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When Resilience Becomes a Burden: Reflections from Gazan 
Palestinian Scholars

Khalid Dader, Malaka Shwaikh, Hala Shoman, and Saga Hamdan

ABSTRACT
In this essay, Palestinian scholars from Gaza reflect on how Gaza is brought 
into Western academic spaces since the beginning of the genocide. Over 
the last two years, academic engagement with Gaza has increased, often 
highlighting Palestinian resilience. While this attention is essential and 
needed, the authors argue that framing Palestinians as resilient obscures 
the toll of genocidal, settler-colonial violence. This narrative not only clouds 
grief, exhaustion, and fragmentation, but also reassures external observers 
and absolves them of the responsibility to act to stop the genocide. 
Drawing on their lived experiences, the authors show how resilience dis-
course romanticizes suffering, aestheticizes sumud, and dismisses 
Palestinian voices as too emotional for credibility. Instead, they call for an 
ethical approach in academic settings that situates survival within its vio-
lent conditions, resists reductive binaries of heroism or victimhood, and 
centers Gaza’s lived realities in order to confirm Palestinian humanity 
beyond the rhetoric of resilience.

We write this as Palestinian scholars from Gaza in Western academic institutions 
bearing witness to the annihilation of our homes and families from afar while trying to digest 
the ways in which these academic spaces frame Gaza and Palestinians as resilient. Since 
October 7, 2023, the number of scholarly articles, exhibitions, and conferences published and 
organized about Gaza has surged across academic settings. While this increase is necessary in 
the midst of genocide, it often focuses on stories that emphasize Palestinian ingenuity, strength, 
and even joy against all odds, obscuring the devastating and inhuman realities Palestinians in 
Gaza continue to face every day that force them to adopt these survival mechanisms.

In writing this, we are not calling to stop writing about Gaza—far from it. The more Gaza 
and its people are written about the more intellectual and political visibility they may gain, 
and that is essential. What we are calling for is to bring Gaza into academia ethically and 
without detaching it from the ongoing lived realities of its people. There has been a long-stand-
ing expectation for Palestinians, especially those from Gaza, to embody resilience despite 
nearly two decades of siege and successive Israeli assaults. But the genocide has rendered words 
insufficient to convey the horrors that Palestinians in and from Gaza continue to face, and 
since then any reference to resilience feels like a dehumanizing blow.

Despite our efforts to argue against this discourse of Palestinian resilience in the face of 
genocidal, settler-colonial violence, it continues to be prevalent in academic spaces, overshad-
owing the complexities of our lived realities and the full affective toll of what we experience 
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everyday—the exhaustion, the grief, the fragmentation of self, the physical illness, the silences 
it produces, and the impossible labor of appearing composed while facing the unendurable. 
These material, bodily, and affective tolls are not abstract and take the form of permanent 
scars, often beyond repair: a fear of open spaces, disrupted sleep, altered perceptions of sound, 
and a lingering sense of unease toward anything that resembles normalcy. These are inscribed 
within our nervous systems and memories, haunting us for good.

When used carelessly, resilience not only masks Palestinian suffering, but becomes a tool 
to absolve observers from responsibility,1 offering them a sense of hope or redemption at the 
expense of the truth of the lived Palestinian reality.2 What is often celebrated as resilience is 
in reality the minimum act of survival in a space designed to eliminate Palestinians. There is 
no glory in adaptation under siege and genocide; there is only necessity. When academics 
cherry-pick content about Gaza to highlight this necessary adaptation, using fleeting moments 
of creativity, learning, or joy as arguments for Palestinian resilience, without fully situating 
them in the ongoing annihilation that ushered the need to produce them, they distort the very 
conditions they claim to represent.3 When the extraordinary is rendered a spectacle, the ethical 
demand for representation is reduced to a feel-good narrative, a form of redemptive writing.

