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Exit, Voice, Loyalty … or Deliberate
Obstruction? Non-Collective Everyday
Resistance under Oppression.
Stephanie Dornschneider

In highly oppressive environments, collective resistance is very costly. Non-collective resistance constitutes a less risky alternative.
Focusing on a particular oppressed setting, the Occupied Palestinian Territories, I identify everyday forms of non-collective
resistance: signaling, persevering, eschewing, and coping. Characterized by low visibility and targeting political goals indirectly,
these activities have not yet been recognized as forms of resistance. However, they constitute important resistance efforts that
deliberately obstruct oppressive regimes. These efforts show that individuals who are not visibly resisting their rulers cannot be
assumed to be loyal or to suffer from a barrier of fear, as often suggested by theories in politics. They also offer an important addition
to theories that identify violence as a common response to oppression, suggesting that peaceful non-collective activities constitute an
everyday alternative.

A
large body of literature is dedicated to the study of
collective forms of resistance (Gurr 1970; Sharp
1973; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Tilly

2003; van Zomeren, Postmes, and Spears 2008; Cheno-
wetz and Stephan 2011). In oppressive environments,
however, collective resistance is highly risky and not
usually the preferred channel of political opposition
(Scott 1985, 1990; Bayat 2000). Instead, dissidents in
such settings are known to engage in non-collective resist-
ance, which targets regimes indirectly and is therefore less
visible to the authorities. Limiting possibilities of govern-
ment retaliation, this type of resistance has long-term

effects on the preservation of oppressed groups and the
promotion of their political aims (Scott 1985, 1987).

While the presence of non-collective resistance is well
established, I present its various shapes in an oppressive
environment. This variety remains less explored by studies
in the field of politics due to a disproportional interest in
collective resistance, and especially its violent forms, as
well as the difficulty of observing non-collective behavior
in oppressive settings. Based on ethnographic field
research in the Occupied Palestinian Territories, I identify
peaceful, everyday forms of non-collective resistance: sig-
naling, persevering, eschewing, and coping. These behav-
iors can be classified as resistance because they challenge
political power by deliberately obstructing oppressive
regimes (cf. Sharp 1973; Foucault 1982). The proposed
classification contributes to the extensive literature on
power, resistance, and their complex interrelations
(Foucault 1966; Abu-Lughod 1990; Scott 1985, 1990;
Mitchell 1990; Wedeen 1999, 2019; Mahmood 2011).
Although its categories refer to known behaviors in the
fields of psychology and international relations, they have
not yet been recognized as particular forms of resistance.

Resistance in oppressive settings has often been concep-
tualized by Hirschman’s framework of “voice” and “exit”
(Hirschman 1993). Accordingly, individuals have three
options: to voice their discontent, to emigrate, or to quietly
tolerate their situation, which indicates a certain degree of
loyalty (Hirschman 1993). Since most people living under
oppression do not opt for voice or exit, they are often
assumed to display a certain level of loyalty to the regime.
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However, the following analysis shows that rather than
quietly tolerating their situation, individuals may consider
the costs of voice and exit too high, and resist their regimes
through the exercise of signaling, persevering, eschewing,
and coping. These efforts add to known transgressive
practices of individuals under oppression (Wedeen 1999;
Scott 1990; Siegman 2020).
Signaling obstructs regimes by communicating infor-

mation that challenges “hegemonic narratives” reprodu-
cing existing power relations (Ewick and Silbey 1995).
Signaling targets other oppressed individuals and outsiders
not involved in the oppression. It can support the devel-
opment of collective resistance by strengthening the iden-
tity of the oppressed (Simon and Klandermans 2001) or
creating solidarity with the victims among outsiders
(Dornschneider 2019a). Signaling is a form of communi-
cation that is well known in the study of international
relations (Fearon 1994; Morrow 1999; Hollyer and
Rosendorff 2011; Weiss 2013; McManus 2018), but
not usually related to individual dissident behavior.
Persevering in their livelihoods in spite of severe oppres-

sion, individuals moreover obstruct regime efforts to expel
them. Persevering includes mundane activities, such as
going to work, as well as life-changing behavior, such as
having a baby. In the psychology literature, perseverance is
known to be an important contributor to individual
achievement in open societies (Duckworth et al. 2007;
Williams and DeSteno 2008). I show that perseverance
may also constitute a form of non-collective resistance in
oppressed societies, consistent with existing research on
women in Palestine (Richter-Devroe 2018).
While persevering in activities considered to be safe,

individuals eschew other activities considered more risky,
such as confronting state authorities. Eschewing obstructs
regimes by making it harder to recognize and punish non-
collective resistance efforts. The combined use of persever-
ing and eschewing shows that individuals carefully calcu-
late the costs and benefits of their behavior (cf. Popkin
1979). While activists engaging in collective resistance are
known for such calculations (Lohmann 1993; Kalyvas
2006; Chenowetz and Stephan 2011), I show that this
deliberation also occurs in non-collective forms of resist-
ance, building on existing work on the rationale of non-
collective behavior in rural societies (Popkin 1979).
To resist the distress inflicted on them through oppres-

sion, individuals apply coping, a well-known concept from
psychology (Lazarus and Folkman 1984; Roth and Cohen
1986; Skinner et al. 2003; Carver and Connor-Smith
2010). Their coping efforts consist of self-soothing activ-
ities, such as sports or the arts, which are known to reduce
distress, and strengthen individuals to stay calm or find
meaning in stressful situations (Carver and Connor-Smith
2010; Lazarus 2006). Coping obstructs regimes by limit-
ing the effect of the oppression, and, by extension, regime
control over the individual. Research often suggests that

high levels of distress are connected to frustration and
violence (Dollard et al. 1939; Berkowitz 1989), particu-
larly in oppressive environments (Gurr 1970; Khashan
2003), including Palestine (Barber 2001; Bloom 2004;
Jaeger and Paserman, 2006; Hirsch-Hoefler et al. 2016).
By contrast, I identify peaceful coping activities.
The proposed classification is obtained from ethno-

graphic interviews with Palestinians from Bethlehem,
Hebron, Ramallah, and East Jerusalem (refer to the online
appendix). While the methodological steps adopted by the
interview analysis have been published elsewhere
(Dornschneider 2019b), I focus on the substantial find-
ings through identifying the different forms of non-
collective everyday resistance.

