risk depriving individuals of their right to choose
not to cope with their suffering, further entrenching the very conditions that
necessitate such resilience in the first place. As Shwaikh asserts, “Imposing resilience
as an ideal can deprive locals of their resilience, including their choice not to.”
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