Survival Is Refusing to Perform Gratitude

You Don’t Have to Thank a System That Hurt You**

There is a special kind of cruelty in demanding gratitude from the very people you harm. And yet
marginalized children, families, educators, and communities are conditioned from the earliest
age to smile through injury, to applaud through extraction, to say “thank you” for treatment that
barely qualifies as respect.

This is not gratitude — it’'s performance.
And performance is often demanded at the exact moments when truth would be most
inconvenient.

Students are expected to thank the school for “opportunities” while the school disciplines them

disproportionately.

Families are expected to thank institutions that routinely ignore their voices.

Educators are expected to feel grateful for jobs that underpay them and policies that endanger

them.

Black and brown communities are expected to be grateful for “progress” that still does not keep
them safe.

Gratitude becomes a script. A costume. A muzzle.

The message is clear:

“If you are grateful, you will not complain.”

“If you are grateful, you will not ask for more.”

“If you are grateful, you will not expose our contradictions.”

This is how systems maintain control without ever appearing coercive. The harm hides behind
pleasantries. The violence hides behind thank-you’s. Gratitude becomes a currency — and the
people in power expect to be paid.

But here is the truth we’re not supposed to say aloud:
Gratitude is beautiful when it is chosen.
It is toxic when it is required.

Communities who have survived oppression know the difference. We know the exhaustion of
smiling for access. The ache of swallowing anger so we don’t get labeled “difficult.” The
emotional gymnastics required to express appreciation for things we should have had by right
— safety, dignity, belonging.

Performative gratitude is not peace — it’s self-erasure.



And refusing the performance is a profound act of reclamation.
It is saying:

“| see what you’re doing.”

‘I don’t owe you a performance.”

“I don’t have to be grateful for crumbs.”

“I deserved more than this all along.”

When you stop performing gratitude, the people who benefited from your silence will feel
uncomfortable. Good. Discomfort is the beginning of accountability.

Refusing to perform gratitude makes space for the questions you were never supposed to ask:
Why did | have to work so hard to be treated with basic humanity?

Why did | have to earn what others receive automatically?

Why is gratitude demanded instead of justice provided?

These questions are dangerous to oppressive systems — which is exactly why we must ask
them.

Your survival does not require you to shrink, smile, or soften your
experience.

You don’t owe gratitude for survival.
You don’t owe gratitude for harm.
You don’t owe gratitude for partial inclusion inside systems built on exclusion.

Your dignity does not depend on your politeness.
And your liberation will never require your silence.
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