The Logic of Non-Collective Resistance
Under Oppression
Non-collective resistance is performed individually rather
than in groups.1 A large body of literature is dedicated to its
study, with an emphasis on resistance targeting “horizontal
oppression” in day-to-day interactions with fellow citizens
(e.g. Popkin 1979; Scott 1985, 1990; Abu-Lughod 1990)
as opposed to “vertical oppression” exercised by political
regimes and their representatives or followers (e.g., Wed-
een 1999, 2019; Siegman 2020).2 This literature has
identified numerous non-collective resistance efforts,
including feigned ignorance, evasion, or sabotage (“weap-
ons of the weak,” see Scott 1985), or the illegal acquisition
of basic life necessities, such as land for shelter, informal
jobs, or public space (“quiet encroachment”, see Bayat
2000). These efforts often consist of everyday activities,
which are integrated into social life3 and focus on
“unspoken” rather than “formal” gains (Vinthagen and
Johansson 2013; cf Scott 1985, 33).4

Individuals in environments characterized by vertical
oppression are often linked to non-resisting behaviors like
false compliance or dissimulated loyalty (Kuran 1991; Wed-
een 1999).However, research has shown that they do engage
in resistance, including non-collective efforts. Humor and
playful antagonism are known everyday examples of such
behavior (e.g., Siegman 2020). Associated with amusement,
this type of resistance is often tolerated and poses lowered
risks for the individuals who engage in it (Wedeen 1999;
Sorensen 2008). Another example is individualized non-
compliance, such as feigned illness or ignoring demands,
which may seem “innocuous” (Szalontai and Choi 2014,
67), but nevertheless heightens risks (cf. Malseed 2009).
Defection has also been considered an example, though it is
not an everyday behavior (cf. Fahy 2015).
Although known to be exercised individually, these

behaviors are also performed in groups, and their collective
performances have often received special attention (e.g.,
Wedeen 1999; Sorensen 2008;Malseed 2009; Hirschman
1993). Collective forms of resistance tend to draw more
interest in the literature,5 because they are widely believed
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to bemore effective than their non-collective counterparts,
in part due to cascading effects when a critical mass has
been reached (Granovetter 1978; Kuran 1991).
In highly oppressive settings, non-collective resistance

may nevertheless be the only available option (Scott
1985, 1987). The main advantage of non-collective
resistance in these settings is its comparatively low visi-
bility, which may limit governmental retaliation and
preserve a platform to exercise dissent on a small scale.
By contrast, collective resistance is known to limit retali-
ation by creating risks for the government, such as
shifting loyalties inside the regime or international con-
demnation (Chenowetz and Stephan 2011, 11). How-
ever, to impose these risks on a government, a resistance
movement needs to pose a visible and credible challenge
to the regime. This condition is typically not achieved
in highly oppressive settings, where regimes prevent the
growth of large-scale movements by systematically per-
secuting and severely punishing political opponents
(cf. Pearlman 2016; Dornschneider 2019a).
Although performed individually, non-collective

resistance benefits both individuals and collectives
(Popkin 1979). Associated with changes that “help bring
the system down” (Scott 1987, 452), it is performed
widely (Rowbotham 1998; Sullivan 2003; Alawattage
and Wickramasinghe 2009; Rao and Dutta 2012;
Gillespie 2017; Lilja et al. 2017; Asgari and Sarikakis
2019; Tsai and Lin 2019). In the Occupied Palestinian
Territories, non-collective resistance is understudied due
to extensive collective resistance. However, given the lack
of success of collective resistance and its high risks, many
Palestinians choose non-collective resistance instead.

Exit, Voice, Loyalty … or Obstruction?
In the political science literature, individuals under
oppressive regimes tend to be categorised as either sup-
porting (Hellmeier and Weidmann 2020) or justifying
(Jost, Banaji and Nosek 2004) the regime; co-opted into
the regime (Bueno deMesquita et al. 1999; Yom andGaus
2012; Gerschewski 2013); publicly opposing the regime
(Chenoweth and Stepan 2011); or quietly enduring the
regime. The literature has made several assumptions about
individuals in the last category.
Some authors assume these individuals to dislike their

regimes but suffer from a “barrier of fear” (Hinnebusch
2012, 104; Weyland 2012, 926; also see Makiya 1998).
Research in psychology has shown that fear is an emotion
that pushes individuals to make pessimistic risk estimates
together with risk averse decisions (Lerner and Keltner
2001). In the protest literature, fear is treated as an emotion
that prevents individuals from participating in resistance,
and that needs to be overcome for the pursuit of political
goals (Sharp and Safieh 1987, 20; Kuran 1991; Jasper 1998;
van Troost, van Stteckelenburg, and Klandermans 2013;
Pearlman 2016). Accordingly, individuals who are not

visibly opposing or supporting their regimes are viewed as
passive victims of their oppressive surroundings.

Other authors assume that individuals in the last cat-
egory display a certain degree of loyalty to their oppressive
rulers (Hirschman 1993; Pfaff and Kim 2003). The
underlying theory of this literature was originally devel-
oped to understand consumer behavior in market situ-
ations (Hirschman 1970): When encountering a product
of poor quality, consumers have three options: asking
for a better product—“voice”—opting out and embracing
alternatives—“exit”—or tolerating the situation while
waiting for improvement—“loyalty.” Numerous later
applications of the theory have focused on the subject of
political resistance (Hirschman 1993; Sverke andHellgren
2001; Pfaff and Kim 2003; Dowding et al. 2000; Colomer
2000; Lagerkvist 2015; Montanaro 2019). In this litera-
ture, “voice” is typically associated with protest, although
it includes other forms of opposition that are performed in
public and that visibly target regimes. By contrast, “exit” is
typically associated with emigration, which drains the state
of its human capital. Individuals who are not exercising
“voice” or “exit” are treated as loyal to the regime. The
following analysis shows that individuals who do not
exercise “voice” or “exit” may deliberately obstruct their
regimes instead of actively tolerating or passively enduring
them. As opposed to “voice,” signaling, persevering,
eschewing, and coping target oppressive regimes indirectly
and less visibly.

