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ABSTRACT 
 

This study shows that life under stress as a result of a security threat 

and terrorist attacks directed at the communities in the area, strengthened 

the resident's loyalty to their place of residence. This is reflected in their 

unwillingness to leave the communities in which they lived under any 

conditions, even at the risk of their own lives and the lives of their 

children. The settlement residents developed a variety of measures for 

dealing with security threats, including strengthening their religious faith 

and providing ideological meaning for their choice to remain. The 

spiritual leadership in these communities supported and helped the 

residents handle the situation, and as a result of their support, their 

dependency increased. On the social level, the residents developed 

organized forms of help and mutual support which strengthened their 

social cohesion. Using ethnographic analysis, in-depth interviews and 

readings of settler writings from the time of the Second Intifada, a 

conceptual model is presented that describes the various ways the 

population channeled their stress toward positive routes, while 

developing place loyalty.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

A person's decision to remain to live for extended periods of time in a 

place that is dangerous, for security reasons, while risking his life and the lives 

of his children, is not an obvious one. There will be those who try to tie this 

decision to the lack of choice, and might associate such cases to people from 

low socio-economic classes, whose economic considerations may not enable 

them to leave the area. Others will accuse these people of apathy and an 

acceptance of destiny, as part of their cultural characteristics that prevent them 

from seeking alternative housing solutions that may upgrade their quality of 

life. The case described below is very different from the above-mentioned 

examples: it demonstrates the loyalty a population living in a certain area has 

for its place of residence – loyalty that is behind their choice to remain living 

in a dangerous area, despite the available options to leave. Paradoxically, it has 

been alleged that the security threat and the ways of dealing with the 

existential danger are in fact factors that strengthen the population's loyalty to 

the place and therefore makes it very difficult for these people to leave. 

In this paper, I will demonstrate these claims using ethnographic analysis 

of settlers from the Gaza Strip, but I will note that this can be used as a model 

for other places as well. This is a controversial area regarding borders and 

territory between Israel and the Palestinians. The question of a national right to 

settle this region has been part of an ongoing and violent conflict between 

Israel and the Palestinians, and became a reason that motivated terrorist attacks 

since the outbreak of the First Intifada in 1987, and especially since 2001, with 

the outbreak of the Second Intifada. It was at this time that the Israeli 

government decided to evacuate the settlements in the Gaza Strip and 

unilaterally leave the area, as part of the 2005 disengagement plan. Before 

that, for more than a decade, residents of the Gaza Strip lived in continuously 

dangerous conditions. This research refers to this time period. 

The Jewish settlements in the Gaza Strip were established in the early 

1970s by the Israeli government. Most of the settlements were agricultural 

settlements, and some were community settlements. They were positioned 

strategically in order to break the continuity of Palestinian cities, by 

establishing "fingers" of Jewish settlement amid the Palestinian communities. 

Some of these settlements bordered Gaza, which was returned to Palestinian 

control, and other settlements bordered Khan Yunis, Rafah and other 

Palestinian refugee camps. It is important to note that they lived in reasonable 

coexistence until the Intifada. This manifested in commerce relations, 



Loyalty under Stress 67 

employment and free access to these communities. Following the Intifada, 

walls and barbed wire fences were erected to separate the two populations. 

Ever since, the community settlements in the Gaza Strip suffered from terrorist 

attacks. Travelling on the roads leading to the settlements always took into 

consideration the chance of encountering landmines, daily shootings and car 

bombs. The residents of these communities had to deal with the danger of 

terrorist infiltration into the settlements, both during the day and night, and 

thousands of mortar shells were regularly fired in their direction. As a result, 

most people experienced, in one way or another, a real "baptism by fire", at 

least once, and sometimes even more than once.  

The life threatening circumstances of their daily lives became part of their 

routine. Residents were killed or injured, family members, neighbors and 

friends were hit. However, despite numerous security incidents, the number of 

casualties was relatively small and included a few dozen people. Many 

residents were considered "visible living miracles", and thanks to them, many 

people were saved on a daily basis. The danger on the road prevented residents 

living outside the Gaza area to visit the region, not even immediate family 

made the trip. Residents of the Gaza Strip, however, did not give up nor did 

they abandon their homes. In fact, towns in the area actually grew during this 

period. When the Israeli government sought to evacuate the settlements, 

offering monetary compensation, residents opposed it and stubbornly fought 

against the decree until the last moments. The Gaza Strip settlement story is 

not unique in this respect, as there are many examples both in Israel and in the 

rest of the world that show people who live in a place that poses an existential 

threat to them, yet they choose to continue living there and favor it over safer 

places, even when they have the option of moving.  

Loyalty is defined as faithfulness or a devotion to a person, country, 

group, or cause. However, there is disagreement regarding the nature of 

loyalty. Some researchers believe that one can be loyal to a wide range of 

things, while others argue that loyalty is strictly interpersonal and can exist 

only among people. "Place loyalty" fits in the broader definition, and can be 

described as an adherence to one's place of living, i.e. a person who chooses to 

continue living in one place over other places. 

In general, studies about place loyalty are rare (Gilboa & Herstein, 2012). 

One of the pioneering works in the field of "city loyalty" is that of Florek 

(2011), which shows how towns and cities place an importance on developing 

and fostering place loyalty (Chao, Fu, & Lu, 2007). This study, however, deals 

with place loyalty from a different and new angle - the inhabitants' astonishing 
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adherence, in stressful situations, to a place that threatens their lives and the 

lives of their beloved. 