As an example, considerable attention has been given in academic spaces to a range of 
initiatives organized by Palestinians in Gaza since the genocide, including food drives, leisure 
or educational activities for children, and makeshift infrastructural innovations, among others. 
These stories are real and awe-inspiring, but they also represent survival mechanisms in a 
genocidal reality the world has failed to end. They do not represent a functional replacement 
of any of the totally collapsed systems of Gaza,4 be that education,5 infrastructure, healthcare,6 
food provision, and so on. Instead, they should be interpreted as indications of the total dis-
integration of life in Gaza and the impossible labor required to simulate continuity in the face 
of systemic structural erasure.7

These fleeting moments of joy, where children are captured on video and in images playing, 
singing, and dancing, must be juxtaposed against the grim backdrop of their constant dis-
placement, their profound grief, hunger, sickness, pain, and fear.8 Their laughter and play in 
seemingly carefree moments are inspiring, but they are mechanisms used to cling to life, love, 
and hope within an unlivable environment. These instances of joy conveyed to global audiences 
should not elicit passive inspiration and admiration; they should stand as stark reminders of 
the international community’s failure to intervene in a televised genocide that has persisted 
for over two years. They should stand as calls to action. Academic institutions must heed this 
ethical call in their engagement with Gaza and its people.

When Resilience Becomes the Dominant Frame

On August 19, 2025, Professor Ahmed Junina of Gaza’s al-Aqsa University wrote about his 
experiences continuing to educate amid the genocide. In his piece in The Guardian, he began: 
“I must admit: I write this piece while starving—too hungry to think clearly, too weak to sit 
upright for long.”9 But, he says, “the work goes on … we show up: attending classes, writing 
proposals, giving talks, joining conferences, publishing. Not because we are strong or brave, 
but because we believe in the transformative power of education. And because to stop would 
be to give in to silence.”10 Students and educators in Gaza face daily annihilatory violence; 
their determination to continue to teach and learn is a refusal to disappear.11 It is their practice 
of collective sumud, a reflection of profound suffering, that demands recognition and action.
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Palestinian sumud is not an expression of joy, but a necessary survival tactic.12 Those who 
expect us to embody sumud to inspire them must engage in genuine, tangible efforts to support 
our liberation so we need not embody sumud any longer.13 Sumud must be understood as an 
indication of the violent lived reality that brought about those acts of resilience;14 it is not an 
aesthetic metaphor that needs to be made palatable for outside audiences. It is a lifeline rooted 
in generations of suffering, grief, and resistance, and its invocation demands collective political 
action, not passive admiration.15

But Palestinian resilience in Western academic spaces is interpreted narrowly, at once 
misrepresenting Palestinian lived realities while also instrumentalizing and manipulating 
our emotions. The term resilience serves as a means of pacification, suggesting that since 
we Palestinians are resilient, we will inevitably find a way to endure; and thus, there is not 
a real need for ceasing what we are resilient against.16 This perspective can lead to compla-
cency, diminishing the urgency for others to act, while simultaneously obscuring the ongo-
ing violence of settler colonialism. As Emma Patricia Keelan and Brendan Ciarán Browne 
highlight, uncritical use of resilience and sumud in the Palestinian context can depoliticize 
oppression by shifting responsibility from those in power onto individuals, thereby obscur-
ing the structural and political roots of suffering.17 Palestinian suffering is therefore con-
ceptualized as a binary between two equal sides, when in reality, we Palestinians are 
colonized and our sumud is a form of anti-colonialism that must be recognized and 
supported.

Scholars must ask themselves: At what cost are we bringing Gaza into academia? Which 
voices and experiences are we actually amplifying when we romanticize Gaza and its people 
as resilient? When resilience becomes the dominant frame, it desensitizes audiences to the 
daily horror of hunger, displacement, and mass death.18 It turns catastrophe into spectacle. 
Worse, it places the burden of inspiration on the very people who are trying to stay alive. The 
way academics bring Gaza into academic discourse must be approached with deliberate caution 
and ethical care, not to silence the stories of resilience, but to responsibly convey them within 
their full reality as a way to impel observers to act to stop the violence. Otherwise, academics 
risk conveying Gaza as a symbol of persistence against all odds rather than what it is: a place 
and a people that have been under violent Israeli siege and assault for nearly two decades. 
Recognizing this in academic spaces and centering Palestinian experiences in the process is 
thus an ethical act of refusing to normalize Israeli violence.19 If this provokes discomfort or 
unease in the observer, that reaction is not incidental. It is the point. When critique unsettles 
frameworks constructed from privilege, the discomfort it elicits brings to light the necessity 
of such critique.