The Setting
Characterized by a long history of oppression, the Occu-
pied Palestinian Territories are a well-known setting of
collective resistance (e.g., Darweish and Rigby 2015).
However, not even mass uprisings with unprecedented
numbers of participants or peace treaties backed by foreign
players have translated into long-term improvement of
Palestinian life on the ground. Today, the Occupied
Territories remain a highly oppressed setting under Israeli
military occupation (Human Rights Watch 2019; Free-
domHouse 2020).6Walled off from Israel by a barrier that
spansmore than 700 km, 60% of theOccupied Territories
are under full Israeli control, including roads connecting
Palestinian towns (Human Rights Watch 2019).

Palestinians in the Occupied Territories are moreover
subject to Israeli settler colonialism (Veracini 2013). In
2019, there were 642,867 Jewish settlers (Human Rights
Watch 2019), and their number continues to rise. In
2017, the annual growth number of settlers was almost
twice that of Israel (Btselem 2019). During the first nine
months of 2019, Israel approved 5,995 housing units in
the West Bank (an increase of 6.7% from 2018; Human
Rights Watch 2019). Simultaneously, an increasing num-
ber of Palestinian homes was demolished in areas of the
West Bank under Israeli control as well as East Jerusalem
(Human Rights Watch 2019).
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In East Jerusalem, only 16.5% of the construction
permits issued between 1991 and 2019 were designated
to Palestinian structures, while 45% of permits issued for
Israeli constructions were in areas that were annexed by
Israel in 1967 (Peace Now 2019). Consistent with
Trump’s “Peace Plan,” which recognizes Jerusalem as
Israel’s undivided capital (White House 2020), approval
of Israeli housing units in East Jerusalem has increased by
58% since Trump’s election (Peace Now 2019). Israel
furthermore revoked the residency status of at least 14,595
Palestinians who lived in Jerusalem between 1967 and
2016 (Human Rights Watch 2017).
The Palestinian economy remains highly dependent on

Israel (Farsakh 2016; El Zein 2017; also see Haddad
2016). Checkpoints and closure policies have severely
limited competitiveness. Production has been shrinking
and absorbing a growing labour force is a major challenge
(World Bank 2019b). In 2019, 24% of the population
lived below 5.5 USD per day (World Bank 2019a). Public
opinion polls show that views about the Palestinian eco-
nomic situation are generally negative, with 76% consid-
ering it bad or very bad (Arab Barometer 2019).
Palestinians have often engaged in collective resistance

to confront Israeli oppression. Although exercised by a tiny
minority, violent resistance has received extensive atten-
tion in academic research (Barber 2001; Khashan 2003;
Bloom 2004; Jaeger and Paserman 2006; Hirsch-Hoefler
et al. 2016), media coverage (e.g., Economist 2018;
New York Times 2020; BBC 2020), and public opinion
polls (Pew Research Centre 2014; Palestinian Centre for
Policy and Survey Research 2015). In particular, Hamas’
armed wing has often drawn interest, although research
has shed a more nuanced light on variations in the
movement’s resistance strategies (Abu-Amr 1993; Hroub
2006; Mishal and Sela 2006; Gunning 2007; Milton-
Edwards and Farrell 2010; Baconi 2018).
By contrast, public opinion polls have shown that Pales-

tinians oppose violence when diplomacy is considered
effective (Shikaki 2006). Numerous studies dedicated to
nonviolent forms of collective resistance emphasize this view
(Awad 1984; Sharp and Safieh 1987; Bakan and Abu-Laban
2009; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Qumsiyeh 2011;
Darweish and Rigby 2015; see Pearlman 2011 for a com-
parison of violent and nonviolent resistance). In contrast to
their large-scale mobilization during the intifadas, Palestin-
ians have however refrained from similar mass uprisings over
the last decade. Even during the Arab Spring, when neigh-
boring countries were swept by revolutionary protests, the
Occupied Territories were among the quietest settings (Yom
and Gause 2012). This was the case although an extensive
protest infrastructure was available, which is known to
support mobilization in other contexts (cf. McAdam, Tar-
row, and Tilly 2001; Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2017).
The following analysis shows that Palestinians consider

collective resistance to be highly costly and to carry low

chances of success. Non-collective resistance offers an
alternative channel, which nevertheless remains largely
unexplored (exceptions are Richter-Devroe 2018; Rick
2006; Siegman 2020).

Methodology
This study has implications beyond the location of its field
research. The unit of analysis is the individual under
oppression, the main actor in non-collective resistance.
The study focuses on a particular oppressive environment
to ensure the establishment of analytically comparable
units (Gerring 2004). The main data collection method
is ethnographic interviews (Spradley 1979), which are
subsequently coded to identify common trends of non-
collective resistance. On the basis of this coding, new
forms of nonviolent, non-collective resistance are identi-
fied—beyond exit, voice, and loyalty.While the context of
this study is idiosyncratic and the sample of respondents
nonrandom, the newly identified types of resistance can
inspire new hypotheses for further research in other con-
texts of oppression, allowing for generalization.
A highly risky setting for collective resistance, the

Occupied Palestinian Territories could be considered a
“least-likely” environment to study resistance (Levy
2008). Nevertheless, oppressive settings still leave oppor-
tunity structures for non-collective behavior as a channel
of resistance. The literature suggests that resistance follows
political opportunities (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly
2001, 14-18; Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2017). The Occu-
pied Palestinian Territories represent such a setting.
Fieldwork for this study was conducted from June to