Physical threats like violence, terrorism, disasters, and even certain types 

of natural disasters, can send shock waves through a community, that 

jeopardize its stable psychological foundations (Everly, 2000). Nonetheless, 

people seem to remain living in many hazardous places, despite the dangers. 

This raises the question: How does one's emotional connection to the place 

explain this phenomenon? 

For several decades, researchers have been busy deciphering the nature of 

the relationship between people and their surrounding environment (Raymond 

et al., 2010; Su, Cheng & Huang, 2011). Geographers, environmental 

psychologists, sociologists, scholars of tourism and leisure and marketing 

personnel (Chao, Fu, & Lu, 2011) have related to the different content worlds 

in this complex relationship: this includes place attachment, which expresses 

positive and effective communication between a person and a specific place 

(Altman & Low, 1992; Pretty, Chipuer & Bramston, 2003; Brown, Gregory & 

Budruk, 2010; Weber & Delene 2010) . 

The same goes for place identity which refers to one's place of living 

being an important element in a person's self identity Proshansky, Fabian & 

Karminoff, 1983; Lalli, 1992; Lewicka, 2008)  The same goes for sense of 

place, which refers to differences in people's feelings when arriving at a 

certain place (Jorgensen & Stedman, 2006; Casakin &Billig, 2009; Billig, 

2005)  What all these concepts have in common is people's subjective 

conception of different places and the importance they attach to their place of 

living. In view of that it appears that the stronger people's attachment is to 

their place of living, the greater their loyalty will be to that place and the more 

likely will they want to continue living there in the future (Gilboa & Herstein, 

2012). 

The question remains whether the subjective perception of the place 

changes when dealing with a place of residence that entails an existential 

threat. If the place is not safe enough, will people living there prefer to leave? 

Or perhaps, will their connection and loyalty to the place grow?  

Many theories attach great importance to cultural factors in the subjective 

appraisal of stressful situations in communities and their severity. With respect 

to Israeli settlements in the Gaza Strip, this study identified three factors that 

contributed to the settlers' loyalty to their place of residents which encouraged 

them to remain living there, despite the apparent danger: ideology and 

religious faith, existing spiritual leadership, social solidarity and social capital.  
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IDEOLOGY AND RELIGIOUS FAITH 
 

Religiosity is considered to be an important resource for the religious 

person in situations of extreme stress. Religious belief triggers the 

performance of religious rituals that help people to cope and come to terms 

with critical life events that they have no power to change (Meisenhelder & 

Marcum, 2004). Religious beliefs may assign significance to suffering, thereby 

alleviating its negative psychological consequences (Oren & Possick, 2009; 

Dueck & Byron,2011). Ross has found that the stronger a person's religious 

faith, the less likely he is to suffer from psychological stress, and shows how 

religious faith reduces demoralization and creates hope and a sense of 

significance (Ross, 1990). Hackney & Sanders found that, generally, high 

levels of religious faith correlate with psychological health (Hackney & 

Sanders 2003). For example, religious people were found to be healthier, in a 

better mood and more capable of coping with crisis situations (McIntosh et al., 

1993).  

Researchers have studied the contribution of religious faith to coping with 

fear of death and social loss among the elderly (Ardelt, 2003), and death 

anxiety in general (Wen, 2010), and found that religious individuals displayed 

a lower death anxiety. Other studies concerning crisis situations, uncertainty, 

political and territorial conflicts, have shown that ideological commitment 

increases the sense of confidence and reduces psychological tension. Research 

conducted by Levav et al. has shown that the higher the religiosity, the lower 

the demoralization mean score (Levav et al., 2008). National-religious and 

national ultra-religious settlers had significantly lower levels of psychological 

distress than either traditional or secular groups. Religious concepts were 

found to provide a scheme that enables people find an explanation for their 

particular destiny and that of their group. Billig et al. conducted a PERI-

Demoralization survey of residents of Israeli settlements in the Gaza region 

(Billig et al., 2006). The results have shown that their satisfaction with life was 

associated with higher levels of place attachment, less risk perception and a 

stronger ideological stand. Conceivably, reactions to new stressful events may 

have been eased by factors such as the protective role of their religious 

community and a steady increase in their religious faith. 

At the height of the second Intifada in Israel, it was found that although 

Gush Katif residents were more likely to be involved in a terror attack than 

residents of other places in the country, there were still few incidences of Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder. This finding is explained by a combination of faith 
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and devotion to Zionist ideology that served as a strengthening factor (Kaplan 

et al., 2005). 

 

 

SPIRITUAL LEADERSHIP 
 

Societal exemplars may serve as a resource, giving the community hope 

and demonstrating to them how to act in such situations. They can also 

encourage indigenous leadership (Dueck & Byron, 2011). In a disaster, 

religious leaders travel to the frontline. They are trusted caregivers to whom 

people look for assistance and support (Everly, 2000). The religious leaders 

hold a unique position in society, as they fill up an already established role, 

which has a core of relationships and offers a perspective that answers to the 

need for meaning that is so pervasive in the human experience of suffering 

(Ashely & Lockwood, 2007; Feldbush, 2007). Religious leaders responding to 

disaster can play a crucial role in shaping the community's response and in 

supporting the community's ability to survive and thrive. Religious leaders can 

help to understand common responses to trauma, practice effective 

intervention, and reflect on the meaning of trauma in people's lives (Wenger, 

2007). Furthermore, these public religious figures are usually part of an entire 

network of specialists who respond to disasters, in which skilled clergymen 

can often help those suffering from a disaster of any kind with a new sense of 

strength, meaning, and hope (Feldbush, 2007). In the case of Gush Katif, the 

religious leaders had a crucial role in the community at times of crisis 

(Weissbord , 2008). 