The Violence of Needing to Assert Our Humanity

Resilience narratives frequently portray Palestinians as too affected emotionally by their lived 
reality to be credible sources of information about that reality. As a result, outsiders, particu-
larly Western observers, are seen as more capable of understanding and speaking about the 
“bigger picture” across colonized Palestine, and especially in Gaza. This is a form of epistemic 
violence that silences and dehumanizes us, suggesting that we lack a comprehensive grasp of 
our own circumstances or are too emotionally affected to see them accurately. It is a form of 
colonial erasure, and it also occurs in academic settings. Indeed, when we assert that Palestinians 
in Gaza are not resilient but are human beings facing unimaginable loss, our remarks receive 
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sympathetic acknowledgment but are ultimately dismissed as emotional rather than intellectual 
contributions.

Hala Shoman’s account offers a telling example. Shoman is a Palestinian scholar and activist 
who spent her life in Gaza, enduring six Israeli aggressions prior to the current genocide. She 
left Gaza just days before October 7 to complete her doctorate, leaving her family and husband 
behind. Since October 7, her family has had to evacuate multiple times from Gaza City to 
Rafah and elsewhere. On June 12, 2025, her younger cousin Mohammed, a baker, had to go 
to the so-called Gaza Humanitarian Foundation aid distribution location to attempt to collect 
food for his ten starved and orphaned siblings. Rather than return to his siblings with a white 
bag of flour, he was brought back to them in a white bag after being targeted by an Israeli 
quadcopter.

Upon arriving in the UK to pursue her master’s degree in 2019, she began engaging in 
public events aimed at raising awareness about the Palestinian experience, particularly in 
Gaza. During one such event, she shared her personal losses and the political violence that 
accompanied them. After her presentation, an audience member asked: “How can you be this 
resilient? You spoke of so much loss without shedding a single tear. How can you be this 
strong?” She explained that her strength was not inherent and that she had wept extensively 
before the talk to maintain her composure in front of the audience. She recognized that to be 
taken seriously by Western audiences, it was essential to appear rational and composed, a 
lesson she had learned early on.

Just after the genocide began, Shoman was invited to speak at a university in the United 
Kingdom. At that time, Israeli bombardment in Gaza had escalated considerably. She was 
consumed with fear for her husband, family, and everyone she knew back home. During the 
talk, her sister in Gaza notified her that she had just received an evacuation order, but she 
could not reach her. Unable to maintain her composure, she broke down repeatedly while 
speaking. Later, a friend informed her that an academic in the audience had said it was the 
first time to meet a “non-resilient Palestinian,” and that they were “shocked” to see Palestinians 
display their feelings—that Palestinians cry and we collapse.

She was not only saddened but outraged. It revealed the extent of the dehumanization we 
face as Palestinians. We are either admired for our heroism or dismissed as helpless victims, 
but rarely are we allowed the full range of human emotion.20 Rarely are we seen as people who 
can collapse under the weight of trauma and still rise again. This binary framing between 
invincible heroism and total victimhood imposes unhuman expectations on Palestinians, 
especially those in Gaza. We are either seen as broken with no agency and thus politically 
voiceless, or as resilient icons whose suffering is only validated when it inspires. There is no 
room in this frame for Palestinians to be complex, multifaceted human beings; people who 
resist and mourn, who endure and falter, who celebrate fleeting moments of joy and fall silent 
in despair.21 The people of Gaza are weary of the expectation that they endure suffering and 
become martyrs, as if their pain is a measure of morality or eternal significance. Instead, they 
yearn for a life of dignity and liberation, growing increasingly alienated by a world that dictates 
their responses while remaining indifferent to their annihilation.