August 2017. More than one hundred Palestinians were
approached for interviews, and thirty-two agreed to par-
ticipate.7 This is a common sample size for ethnographic
studies and an above-average response rate given the
sensitive nature of this research.8 The participants consti-
tute a diverse group of Palestinians. They come from three
cities in theWest Bank, namely Bethlehem (20), Ramallah
(5), and Hebron (2), as well as East Jerusalem (5). They
include fourteen women and eighteen men in their twen-
ties (14), thirties (7), fourties (4), fifties (3), sixties (2), and
seventies (2). Fifteen interviewees worked as employees in
hotels, copy shops, tourist shops, wood factories, banks, at
universities, and the UN. Three interviewees were doc-
toral students, one was a post-doctoral researcher, one was
a university professor, and two were teachers. Four were
directors of NGOs and a cultural institute, three owned
shops and a hotel, one was a manager in a hair salon, one
was a start-up founder, and one was a priest.
The interview analysis applied coding procedures based

on grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990). Accord-
ingly, each interview was examined line by line in an
iterative process. In the first stage, interviews were coded
for experiences of oppression. In later stages, segments of
text that contained descriptions of oppression were coded
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for responses to the oppression.9 These responses were
classified as non-collective resistance effort based on the
individuals’ own vocabulary (examples follow). Sub-
classifications of signaling, persevering, eschewing and
coping were adopted by linking the subjects’ description
of their actions to the literature. A majority of interviews
contained descriptions of several non-collective resistance
efforts.10 In total, thirteen individuals described signaling,
twenty-five elaborated on persevering, twenty-three dis-
cussed eschewing, and sixteen described coping.

Signaling
Signaling is a concept applied widely in international
relations, including studies on cooperation, crises, and
war (Lohmann 1993; Fearon 1994; Wolford 2014;
McManus 2018). In these contexts, signals are either
formal and highly visible, such as the formation of an
alliance (Hollyer and Rosendorff 2011), or informal and
less visible, such as military aid (McManus and Yarhi-Milo
2017).
This article connects signaling to oppressed individuals

at the intra-state level. In this context, signaling is a speech
act conveying information about the oppressed. As
opposed to Hirschman’s “voice,” signaling excludes direct
communication with the regime and does not aim at
voicing dissent. Rather, its targets are members of the
in-group (the oppressed community) as well as outsiders
not involved in the oppression, and its aim is to spread
knowledge about the perpetrators and the victims that
contrasts the regime’s narrative perpetuating the oppres-
sion. This knowledge may subsequently support feelings
of sympathy (cf. Ewick and Silbey 1995), compassion
(Schulte-Rüther et al. 2007; Saarela et al. 2007), and
solidarity (Koudenburg, Postmes, and Gordijn 2013;
Droogendyk et al. 2016, 318) among the recipients of
the signal. Some of these emotions have the potential of
being translated into collective action or increased non-
collective resistance.
Studies on collective resistance have often highlighted

the importance of solidarity (e.g., Stewart et al. 2016;
Wilson and Brown 2008).11 On the one hand, solidarity
has been found to motivate out-group members to act on
behalf of disadvantaged or oppressed groups (Droogendyk
et al. 2016; Dornschneider 2019a). Such actions have
been connected to large-scale movements that have made a
lasting impact, such as economic damage (e.g., the Boy-
cott, Divestment and Sanctions movement; see Bakan and
Abu-Laban 2009), constitutional change, or governmen-
tal resignation (e.g., in the Arab Spring, see Dornschneider
2019a). On the other hand, solidarity has been found to
strengthen the commitment to action among members of
the same group (Reicher et al. 2006, 52). In oppressive
environments characterized by high levels of insecurity,
in-group solidarity is known to be especially high
(Inglehart, Moaddel, and Tessler 2006; cf. Gourlay

2018), even when levels of collective action are low.
Signaling provides a mechanism for solidarity to emerge
or spread in these environments.

At the in-group level, signaling can also bolster the
political identity of the oppressed, which is a crucial
ingredient of political resistance (van Zomeren, Postmes,
and Spears 2008). Communication between in-group
members can create an awareness of shared grievances
and adversarial attributions, which can generate self-
consciousness where individuals see themselves as part
of a struggle on behalf of their group (Simon and
Klandermans 2001).

Finally, signaling may be “health-inducing” for the
individual victims of oppression by enabling them to feel
stronger and abler to respond to their grievances (Wade
1997). By extension, the group of victims as a whole can be
strengthened, if a sufficient number of its members engage
in signaling.

Descriptions of Signaling
The interview analysis identified signaling in conversa-
tions, daily interactions, the arts, work, writing, and
translating.12 Typically, these efforts were described as
the preferred alternative to collective forms of resistance.
The signals’ contents addressed the Israeli oppression,
related personal grievances, as well as Palestinian identity
and interests.

Out-Group Signaling
The director of an NGO started the interview by com-
municating a personal grievance. Presenting a map dating
back to the time of the Ottomans, he asked: “Do you see
this land? This is our land, and this is the wall. So all the
land is behind the wall.” He said his family had used the
land to plant barley, but Israel annexed it when building
the wall sealing off the West Bank. The land was now
divided by a road, and there were plans of building a
settlement on it. “For the Israelis, I don’t exist. I am an
absentee, I have no access.”He said reclaiming his land in
court was not an option due to Israeli jurisdiction: “They
will say: ‘This land is annexed. It is part of Jerusalem. You
have no right to be there.’ If you go to court and lose the
case, you lose your right to appeal later. It’s a political issue.
You lose your land as well.” Instead, he started talking to
outsiders, including journalists, diplomats, or academics,
and engaged in resistance bymaking them aware of the loss
of his land: “Every time I am invited to speak about
settlement, I bring this issue.”

Other interviewees said they engaged in signaling by
informing foreigners about the occupation:

I do not participate in direct confrontation with the occupier
because I do not live in a refugee camp or in Gaza. I use other
ways to resist the occupation, writing and research. I believe in
the importance of research on what is happening in Palestine,
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especially in English, so that we can show the world the Pales-
tinian voice. I concentrate my efforts on writing political articles
and op-eds in English, so that the people in America, in the UK,
and in Germany see what is happening from the Palestinian point
of view.