 

 

SOCIAL SOLIDARITY AND SOCIAL CAPITAL 
 

Social solidarity and coordinated social behavior are very important 

factors in the community's or nation's ability to cope with difficult situations, 

in which individuals may find it difficult to manage alone (Durkheim, 

1912/1995: Sloan-Wilson, 2002). In a wider sense, this is described in the 

literature as social capital. According to Coleman, social capital is based on 

the mutual relations between people in a particular society, and on their 

behavior as a group (Coleman, 1990). It consists of commitments and 

expectations, sharing of information, norms of behavior and sanctions for their 

enforcement, and on relations of authority. Coleman found a positive 
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correlation between religiosity and social capital, while Putnam presents an 

idealistic attitude toward social capital, based, among others, on altruism 

(Putnam, 2000). Among the components of social capital, Putnam mentions 

active participation in social and religious activities, mutual help without 

expecting any reward, and honesty. Collins, in his writings about the surge in 

social solidarity after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, explains how the individual-

level sentiments become part of the collective (Collins, 2004). In another case 

of a disastrous terror attack, Ryan and Hawdon describe a situation in which 

the community responded with a tremendous sense of pride, with an 

outpouring of support, and with dramatic displays of solidarity (Ryan & 

Hawdon, 2008). Prewitt emphasizes the importance of communal responses to 

trauma, and proposes a model which reestablishes a sense of "place" (Prewitt, 

2008). One's place of living and life's work may be destroyed after a disaster, 

scattering the entire community. It is therefore empowering for the community 

to band together to rebuild their lives, which can also provide a sense of 

belonging that may otherwise be lost in a trauma.  

Bleich at al. found that Israeli adults appear to adapt to security crises, 

showing relatively low levels of somatic symptoms and post traumatic stress 

reactions (Bleich at al., 2003). They also found that a strong sense of 

communal solidarity and support during times of war and political violence in 

Israel, may serve as sources for social support for Israelis. Hirsch and Lazar 

observed that, as a result of exposure to rocket attacks on their homes in the 

Western Negev in Israel, several mothers reported more positive relations with 

their family as well as with their community (Hirsch & Lazar, 2012). 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Loyalty to one's place of residence will be reviewed in this chapter. The 

discussion will focus on factors that may contribute to strengthening a sense of 

loyalty to one's place of residence, and influence people's decision to remain to 

live there. The examples from the Gaza strip presented below will be used as a 

case study that provides insights into other communities as well. The findings 

are based on over 100 unstructured interviews conducted with settlers from 

various communities in the Gaza Strip, between 2001-2005, and on analysis of 

internal documents in such localities, such as newspapers, newsletters, 

pamphlets and articles in the local press, as well as on local literature. The 

conclusions of this research are based on content analysis of the content 

detailed above. In this paper, I will present only a handful of the many 
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statements that give us a glimpse and an impression of the general spirit in the 

communities in the area, at different times. 

 

 

The Ethnographic Description 
 

Strengthening Ideology and Religious Faith 

When the security threat grew in the Gaza Strip and became life-

threatening, the resident's ideology and religious faith grew, and consequently, 

their loyalty to the place increased. Instead of leaving, the religious residents 

chose to stay in their community, due to their adherence to the ideology of 

attachment to the land, which refers to a religious person's obligation not to 

leave any part of the Promised Land by divine command. This occurred in 

addition to many secular residents' commitment to the ideology of holding on 

to the land, based on the historical connection of the people of Israel to the 

land, Zionist values of settling the land and its marginal areas, and security 

considerations that see settling the area as a defense shield for the rest of the 

country. These ideologies had a strengthening effect on the settlers' cognitive 

and emotional attitudes regarding their need to explain why they remained 

loyal to their place of residence, despite the fact that they endangered their 

lives and the lives of their children. In his testimony, a settler who was 

wounded by a gunshot aimed at his driving vehicle, explained:  

 

 "At the time it had been three years since we arrived at Netzarim and I 

was thinking of moving somewhere else. Every now and again I consulted 

my wife about it, and after the injury I came to the decision to leave no matter 

what. I was certain that after the injury she would agree with me. What else 

needs to happen? To my surprise, she told me that before she was as 

uncertain as me about it, but if we leave now, after the injury, we would 

never forgive ourselves. It will mean a clear victory for the terrorists. The 

truth is, it was not easy. The first time I left the hospital and travelled back to 

Netzarim, when I passed the scene of my injury I lowered my head. But right 

after that I regained my strength and I decided to stay in Netzarim, no matter 

what. I said in my mind to the terrorists: you cannot beat me! Since then I 

feel no more fear. It was a blessing in disguise. New spiritual heights grew 

out of the pain; I discovered strengths in myself that I had not known before" 

(Netzarim brochure, 2012). 

 

The religious residents drew strength from prayer or reciting prayer 

verses. Prayer helped them calm their tension and gave them strength to cope 
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with everyday fears. Therefore, in light of the security situation, people made 

more of an effort to attend synagogue, to pray with a greater sense of purpose 

and tried to observe the Mitzvot. Their religious beliefs helped them give 

meaning to their choice to remain living in the settlements. A young religious 

woman from Netzarim wrote: 

 

 "In order to build the strength internally we had to make a lot more 

room for spirituality and faith in our lives. Faith needed to be tangible and 

available, so that it could serve as a daily solution that will provide us with 

the strength we needed to continue our daily lives and even to improve them. 

Our connection to the religion and the ideals that we stood for had to be 

tangible and solid, as it took a real devotion to remain to live in Netzarim. 