Every Palestinian has suffered and suffers. The Palestinians of Gaza in particular carry 
maps of loss—loss of loved ones, homes, and selves following manifold traumas for years. 
While our individual experiences are but a few, they represent the condition of the Palestinian 
people whose suffering is often narrated through the language of resilience. For us, this word 
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has become as heavy as the rubble it tries to rise above. Our experiences as Palestinians in 
exile are inextricably rooted in the ongoing losses our families and people in Gaza continue 
to face on a daily basis. As we write these words, Malaka Shwaikh’s sister is trapped in north 
Gaza with her three children. She has had to evacuate twice due to the destruction of their 
neighborhood, al-Zaytoun, which is being erased from existence. Shwaikh left Gaza in late 
2013; her family stayed. By early 2024, she managed to evacuate some relatives to Egypt, but 
her three sisters remained trapped between north and south Gaza, facing ongoing genocide.

Having experienced displacement herself and having gone through the difficulty of tran-
sitioning to a new life in the UK amid continuing calamity at home, she takes issue with being 
labeled resilient.22 A mural in Belfast challenges the concept of resilience and resonates with 
her deeply. The mural is a quote from Tracie Washington of the Louisiana Justice Institute, 
demanding that policymakers and media stop calling Hurricane Katrina and BP oil spill victims 
resilient: “Stop calling me/Resilient/Because every time you say/‘Oh, they’re resilient,’/that 
means you can do something else to me./I am not resilient.”23 Obscuring unbearable human 
suffering with resilience, Shwaikh says, can be oppressively dehumanizing.

Some of us left Gaza while the bombardment was ongoing; the sound of bombs never leaves 
our ears and minds. Our excruciating distance from our loved ones over the last two years is 
compounded by the trauma of having survived decades of Israeli violence and siege ourselves.24 
Khalid Dader left Gaza in 2021, having lived through four Israeli aggressions, harrowing 
experiences etched into his mind and body. His travel outside Gaza marked his first encounter 
with so-called normal life, a concept he had previously not been familiar with. But living 
outside Gaza is never a form of salvation when Gaza is being annihilated, and those of us who 
have endured the realities of war are not mere spectators of the ongoing violence; we are deeply 
affected, grappling with our own traumas, and the anguish and turmoil that consume us 
from within.

At the time of writing, Dader’s family is being displaced from their bombed home. They 
remain in northern Gaza. As a construction worker in occupied ’48 lands, Dader’s father 
was abducted and tortured by Israeli soldiers, and his mother was injured in the head by a 
bullet in November 2023. Staying in the north of Gaza, they have experienced the full extent 
of genocide, displacement, forced starvation, death and injury, bombardment, and loss in 
all possible ways. From afar, Dader experiences exhausting cognitive disconnections on a 
daily basis thinking and dreaming about what has become of his family. Imagining their 
pale bodies decomposing and withering is a different level of pain. The events of October 
2023 brought an unprecedented intensity that rendered any attempt to articulate the horrors 
faced by loved ones nearly impossible, and each expectation of resilience feels more and 
more dehumanizing.

Saga Hamdan is a Palestinian author, activist, and social health researcher who spent her 
entire life in Gaza under siege and survived seven Israeli aggressions. In September 2023, just 
days before the genocide began, she left Gaza for the first time to pursue her master’s degree 
in the United Kingdom. As is the case with many scholars who left Gaza, she studied under 
constant electricity cuts, displacement, and bombardment, a reality that led her to begin writing 
as an act of resistance and survival.

Her entire family, including three siblings under the age of 18, have been trapped under 
relentless Israeli bombardment for two years. In the UK, attending lectures by day and search-
ing for names in massacre lists by night, she was forced to navigate the unbearable dissonance 
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between academic life and the unfolding genocide. Over the course of the last two years, she 
served as president of the Palestine Society at the University of Dundee, where she organized 
and participated in protests, public lectures, cultural events, and panel discussions to raise 
awareness about Gaza and Palestinian life more broadly. She often found herself caught 
between telling her family’s story and maintaining composure before Western audiences, 
burdened by the expectation to be articulate, strong, and emotionally restrained. The pressure 
to perform resilience in these spaces felt suffocating. Like many Palestinians, she learned early 
that tears could undermine credibility, and that grief must be rehearsed in silence, behind 
closed doors.