Referring to the impact of her effort, she said:

Israel dominates the media and has a huge propaganda machin-
ery. My work makes my life more meaningful in the sense that I
feel I am actively doing something that is meaningful to me and
that challenges the occupation in the long run.

Another interviewee sent signals to foreigners by trans-
lating Arabic news into English: “I love my people. I love
helping them. So if I get a press release in Arabic, I have no
problem translating that. But I do not want to be directly
engaged [in politics], as the authorities do not care about
the people.”
Interviewees working in the tourism industry said they

sent signals through interacting with their clients. Their
signals often contained information challenging negative
views of Palestinians. The owner of a hotel in Bethlehem
said: “This is my work.My job is to show the world who the
Palestinian people are and how they live here in this hotel. I
do this job to give a positive image of the Palestinians.”
An employee who sold souvenirs in a shop downtown

explained:

The problem is that we work in tourism as you can see. The
people who visit think Bethlehem is Israel! Even Arabs talk to us
in Hebrew and tell us we are terrorists: “You are Palestinians, so
you are of course trained to fight.” That is a different image. The
news paint an image of us as if we were the devil.

He said he confronted this image in daily interactions
with his customers, exclaiming: “We are welcoming the
people!”

In-Group Signaling
At the in-group level, signals were given in daily inter-
actions with community members, including family,
friends, colleagues, and strangers. A mother from Bethle-
hem said she communicated information about Palestin-
ian interests to her children:

I prefer staying far away from politics. I choose another way. I
lovemy land, and I raise my children so that they love their land. I
support them and teach them how to support their land without
getting involved in politics… This is my means. They will serve
their country and protect it. You do not have to become a
politician to serve your country.

A start-up founder reminded other Palestinians of their
identity, and questioned compliance with Israeli interests:

We need an education of the Palestinian people of their own
history, but I only engage in it in a non-systematic fashion. If I
walk into a shop and they are selling three different options of
Israeli dairy, I ask the owner: “Why on earth are you selling Israeli
dairy?Why are you facilitating [them]?” It’s minimal interactions
like that, not active participation in a program.

Other interviewees sent signals through the arts that
spoke to identity issues. The director of a cultural center in
Jerusalem said: “In politics, you take a long time and
contribute no solution.” At the time of the interview,
she was preparing a new exhibition space. She said: “You
have to work on expanding Palestinian culture and edu-
cation. You need to teach them how to think. This is much
more important for the Palestinian people than all of the
international aid combined.” A priest who created art
projects said:

There are many forms of resistance. The arts are also a kind of
resistance—images, painting, movies, dancing and drama…The
arts cannot overcome the occupation, but they can provide the
Palestinians with a new means to express themselves.

An employee in a copy shop had written a political
movie. “To live peacefully, I talk about the Israelis,” he
said. “I am only one person, I concentrate on my culture
and on my nationality, but in a peaceful way to avoid
confrontation.” His movie conveys the message that Pal-
estinians have to confront their suffering through respect-
ful negotiation:

There is no respect anywhere. Not every Israeli is bad, there are
good and bad people. But the nature of the relation between us is
that there is occupation. If someone comes and occupies your
house with five friends, I don’t feel respect, I feel put against the
wall. How should I try to get from here to there?With respect. If I
shout “I want to go there!”, they will put me in a corner.

Persevering
Perseverance is a well-known concept in psychology refer-
ring to a sustained effort to overcome challenges in spite of
failures and setbacks (Rothermund 2003; Duckworth
et al. 2007; Williams and DeSteno 2008; Datu, Valdez,
and King 2016). Perseverance is considered crucial to the
achievements of individuals, such as long-term goals like
completing an education, performing well at work, or
reaching a certain career level (Markman, Baron, and
Balkin 2005; Duckworth et al. 2007; Lamont, Kennelly,
and Moyle 2014), as well as short-term goals, such as
completing a repetitive task (White et al. 2017).
The following analysis connects perseverance to resist-

ance rather than achievement. In this context, the chal-
lenge that needs to be overcome is an oppressive regime.
Facing this challenge is risky, and failure and setbacks can
mean death or imprisonment. Consequently, perseverance
under oppression is related to activities that are carefully
selected, and less visible than activities typically associated
with achievement. Seemingly mundane and unimportant
behaviors, such as living in a certain place or going to work,
may constitute examples of persevering by which individ-
uals obstruct regime efforts of exercising control over
them. In the Palestinian context, where Israel is trying to
expel the oppressed community through settler colonial-
ism, individuals contrast perseverance with emigration,
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which is considered a means of giving in. This under-
standing departs from existing accounts of “exit,” which
treat emigration as a form of resistance.
A few studies on resistance have applied the concept of

perseverance to address the survival of endangered com-
munities that face severe disadvantages and existential
threats, such as poor black women living in slums
(Hossein 2013) or clerics under the Nazi regime
(Jantzen 2001). Rather than addressing perseverance in
particular activities that are conducted by individuals,
these studies understand perseverance as a collective
achievement. In the context of Palestinian resistance,
perseverance can also be conceptualized as resilience,
which is achieved through the collective creation of family
and community networks, stimulated by shared trauma
(Atallah 2017).
In the Palestinian context, perseverance has also been

addressed by the concept of “sumūd,” which translates
into “steadfastness” (Johansson and Vinthagen 2015; also
see Farsakh 2016, 59). Introduced by the PLO as a
political term, sumūd has been applied referring to the
Palestinians’ strength to survive and resist in a hostile
environment (Farsakh 2016). Subsequent research has
struggled to conceptualize sumūd, referring to it via atti-
tudes, traits, mental stance, and activities as widely as
education, laughing, or developing inner peace
(Johansson and Vinthagen 2015). The concept of perse-
verance presented in the following analysis shows similar-
ities to Richter-Devroe’s (2011) study of Palestinian
women in Israeli prisons, which perceives of sumūd as a
daily struggle to maintain a normal life in spite of the
occupation.13