Life threatening danger was not an abstract concept, but a reality" (A 

Netzarim resident). 

 

The residents' testimonies show that despite the deaths and injuries and 

damage to property, the settlers were not discouraged or depressed, since the 

faithful people managed to "convert" the security pressure to spiritual gain. In 

some terms, the interviewees described that they were even happy about their 

ability to raise their spirits and to remain to live there and to deal with the 

difficulties, in good faith that it is God's will, and that he looks out for them. 

They testified that "it was uplifting to know that God was watching us at all 

times" (A Netzarim brochure, 2001). Many residents said they had a true sense 

of purpose, and that the residents of Gaza believed that they were selected to 

be God's messengers, whose mission was to show the way to all the people of 

Israel:  

 

"The psychological battlefront at Netzarim and in Gush Katif required 

finding new strength and obliged us to deepen our belief in holding on to the 

Land of Israel, being public representatives, while perfecting our love for the 

country and the people of Israel" (A Netzarim resident). 

 

In addition, the multiple security incidents and the relatively small amount 

of victims were described as miracles and became visible proof that they were 

beloved by God and that he wants them to stay there, which is why they were 

granted his special protection. The miracles strengthened their conviction in 

the righteousness of their cause, mitigated the fears and allowed them to 

resume their ordinary lives despite the security threats. The idea to evacuate 

the residents of the Gaza Strip from the danger zone to the center of Israel 
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struck them as a test of their faith and was therefore not an option. A resident 

of Atzmona described it as follows: 

 

"It seems that God is testing us. During the Intifada there were visible 

miracles. If over 5,000 mortars hardly hit anyone, no statistics in the world 

can explain it, only religious faith, and those who saw it with their own eyes, 

their faith grew stronger. This belief exists in order to give us the strength to 

withstand the pressures against leaving this place" (Billig, 2005).  

 

Another resident wrote in her testimony: 

 

"At first, when the mortar shells started falling on the community we 

were under great pressure... We thought that our lives were at "high risk", 

like in Russian roulette, when someone points a gun at his head that is loaded 

with only one bullet, and shoots. Survival is just a matter of luck. In time we 

understood that someone was watching over us from above, every bomb that 

fell and did not strike us strengthened our feeling that God is watching over 

us. He must want us here" (Netzarim brochure, 2001). 

 

Following the tense security situation, even people who defined 

themselves as secular became more religious and took it upon themselves to 

observe the Mitzvot and attend synagogue services. Sometimes, one's joining a 

religious community followed a "miracle" of their surviving a security 

incident. Such events were described as a deep emotional experience and as a 

"life changing event" that brought them back to believing in God. There were 

those who related to the experience of joining the community they met at the 

synagogue, which was warm and loving and gave them a sense that they are 

not alone. All these gave new meaning to their will remain in their homes and 

to their difficulty to leave.  

A Neve Dekalim resident describes it as such: 

 

 "An atmosphere was created in which people sought to connect. The 

security situation and many miracles that happened all around, made people 

come to pray. This was due to the desire of people in distress, to the need to 

connect to something one can hold onto".  

 

A Nisanit resident adds: 

 

"Given the existential danger, had we been thinking rationally we would 

have needed to pack up our things and leave. But instead of leaving for an 

objectively safer place, we found ourselves tied to the place where we lived, 
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we connected to the people, we connected to the place and we connected to 

God. Unexpectedly … It may seems odd to someone who is not here, but 

subjectively, it felt good ... we felt more protected than ever, it never occurred 

to us to leave". 

 

In conclusion: Paradoxically, the security threat to the residents of the 

Gaza Strip and the continuing risk to their lives and the lives of their children, 

strengthened their ideals and religious faith and intensified their loyalty to the 

place. Their adherence to the ideology to occupy the Land of Israel and their 

religious beliefs, gave meaning and legitimacy to their choice to remain there, 

as on a religious and national mission, and even provided them with tools and 

strength to deal with the anxieties and difficulties of daily life. Their daily 

exposure to "miracles" reinforced their religious faith and determination 

regarding their decision to stay in their settlements. 

 

 

Strengthening of Spiritual Leadership 
 

The need to deal with the security situation made the settlement leaders 

key figures regarding the settlement's daily routine, in their response to the 

needs of the population and in creating a positive atmosphere in the 

community. While the community leaders were engaged in the material 

aspects of the settlement, the settlement rabbis became emotional and mental 

mentors and related to the social aspects of handling the situation. As the 

security pressure grew, the dependency on spiritual leaders grew accordingly, 

as did their influence. This is reflected in an increase in the number of 

participants in the Torah classes the rabbis gave, which were constantly 

growing. The sermons and letters written by rabbis indicate that the rabbis did 

not ignore the fears and difficulties the residents were dealing with, but tried to 

ease their burden by providing "spiritual context and meaning" for life in the 

place. Thus, they reinforced the people's confidence and motivation to remain 

loyal to the settlement in which they lived. In a letter distributed to the 

residents of Kfar Darom after the outbreak of the Second Intifada, the 

settlement rabbi wrote: 

 

"At times like these, uneasy times, we must strengthen our confidence in 

God, nurture a strong spirit, never break or fall back, God forbid, from our 

beliefs and our hold on this place are holy .... a great deal of devotion is 

required of us during this period, and we, with God's help, will find the 

courage to radiate him from within us outward. Even if we encounter an 
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unprecedented occurrence that we have not been accustomed to.... stressful 

travel on the roads, we will, with God's help, overcome, find the courage and 

bravery and never fold or escape" (Epstein, 2012). 