But there is no right way to express this kind of pain, and these four stories are not excep-
tional. They are pieces of a collective reality in which resilience is expected, admired, and 
romanticized, but rarely understood as a cost of survival.25 It is a high cost demanded of 
Palestinians daily. Being distant from our families while they are being bombarded, forcibly 
starved, displaced, and massacred is unbearable. Accusing us of being too affected emotionally 
to maintain objectivity perpetuates the very violence we seek to highlight in our testimonies. 
Our ongoing experiences of existing under Israeli settler-colonial violence do not cloud our 
analytical capabilities. This misconception silences us and perpetuates a violent colonial hier-
archy of knowledge, reducing us to background witnesses useful only for our pain. In the 
midst of genocide, our intimate connections to the suffering of our people should enhance 
rather than diminish our credibility in academic spaces.

Western academic spaces often prefer to minimize audience discomfort, thereby seeking 
outsider perspectives and painting Palestinians as resilient, foreclosing the political and 
ethical urgency of the moment to usher meaningful change.26 Academics must linger with 
the violence itself, its materiality, and its unbearable reality, rather than enabling it to be 
eclipsed by framings that make it more palatable. Genocide should not be framed as a 
joyful or hopeful narrative; it should discomfort audiences and impel them to action to 
stop it.

The Weight of Genocide in Academic Spaces

The reality is that academia dehumanizes Palestinian scholars from Gaza. We are allowed to 
be listened to only as voices of pain, not as credible producers of knowledge. When allowed 
to be heard, we are expected to speak without emotion—to strip away our humanity, detach 
from our families, and forget that genocide is happening. In the process of silencing us, aca-
demia is simultaneously co-opting our struggle to inspire those who expect our constant 
strength and continue to choose not to act. We condemn this violent discourse that essentializes 
us and our spaces of death and catastrophe to comfort outsiders. We Palestinians should not 
be positioned as instruments for inspiring hope.

In pushing back against the resilience narrative, we assert not only our right to live, but our 
right to define our lives, our grief, and our struggle on our own terms. We refuse to allow the 
body whose life is targeted in its totality to be conveyed as one that absorbs suffering. Such 
framings risk turning survival into a consumable narrative, one that reassures external audi-
ences rather than confronting the conditions that make such survival necessary.27 Palestinians 
from Gaza, be it in exile or under genocidal siege, are shaped by the everyday calculations of 
survival. We are bodies that carry the physiological and proprioceptive toll of airstrikes, the 
muscle memory of waiting for news of the living and the dead, and the tension of constant 
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anticipatory fear when silence prevails. In settler colonialism, suffering is not eventful; it 
accumulates, drains, and depletes time itself.

We call on scholars to question whose needs the resilience narrative ultimately serves. We 
demand a serious reassessment of who gets to feel, when and with what consequence, in these 
academic spaces. Palestinians from Gaza, especially those still living, breathing, and grieving 
amid apocalyptic ruin, cannot afford to be palatable metaphors for resilience. They are not 
abstract symbols to project onto, nor simply research participants to extract from; they are 
the urgency that demands action. We need an engaged academy that listens to and cares for 
Palestinian voices, an academy that welcomes emotions and lived experiences with the same 
seriousness it offers polished prose. We need an academy that refuses to translate pain into 
mere sentiment, or collapse critique into consolation, one that asks not only what we know 
about Gaza, but how we come to know it, who is centered in that process, and what violences 
are obscured in the telling. Western academic institutions must begin with the willingness to 
hold discomfort, to refuse reductive framings, and to acknowledge the full context of genocidal, 
settler-colonial violence. They must make space not only for intellectualism, but for reckoning; 
space not only for inspiration but for action and accountability.
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