Descriptions of Persevering
The interview analysis identified persevering related to
living in Palestine, maintaining daily life, and protecting
private space.14 Numerous interviewees said they perse-
vered by refusing to emigrate and staying in their home-
towns in spite of Israeli efforts to expel them. In the words
of a shopkeeper from Jerusalem: “The goal of the Israelis is
to push us out of Jerusalem. All of this pressure that they
are making has the goal of driving us out. And in spite of all
of this pressure that they are producing, the resistance
becomes visible by us staying.”
Some interviewees persevered in their livelihoods even

after Israel took their land. A souvenir vendor said: “We
have land, but they built the wall, and our land was gone.
Imagine! We are talking about 10 dunum [unit of area
equivalent to English acre] of land.” The family neverthe-
less decided against emigration: “The idea is to support our
land by living here.”
Others persevered in their lives in spite of violence

threatening their family: “We are living with the Israeli
army. Maybe there is a martyr in your life or in your
district. Maybe they killed your uncle or your brother. Or

maybe there is a bomb. This situation is normal for us. We
still go out and live our lives.”

Various interviewees described persevering in spite of
economic hardship. One interviewee said: “I am con-
stantly trying to develop, but not much is happening
because life is very difficult …. I work five days a week, I
do every job I can get to make ends meet.”

Other interviewees described persevering in spite of
challenges at work. A university employee said he con-
tinued organizing international events although invitees
were frequently denied entry to the West Bank:

Yesterday we had a workshop and we met people from Kenya,
we met people from Italy. All of that is engaging. All of that is
considered a normal life. Of course, there were difficulties. For
example, we were also expecting people from Nepal. They were
not given visas. Israel did not issue visas. So we face these issues.
But these issues will not stop us from moving and from
going on.

A minority of interviewees15 described persevering by
protecting private space. One individual recalled an inci-
dent at her house:

The army came into our house and my siblings started to cry. I
got very angry. So I went to the soldiers and told them: “Get out!
This is private property, this is my house.” One of the soldiers
told me: “Go inside, or I will kill you.” I got very angry and told
him: “Kill me! You are a soldier and I am a very small person.”My
siblings were very afraid and hid under the table. But I did not
want to give him the power and disappear. So I stayed. He
continued to say: “Go inside or I will shoot and kill you.” I kept
repeating: “I will not move.” So he shot me, but the bullet only
graced my face.

Many interviewees yearned to escape their environment
but chose to persevere instead. “There is no doubt that I
want to leave and work abroad, but there is a feeling deep
inside my body that this is my homeland,” one interviewee
said. Others turned down opportunities to emigrate: “I am
not obliged to live here, I live here to support my land. I
would have better opportunities if I emigrated and lived
abroad, but I reject that primarily becausemy land is here.”
Some had lived abroad but returned: “I studied abroad. I
always wanted to return. It is very important that every
individual serves the Palestinian community in their own
way.”

Persevering was often described as an effort that was
necessary to resist expulsion and ensure the continuation
of Palestinian life. In the words of a student:

If we don’t go to school, we won’t learn anything. If we don’t
work, we won’t have money to live. If we don’t get married, we
won’t have children and will vanish from this place. So we get
married and have children. This is a natural behavior. We have
to live.

Another interviewee said: “If I leave, my brothers and
sisters will leave, and the neighbors. And then the land will
go to the occupier. That is what lets us endure here and live
under these difficult conditions.”
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Eschewing
Eschewing is a well-known concept in politics and eco-
nomics (Weaver 1986; Brett et al. 1998; Parnell 2010;
Gnedina and Sleptsova 2012; Dam and Scholtens 2015).
It is typically understood as a strategy applied to avoid
losses, adopted in deliberations about the costs and bene-
fits of certain behavior. This includes collective forms of
nonviolent resistance, where violent means may be
avoided based on ethical principles and low chances of
success (Chenowetz and Stephan 2011), and collective
forms of violence where hard targets may be avoided
because they are especially difficult to destroy (Enders
and Sandler 2011).
Non-collective resistance often eschews high visibility,

which decreases the potential for governmental retaliation
(Scott 1987). Specifically, the following analysis shows
that individuals avoid direct confrontation with the regime
as well as mundane interactions that make them visible to
Israeli authorities. Interviewees consider this avoidance a
resistance effort because it enables them to persevere in
their daily lives.16 In the words of an interviewee from
Jerusalem:

There is no possibility to resist the Israelis because of their
incredible strength and toughness. So if the police give me a fine
for no reason, there is no way to reject it and I accept this
punishment. That is a kind of resistance here in Jerusalem. It is a
peaceful resistance. People are trying to live their daily lives. You
must live your daily life.

Descriptions of Eschewing
The interview analysis identified numerous eschewing
efforts related to direct confrontation (both collective
and non-collective) and interactions with Israelis.17 The
abovementioned interviewee from Jerusalem said avoiding
direct confrontation with Israeli authorities was part of his
daily life. He said: “In every minute of your life, there are a
lot of experiences of the occupation.” His most frequent
experience was the payment of fines and public services
that were never delivered, to which he referred as “the
occupation tax.” He said: “In America they say ‘no tax-
ation, no representation.’ Here, the taxes are like the
Egyptian baltagiya [thugs hired to attack regime targets].
You just pay them to avoid someone attack you, you just
pay for the gangster to avoid trouble.” By avoiding direct
confrontation in this way, he said, Palestinians could
contain Israeli punishment and stay out of prison:

Themost important part of living here is to stay calm. The people
here must stay calm. Emotions are not a good thing because the
frictions with the Israelis will get very rough and end in prison. So
you do nothing. You must stay cool.

Another interviewee, who lived behind the wall, said his
most frequent experience of the occupation was being
prevented from traveling to Jerusalem and abroad.

Avoiding confrontation was key to dealing with these
experiences: “What can I do? To whom can I complain?
At the end of the day, they are the occupier and they are
the ones who set the rules.”He said challenging the denial
of travel visas would only worsen his situation: “It would
not help me. Probably it becomes a black point in my
record.” Instead, he focused his efforts on “moving on:”

I have to accept the reality. I have to accept it [being denied a
travel permit] could happen any moment, so that it does not
upset me when it happens. It bothers me probably for a short
while and then life goes on. This is the reality of life…. Either
I get frustrated and stop moving because of this incident, or
I consider this as one incident in life. That’s usually what I do, I
accept and move on. I think that most Palestinians are doing
the same.