 

Many residents feared traveling on the roads to the settlements and they 

turned to rabbis for guidance on how to deal with their fear. In response to 

question about the dangers of travelling, asked by a young woman who grew 

up in the community the rabbi responded:  

 

"You can ask a person to educate himself, to reach a state where he can 

control his natural emotions, and especially when a person knows what he is 

struggling for and gives his life. Here too, we must strengthen our belief that 

our struggle for this land is holy. Every small or large donation that 

strengthens our grasp over Israel is welcome. Certainly, our driving on these 

routes shows ownership of the place, gives you confidence and makes you 

feel better. Therefore, before you leave on your journey, you can give more 

charity and especially study the Torah while travelling, because the Torah 

protects and rescues us" (Ibid). 

 

The Rabbis contributed to the patri-local sense by praising in their 

sermons the uniqueness of the settlements in the Gaza Strip and the quality of 

life, as compared to other regions in the country. This settlement was 

described as a place where true spiritual life and values existed, where there 

was no pursuit of material goods and moral lenience, as are common 

elsewhere. As Rabbi Kaminetzky wrote, compared to living in the dangerous 

Gaza Strip, living elsewhere in the country, "is much more dangerous for our 

souls and the soul of the nation" (Epstein, 2012). The rabbis also made sure to 

compliment the residents of Gaza for being people of faith, who had the 

courage and determination to continue living there, and who were selected as 

God's envoys to live there, because of their unique characteristics that allow 

them to meet the challenge. For example, during the demonstration against the 

evacuation of settlement, the settlement's rabbis committee wrote as follows: 

 

 "As a strong and brave public settling the place for many years, with 

faith and devotion to God, our faith to ensure our forefather's land will not 

dwindle. As a people who are experienced in miracles... we prevail, with 

God's help, over serious security problems, flourish and are the subject of 

admiration by all who hold the value of truth in their hearts. We will not be 

weakened and we will not let go, we will boldly and proudly continue with 

mental strength on our Godly mission in the Gaza Strip. As believers sons of 

believers, we are sure ... That we have prevailed stronger due to our past 
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difficulties. We know that the Almighty sent these special people to special 

places, with the knowledge that divine guidance directs the things we live 

through here, meaning it is the place where we should live our lives and 

fulfill our task and destiny in God's world" (Ibid). 

 

The respect for this support can be seen in the following statement: 

 

 "It is so pleasant and important to me to hear in the rabbis' lectures their 

message of encouragement and sympathy. It makes me very excited when the 

rabbis bestow their love on me, because I am here at the front" (A Neve 

Dekalim resident). 

 

The rabbis were also involved in social consolidation and strengthening 

the community. They tried to create an atmosphere in which people would not 

avoid seeking help due to shame regarding fear and anxiety. Therefore, they 

encouraged the residents to be helpful and to support each other. 

 

"Our internal strength depends largely on our internal unity, each man's 

devotion to his brother, wife and sister, and on much love for Israel ... we can 

envision our community standing as a bulwark against all our enemies and 

haters, with internal unity, great devotion, bravery and belief in God and with 

great faith..." (Epstein, 2012). 

 

As part of their position, the rabbis also took care of families who lost 

their loved ones, from the moment they were informed of the death, during the 

days of mourning and later at the memorial ceremonies. All these formed a 

close relationship between the rabbis and the settlement families. Even in these 

cases, the rabbis provided special meaning to the sacrifice for the place. The 

rabbis enlisted the entire community for this purpose. In a letter send after the 

attack on a bus carrying children from Kfar Darom, in which two teachers 

were killed and nine children were seriously injured, the community rabbi 

wrote: 

 

"From this day on we are all one family. Each man will give his shoulder 

to his brother, wife and friend, we will digest the events, we will cry and 

mourn, we will gather our strength and march forward .... our homes and our 

hands, our minds and our hearts will be open to all – to our loved ones who 

have been widowed, orphaned, to the wounded and to the families who now 

bear the heavy load that they have not carried until today. "(A Kfar Darom 

resident). 
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The residents' descriptions reveal that they needed the rabbi's assistance, 

who strengthened their sense of security through a paternal "embracing" 

approach. Thus, they contributed to renewing the strength of settler's who were 

grieving. There were rabbis who initiated thanksgiving ceremonies after every 

security incident from which one of the residents was saved. All the residents 

of the community were invited to the "survivor's" home, and they all arrived 

with musical instruments and refreshments. In the middle of the ceremony, the 

rabbi praised the residents for standing firm and for their determination to 

remain there despite the difficulties, while mentioning the names of all the 

survivors. Because these events were common, they contributed a great deal to 

forging team spirit, and empowered the people. In fact, it was a therapeutic 

tool.  

A resident of Netzarim described these events as follows:  

 

"It was a very difficult time. One needed nerves of steel to survive. But I 

can testify that during this period, with the guidance of the spiritual and 

community leaders, they built in the community and in each of us as 

individuals a new stature. The community consolidated our "togetherness", 

the mutual guarantee and care grew and became perfected ... I remember one 

of the messages the rabbi repeated: he said in his speech to the community 

that it was precisely in a state of uncertainty that we (the settlement of 

Netzarim) are an island of certainty. In such an abnormal situation, our job 

(was) to project normalcy and courage, and to strengthen the people of Israel, 

and this is what we tried to do (A Netzarim resident). 

 

The rabbis took responsibility for needy families, which in many cases 

suffered from deteriorating mental health following security incidents. They 

usually set up a voluntary community that gave the needy financial support, 

food and basic supplies. Some of this activity was done secretly, to maintain 

the dignity of those in need. By so doing, they managed to strengthen the 

weakest members of the society, who in many cases became dependent on the 

community, and as a result also remained loyal to it. There were cases in 

which rabbis were also required to resolve disputes within a family and to 

intervene to reconcile a couple, in order to keep them in the area:  

 

"We are new immigrants from France, we came straight to the Gaza 

Strip; here we set up our home in Israel; we lived in the neighborhood that 

was hit by rockets. My husband was shocked, he wanted to leave. I refused, I 

fell in love with the place, it's my home, my friends, my community. I was 

not prepared to leave. Eventually, the Rabbi reconciled us: I agreed to move 
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to another neighborhood in the settlement that is more secure" (Resident of 

Neve Dekalim). 

 

In conclusion: The rabbis served as guides that helped residents deal with 

the fears and difficulties of living in the Gaza Strip and gave meaning to the 

part they played in the situation and the importance of continuing to live there. 

They reinforced the community's ideology and religious faith, encouraged 

mutual help and contributed to the community's social cohesion. All these 

strengthened the community's resilience and sense of particularity in relation 

to the location of their homes. The rabbis also fostered the residents' personal 

resilience with their paternal attitude and support. There assistance to the weak 

and the wounded increased the population's dependence on the community 

rabbis and contributed to their remaining sense of loyalty to the place.  

 

 

Reinforcing the Social Cohesion 
 

After the terrorist attacks became routine, belonging to the community got 

new meaning. The geographic isolation from family and friends that stopped 

them from visiting the area due to the security threat increased the residents' 

reliance on their community. A new way of life was created in the 

communities, based on solidarity, mutual assistance, interdependence, and a 

strong sense of social cohesion. Beyond the instrumental assistance to 

organize and manage during times of need, the community provided warmth, 

love and solidarity. Everyday residents helped their neighbors take care of 

their children, donating goods that could only be bought in a distant city, and 

helping with other instrumental needs, that in a normal situation the extended 

family would help with. During birthday celebrations and other family events, 

the neighbors and friends from the community became a substitute to the 

extended family who avoided travelling to visit them due to fear. Even in 

hours of grief and mourning, the neighbors provided more help and support 

than the immediate family. As a result, alongside the difficult security 

situation, a strong sense of togetherness grew among the members of the 

community, who described each other as "a substitute family", as "a source of 

encouragement and support", and as a "source of help without boundaries".  

This is evident in the many letters of thanks that were published in the 

local newspapers and newsletters: 

 

 



Miriam Billig 80 

"In an isolated place such as ours, one is often (physically) distant from 

one's extended family. It is good to feel again and again like one big family! 

...How blessed we are to be part of such a warm and strong community" 

(Netzarim brochure, 2003). 

 

The daily coping with anxiety and fears of terrorist attacks became 

possible because of the support and mutual assistance among neighbors and 

community members. Many mentioned that they turn to friends in the 

community for help to deal with their fears. Their mutual experiences and the 

fact that they all faced the same problems, made turning to friends an 

advantage in turning to friends was in the sense that they were all going 

through the same experiences, and face the same problems. There was an 

expectation that the members of the community could understand each other 

better than an outsider, and sometimes even more than their immediate family. 

 

"I have some good friends with who it is enough to look at each other 

and we do not need to ask any questions because we know exactly what each 

other is going through and in what state she is in. This is the most relieving 

part of the situation, because who has the energy to explain himself ... in this 

case, even the help you get is not a nuisance, it is self-evident" (A Katif, 

resident). 

 

When a disaster befell the community, it strengthened the social cohesion 

among residents of the community. The feeling that everyone is living with the 

same threat and it is only a by chance that one was hurt and not the other, 

created a sense of solidarity that residents never felt before. This sense of 

solidarity and shared fate with the bereaved families turned the residents of the 

Gaza Strip into one big supportive family, and each tragedy became an event 

that reshaped the community. 

 

Every year the settlement marks the murder of a resident of Alei Sinai. 

"Our community suffered many casualties, injuries and property damages. 

This has created a special atmosphere in the community. Unfortunately, these 

troubles set the tone and the character of our community, beyond its religious 

nature. People constantly support and help each other, not only on a specific 

occasion, but on a daily basis" (A Kfar Darom resident). 

 

Among the victims there were attempts to leave the area but they realized 

their errors and returned to the settlement. A resident of the secular settlement 
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Elei Sinai said, after terrorists infiltrated the community and killed a young 

couple: 

 

"This settlement experienced an attack, a member of the community was 

killed with her boyfriend, right here near our house. My husband and I were 

injured. Yet this attack united our community, also in the sense of collective 

memory. The victim's family left the settlement to the city of Ashkelon in 

Israel. The Defense Ministry subsidized the rent of a big house. After ten 

months they returned. Their longing for the community overcame everything. 

The loneliness they felt in Ashkelon was very difficult for them". 

 

Another aspect that made it difficult for bereaved families to leave the 

area were all the memories associated with the place and the loved one who 

was killed. It was hard to leave the swing he loved as a child, the room he 

nurtured, the tree he planted in the garden. All of these received a new 

meaning after he was killed. Many families also commemorated their loved 

ones in memorials, monuments and community activities on the anniversary of 

their death: a bicycle tour, a community outing, a race in his memory or a 

basketball tournament. Such factors contributed to strengthening the bereaved 

families' attachment and loyalty to the place. 

The treatment of bereaved families was extensively warm and embracing. 