Other interviewees said they avoided interacting with
Israelis. An interviewee living in the C area in the West
Bank said she saw Israeli soldiers every day but never spoke
with them. She said: “I try to avoid that and to stay away
from them.”
Others avoided confronting Israelis through protest.

“That will never work in this reality,” an interviewee said.
“They believe we are terrorists, even though we are
peaceful. They are attacking us without a reason. I believe
being peaceful is better. We do not like dead or wounded
people.” Another interviewee, who had been imprisoned,
said:

There is no solution. If you open yourmouth, the army will come
and get you. They enter your house and put you in prison. They
will enter your house and take away your family. If I do anything
against them, they will come and kill my sister.

A Palestinian who boycotted Israeli goods said:

I do not believe in throwing stones at the wall because this kind of
resistance does not bring any result. If we want there to be a
result, we can engage in peaceful resistance. This does not involve
martyrs and nobody dies, and we protect our youths.

Coping
Coping is a response to threat or harm and its resulting
distress (Carver and Connor-Smith 2010). It can address
both chronic stressors that continue over a long period of
time and acute stressors that pose extreme threats at certain
moments (Day and Livingstone 2001). Coping can be an
active and deliberate behavior, employed with the goal of
preventing or minimizing distress and its associated threat
(Carver and Connor-Smith 2010; Lazarus and Folkman
1984).
The following analysis shows that individuals apply

coping to resist the distress inflicted on them by the
oppression. Their coping efforts consist of self-soothing
activities, such as travelling or exercising, which reduce
their distress and enable them to stay calm in the face of
both chronic (e.g., checkpoints) and acute (e.g., armed
attacks) stressors. This behavior and its associated benefits
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obstruct oppressive regimes by limiting the effect of the
oppression and, by extension, regime control over indi-
viduals.
Self-soothing activities are a kind of emotion-focused

coping, which is less risky than other forms of coping
because it targets the distress imposed by a stressor, rather
than the stressor itself (Carver and Connor-Smith 2010).
Emotion-focused coping is known for its capacity of
reducing negative distress and making careful deliberation
about a problem possible (Lazarus, 2006).
Self-soothing activities also constitute a form of

engagement coping, which is contrasted with disengage-
ment coping that creates a distance to the stressor, such
as denial or wishful thinking (Skinner et al. 2003).
Engagement coping is considered more effective to cope
with stress in the long-term because it acknowledges the
stressor rather than denying its existence. It can offer
individuals a sense of control and help them accommo-
date and find meaning in stressful situations (Carver and
Connor-Smith 2010).
Engagement coping is not usually connected to indi-

viduals under oppression, who experience extreme
exposure to stressors. Typically, individuals in stressful
environments are considered to suffer from mental
illnesses (Day and Livingstone 2001; Qouta, Punamäki,
and El Sarr 2003), which severely impact mental health
and weaken their ability to resist. They are also believed
to resort to violence, especially in the Palestinian
context (Hirsch-Hoefler et al. 2016; Jaeger and Paser-
man, 2006; Ricks 2006; Barber 2001). In contrast, the
following analysis shows that, rather than passively
suffering or violently resisting their stressful environ-
ment, individuals under oppression take concrete steps
to stay calm.

Descriptions of Coping
Interviewees described coping related to the arts, travel,
sports, family, study, and work.18 Acknowledging stressors
instead of denying their existence, these efforts reduced
their distress and helped them stay calm or findmeaning in
stressful situations. Some stressors described by individuals
were Israeli violence, checkpoints, or continuous thinking
about the occupation.
“There are many unnatural limitations,” one inter-

viewee said. “The most important one is the restriction
of thought. What they allow you to think.” To cope with
the resulting distress, interviewees engaged in the arts,
which helped them feel empowered and hopeful. “Some of
us are dying on the inside. The arts can provide the self
with a new source of power, to express yourself and to
express the hope of the Palestinians in a creative way,” one
interviewee said.
Others coped through traveling, which helped them

reduce their distress and gain strength. An interviewee
from Jerusalem said: “I travel. Traveling helps me relax. I

am not relaxed normally because of the occupation.
Maybe someone dies or is stabbed. I work in the Old
City, where there are a lot of tensions. Maybe a little
child dies.” Another interviewee said: “At the end of the
day I am just feeling tired. Exhausted from this lifestyle.
The hope is gone. We need hope.” Traveling gave her
strength: “I went to Jordan last year. Traveling renews
your life.”

Others reduced their distress through sports. An inter-
viewee from Ramallah said: “I go to the gym five times a
week. Sports is the best means for me to get rid of stress. If I
stand on the treadmill for 30 minutes, I get rid of
everything.” She said she needed “to feel comfortable” to
confront the negative emotions she experienced at work,
for which she often visited Gaza:

All my emotions are at the border [to Gaza]. I hate everything. I
don’t like anything. Not because of myself but because of the
victimization at the border. I have to see old women and disabled
people being treated very badly. This type of wickedness influ-
ences your thoughts tremendously and I arrive at work and do
not want to work.

Another interviewee said: “I do yoga to reduce my
stress.” She said: “The main experience in my daily life is
restricted movement. Movement is very difficult, and your
brain is always preoccupied with it. Maybe I want to walk
to the Damascus gate, but I am surprised to find a lot of
problems on my way that force me to turn around. You
can never do what you planned.”

Another interviewee coped by spending time with his
family. He mentioned an incident the night before the
interview, when the Israeli army entered the house of his
neighbour, and Palestinian boys threw stones that
smashed a window and damaged his car. He com-
mented:

Maybe I have thoughts about the occupation, but I cannot talk
about them. Maybe I can control myself, but maybe others
experience such strong pressure on the inside that they explode.
I am a very normal person, and I have a consciousness. That’s
why I spare myself from these experiences. If I have a bad idea, I
turn to something else, and that is my family. Whenever there is
pressure, I go to my family.