When a soldier was killed, regardless of his settlement, everyone in the area 

referred to it as: "one of our soldiers was killed". According to the 

interviewees, the multitude of incidents, the moments of anxiety and living 

with the constant stress of terrorist incidents, all created a mutual experience 

that people from the outside cannot understand. This contributed in forming a 

patri-local feeling among members of the community, along with social 

solidarity and mutual responsibility. Often, when a mortar shell struck the 

settlement, neighbors would take care of the family whose home was 

damaged, and offered organizational and psychological support.  

 

"I heard a loud boom, I realized that a mortar shell fell close; I opened 

the door and looked out; I saw smoke in the apartment next door, I ran over 

there and found the mother and her four children sitting and crying. I saw that 

they were not injured. I went home and brought drinks and cake and then 

came the security forces and other neighbors. Everyone gave them the feeling 

they were not alone" (Resident of Neve Dekalim). 

 

Aid supplied to the families of wounded was also organized: the 

community took responsibility for the children, cleaning the house and 
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preparing meals, indefinitely; this helped the victims and encouraged them to 

remain in the community. A resident of Neve Dekalim describes an event in 

which two terrorists entered the courtyard of her house and stabbed her 

multiple times. She was miraculously saved by her neighbors: 

 

"I was left alone, bleeding from the dozens of deep stab wounds all over 

my body.... my children were sent to my neighbors who took care of them as 

if they were their own children .... I was sent to a hospital operating room. 

Apparently I was very very close to death, but survived. I longed to return 

home, to my children, to my husband and my extended family ... but 

alongside the joy there was also fear, a great fear of the unknown. I was 

afraid to return home. The terrorists hit me in the most private and personal 

place. Home became the least safe place to me. I didn’t know how to deal 

with it. When I arrived back home, I saw the ground still soaked in my blood. 

I sped past the entrance to avoid the shocking sight; the memories were too 

fresh. All these bad feelings changed at one moment into great joy when my 

little girl opened the door. I was overwhelmed with joy. She was well 

dressed, clean and beautiful, full of light and joy. I hugged her and my little 

son. I knew we would overcome" (Netzarim brochure. 2001). 

 

Every terrorist attack was reported through the community's 

communication channel that transmitted crucial information to the residents 

regarding the event and what they should do. The community had emergency 

teams, whose job was to provide security and welfare in the event of an attack. 

They managed the event, calmed the people, and created a sense of mutual 

responsibility. In addition, the team leader organized weekly social and 

cultural activities. Many said that a sense of security and togetherness that 

established in these meetings was very important to them and helped them deal 

with the difficult situation. The weekly meetings regulated their levels of 

tension and gave them legitimacy to speak of their fears and anxieties. When 

positive dynamics were created, people felt they were part of a family; that 

they could talk openly with each other and decide on strategies for dealing 

with the situation with their new friends. These meetings empowered the 

people (A resident of Neve Dekalim). 

Nevertheless, not all residents responded in to the terrorist attacks in the 

same manner. There were those who were stronger and those who suffered 

from emotional collapses after each incident. Over time, the communities 

learned to identify the sensitive members and initiated special frameworks to 

help and support them. For example, in Neve Dekalim the community decided 

to send a family on a week's vacation at the expense of the community, 
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because they feared they would not last there without taking a break from the 

security incidents. Many children were also afraid of terrorist attacks, but 

unlike their parents, their reactions were clearer, and manifested in symptoms 

such as bed-wetting, stuttering, difficulty breathing, fear to stay alone at home 

or to walk alone on the street, a desire to sleep near their parents, and more. In 

response, the authorities provided parent's with counseling sessions for ways 

to handle their children. Furthermore, the community reinforced the 

psychological services on the personal level, and organized group workshops 

for children. The multitude of cases reduced the parent's guilt and sense of 

personal responsibility for the children, and positioned them on the communal 

level. Everyone thought about ways to deal with the fears, and the possibility 

of leaving the area was not even considered as an option. The more cohesive 

the community was, the less likely it was to leave. 

 

"On one hand I was very scared, even when I was a child I was a 

coward. This place, living with mortars and terrorist threats paralyze me. In 

my heart I knew this place was not for me, that I should just get up and leave. 

But then, when thinking of where I could go, how could I leave the 

community, the friends, everything I have built over the years .... I am torn 

inside but as you can see, I am still here, I'm staying, there is no way I'm 

going to leave" (A Neve Dekalim resident). 

 

In conclusion: belonging to the community took on new meaning in the 

wake of the security threat. The community became a shoulder to lean on, a 

family substitute when coping with fears, treating the injured and the needy 

and taking care of daily chores. Mutual and unconditional neighborly support 

and help was provided due to a sense of solidarity and understanding, and the 

unique experiences that residents of the region underwent. All these 

strengthened the sense of solidarity and contributed to the community's 

cohesion. The socio-psychological care provided during an emergency created 

a sense of responsibility among those who were stronger and managed to cope, 

to support those in the community who struggled. This in turn created a 

growing dependency of the weaker members of the group on the community at 

large, and thereby created a shared motive to remain faithful to the place. 

The proposed model (see model), illustrates the psychological-social 

process of coping with fears and anxieties that arose due to the security 

situation. These included religious faith, reliance on spiritual leadership and 

strengthening of social cohesion in order to develop a sense of loyalty to the 

place of residence. This loyalty justified their continued residency, alleviated 

fears and increased the sense of calm and confidence among residents. 
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Model: Psychological-social methods of coping with the existential threat. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

This chapter describes a paradoxical situation, which describes how the 

greater the security threat and the more difficult life becomes, the stronger the 

resident's relationship and loyalty is to the place. This chapter presents a model 

describing the psychological-social process that enables the residents to deal 

with the threat and describes the tools used to strengthen the resident's 

resilience and emotional well being. 