Other interviewees said their work constituted an
important coping effort. “I am working in development,”
one interviewee said. “When I go to a Bedouin in the heart
of the desert and, for the first time, they have light and can
watch TV, this is a very rewarding experience for me.
I sleep very well that night.” Another interviewee volun-
teered in the field of mental health. She said: “We have to
work on our mentalities. We have become used to being
the victims, and we like this role, although it is destroying
us.” She believed: “We have mental issues and have to
work on ourselves to confront the Israeli power, because
they are very smart and use everything against us. We may
fight against the occupation when we adopt a healthy
lifestyle.”
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Conclusion
Previous work in political science often assumed that
individuals in highly oppressive settings quietly tolerate
or fearfully endure their rulers. Some research has con-
sidered violence as a major resistance effort in these
settings. By contrast, I have identified peaceful forms of
non-collective resistance by which individuals deliberately
obstruct oppressive rulers. Based on research in the highly
oppressive context of the Occupied Palestinian Territories,
I show that even in this environment, individuals resist
rather than passively endure their suffering.
The analysis has shown that individuals resist their

rulers through signaling, persevering, eschewing, and cop-
ing. These non-collective efforts were identified from
interview transcripts containing detailed descriptions of
individual responses to their experiences of the oppression.
Responses were classified as resistance efforts based on the
interviewees’ own vocabulary, and subsequently grouped
into separate categories by referring to well-known con-
cepts from the literature of psychology and international
relations. The resulting classification complements exist-
ing accounts of transgressive practices of individuals under
oppression.
Interviewees reported feeling empowered by their resist-

ance efforts, both regarding their community and their
personal conditions. Through signaling, they communi-
cate information challenging the regime narrative, which
can strengthen their community and lead to collective
action on their behalf. Through persevering in mundane
activities and eschewing activities that put them at risk,
they ensure the continuation of their daily lives and
obstruct regime efforts to expel them. Through coping,
they limit the effect of the oppression on their mental
health and resist regime control.
While echoing theories in social science and especially

in psychology, these strategies of resistance have only rarely
been connected to resistance under oppressive regimes.
Taken together, they appear to have a genuine impact, but
in-depth future research into each is necessary to fully
assess their effectiveness. Some interviewees were optimis-
tic that their efforts would succeed. “When the wall
[barrier to Israel] comes down, we will return home,”
one interviewee said. “Look at what happened to the
Berlin wall.”
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Notes
1 Note that it may be performed independently by large

numbers of people; cf. Scott 1985.
2 Environments characterized by vertical oppression

may be more difficult to access. Studies of non-
collective resistance have often focused on disadvan-
taged groups, such as peasants, women, or the poor
(e.g., Scott 1987; Gillespie 2017; Asgari and Sarikakis
2019) in comparatively more open or transforming
societies. Critical theorists have emphasized the
importance of the intersectionality of these identities
and their related resistance efforts, e.g., Vinthagen and
Johansson 2013.

3 Also see Wedeen’s terminology of “hidden in plain
sight” (2019, 24). Note, however, that she applies the
concept to “neoliberal lifeways” and power mainten-
ance by the Syrian regime, rather than resistance.

4 Note that research has recognized additional types of
hidden resistance, namely direct resistance by hidden
resisters, hidden transcripts or discourse, and subcul-
tures, which target material, status, and cultural
domination, respectively; Vinthagen and Johanns-
son 2013.

5 See, for example, Goldstone 1991; Bermeo 2003;
Wood 2003; Schock 2005; and Nepstad 2011.

6 The Occupied Territories have among the highest
ratios of security personnel to civilians in the world. In
addition to the Israeli military, there are 83,000
Palestinian security personnel at present in Gaza and
the Occupied Territories combined; European
Council on Foreign Relations 2020.

7 Refer to the online appendix for interview recruitment
and conduct, as well as an anonymized list of the
interviewees.

8 By comparison, a study of 560 doctoral theses showed
that the mean sample size for qualitative interviews
was thirty-one; Mason 2010. Other studies of popu-
lations that are difficult to access include similar
sample sizes; Linden and Klandermans 2007;
Dornschneider and Henderson 2016. According to
Becker, even a single interview can be “quite
sufficient” to show that something is possible (in Baker
and Edwards 2012).
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9 For a detailed description of the coding of the interview
transcripts of this study see Dornschneider 2019b.

10 Four individuals engaged in one type of non-collective
resistance, fifteen engaged in two types of resistance,
nine in three types of resistance, and four in four types
of resistance.

11 This includes the context of Palestine, e.g., Sharoni
1995, 2.

12 Six individuals referred to conversations, two to daily
interactions, two to work, two to writing, two to the
arts, and one to translation. Participation in this study
could be considered a type of signaling to the out-
group, although only one interviewee made this
explicit.

13 In Richter-Devroe 2011, sumūd includes a broader
range, including material (income generation), cul-
tural (singing and dancing), and social and ideational
(keeping up hope) activities.

14 Eight individuals referred to staying in Palestine, five
to their return to Palestine, ten to the maintenance of
daily life (six to work and four to raising children), and
two to securing a particular location.

15 Two of thirty-two individuals. This type of persever-
ing is exceptional because it includes direct inter-
actions with Israelis, which was typically avoided.

16 As such, eschewing is the absence of behavior, typically
employed in combination with persevering, and, in
this combination, understood as a form of obstruction
of the oppressive regime.

17 Fifteen individuals commented on avoiding collective
resistance, four on non-collective confrontation, and
four on direct interactions.

18 Four described traveling, three mentioned the arts,
two referred to sports, and one family life. Five
described coping through studying and four through
working. Regarding travel, note that this study focuses
on Palestinians in the West Bank who can apply for
travel visas. Nevertheless, as described in the previous
sections, they are often denied such visas and risk
being denied re-entry on their return. Travelling is not
an option available to Palestinians in Gaza.
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