The multiple casualties and injuries, the repeated damage to property, the 

isolation and separation from the extended family due to the danger of 

travelling to the area entailed, created high levels of fear and anxiety for the 

resident's of these communities. However, after adopting an ideology that 

values the existence of the Jewish settlements in the area, from a religious and 

national security perspective, the residents found the strength to stay in their 

place of residence. As a result of the security situation and the daily exposure 

to "miracles", the residents' religious faith grew stronger, as did their devotion 

to prayer and practice. Religious faith enabled them to cope with the fears and 

anxieties ignited by the stressful living surroundings, and lifted the people's 

spirits, as it explained the events and provided them with religious meaning for 

their choice to remain loyal to the place. 

The spiritual leadership also helped the residents who were struggling 

with reality, and as a result they gained power and a prominent position in the 

communities as people's dependency on them grew. The rabbis put the 
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resident's and the community's needs on the agenda and made sure to supply 

them with answers. The rabbis discussed the situation in the region and the 

difficulties of living there in their sermons in the synagogue, during lessons, in 

letters and texts. Simultaneously, they sent out messages of support and 

strength and emphasized the ideological importance of living there. The rabbis 

played an important part in taking care of the families affected by the violence 

and handled the religious rites around the burial, mourning and memorial days. 

The rabbis became a central source of support for the families and made sure 

to strengthen the community after each event by providing religious meaning 

to their suffering and showing their appreciation for the residents' ability to 

continue fulfilling their mission at the site.  

The mutual anxieties and fears shared by the residents of the Gaza Strip, 

the shared experiences and sense of destiny, encouraged neighbors and friends 

to extend a helping hand to each other and turned them, on a functional level, 

into one big so-called family. A special atmosphere was nurtured in the 

communities, in which they provided warmth and love for each other. The 

multiple casualties also strengthened the social cohesion in the community, 

which made it more difficult for bereaved families to leave. The stronger 

community members supported the weak and created a structured hierarchy of 

support. The strong supported the weak and thus also found new meaning for 

their own choice to remain in the area, while the dependency of the weak 

made the community indispensable to them. While their ideology and religious 

faith provided them with a reason to stay loyal to the place, the spiritual 

leaders and community's resilience answered the residents' emotional needs as 

well. All these ensured their loyalty and hampered many thoughts about 

leaving.  

The resident's of the Gaza Strip coped with their reality in what can be 

described as a cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1956), allowing them to 

maintain two conflicting values: on the one hand, the will to stay in the place 

in which they have already set their roots, and on the other hand, the fact that it 

is a dangerous place to live. In their case, the ideological religious 

significance, the confidence in the community's spiritual leadership and the 

social solidarity allowed the residents of the Gaza Strip to remain there, and 

even made the place and the people living in it "better" than others. All of the 

above contributed to the development of the residents' strong sense of loyalty 

to the place and made if extremely difficult for them to leave. The model 

proposed in this chapter offers a different way of coping, which deals with the 

relationship the person develops with his living surroundings.  
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The literature dealing with environmental psychology attaches great 

importance to the development of an emotional connection between the people 

and their place of living. A person can develop an emotional connection to his 

place of residence and see it as a part of his identity, (Raymond et al. 2010; Su, 

Cheng & Huang, 2011) if he sees it as a safe and a good place to live 

(Fullilove, 1996). In these optimal conditions, the person will feel good and 

satisfied with his place of residency. Studies of people living in high-risk areas 

highlighted the differences in the subjective perception of residential 

surroundings, influenced by ideology and religious belief - when ideology and 

religious faith allow one to perceive his surroundings as safe, despite the 

apparent danger to his life (Billig, 2006). 

The case study described in this chapter points to a process through which 

the residents of the Gaza Strip channeled their feelings of fear and anxiety and 

allowed them to find personal well-being and satisfaction, even when the place 

was not perceived as a safe place. In this case, the relationship to the place and 

the residents' identification with it grew stronger due to their mutual coping 

with the external threat, which was a catalyst for the development of loyalty to 

the place. Similarly to the relations between human beings, it seems that 

loyalty to a place of residence is a dynamic emotional process that evolves 

between the person and his place of residents in accordance to events and 

circumstances. In the case of the residents of the Gaza Strip, their loyalty 

formed as a result of outside pressure that could have easily caused them to 

leave their homes. It gave the Gaza Strip residents a solid foundation to lean 

on, by providing interpretation and justification for their decision to stay. Their 

loyalty to the place made it possible to frame the local discourse and faith, and 

to see the settlers in the area as "heroes" who are fiercely holding on to the 

region, out of unconditional loyalty. This out of their stubborn ideological 

devotion to the religious ideal of holding onto all parts of the Land of Israel, 

and not to leave unless forced to do so. It strengthened the spiritual path 

encouraged by the spiritual leadership at times of struggle and strengthened 

their belief in the righteousness of their path by making the reality in which 

they lived clearer and more explicit. Their loyalty to the place turned the 

residents of the Gaza Strip and their leaders, from passive people who simply 

accept the dire reality to active people who have an ideological background for 

their residential context. This position served as a common ground on which 

all resident's rallied together and fought courageously. Their loyalty to the 

place positively affected the residents by giving them a sense self-gratification 

in their choice to live there, and from their newfound abilities to develop 

personal and communal resilience, despite the objectively difficult reality they 
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dealt with. These achievements gave the Gaza residents a sense of calm and 

security, and freed them from fear, making their settlements stable and "safe" 

places for them. 
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