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Introduction and Mission: 

Because of the checkpoints imposed by the Israeli government throughout the West 

Bank, the Palestinians have been and are continuing to experience dramatic changes in 

their society and economy.  Some of these changes have already been documented.1 

These reports explain how checkpoints and other Israeli-imposed restrictions of 

movement have negatively affected the economy and restricted civilian rights within 

Palestine. While these reports are valuable in showing the direct impact of checkpoints 

on Palestine, in comparison, the less obvious, psychological damages these checkpoints 

have on Palestinian civilians have not been explored as thoroughly. 

 

In this report, I hope to focus on the effects Israeli checkpoints have on Palestinian 

families, including its influence on the traditional roles of each family member. Let me 

note here that I acknowledge that checkpoints are not the only means through which the 

Israeli government has been monitoring and restricting the movement of Palestinians. 

However, I have decided to make it this report’s main theme in order to keep it more 

focused and organized and also in the hopes that it will inspire other researchers to 

apply my argument to all forms of restrictions of movement, including the wall, bypass 

roads, and so forth. 

 

 

In “The 94 Percent Solution: A Matrix of Control,” Halper argues that Israel maintains 

control of the West Bank by imposing checkpoints, roadblocks, and bypass roads within 

the region. Halper compares these restrictions of movement to the Japanese game of 

“Go”:  

 

Instead of defeating your opponent as in chess, in ‘Go’ you win by immobilizing 

your opponent, by gaining control of key points of a matrix so that every time s/he 

moves s/he encounters an obstacle of some kind…The matrix imposed by Israel 



in the West Bank... , similar in appearance to a ‘Go’ board, has virtually paralyzed 

the Palestinian population. 

 

In this report, I will expand on Halper’s argument.  When he argues that restrictions of 

movement “virtually paralyze[s]” the Palestinians, he is referring to physical 

impairment.  I want to take Harper’s argument further by stating that the intricate 

system of checkpoints works to “paralyze” Palestinian society by targeting its most 

important feature: the family.  It is not only a matter of restricting physical movement; it 

is also a matter of breaking a society.  While other aspects of Palestinian society remain 

important, the family has traditionally been viewed as one of its most important 

structures.2  Thus, I argue that it is largely the break down of the traditional Palestinian 

family structure which will negatively affect the Palestinian society as a whole.  It is 

because of this that I support an end to checkpoints.  

 

Short Background on Checkpoints: 

Before I begin, let me give a brief overview about checkpoints.  Note here that my 

report will concentrate mainly on checkpoints in the West Bank.   According to the UN 

Office of the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs’ March 2007 report, there were 549 

closures in that month alone—84 of which were manned.  The unmanned blockades 

included locked gates or ditches that make roads inaccessible.  In addition to these, of 

course, are “flying checkpoints” which are set up without advanced notice on any road 

(these check Palestinians only, not settlers).  OCHA recorded a total of 7,090 

checkpoints in 2006. 3   I present these numbers in the hopes of giving the reader an idea 

of the ubiquity of checkpoints within the West Bank.  

 

The Israeli government believes that the checkpoints prevent suicide bombers and other 

attackers from entering Israel.  It must be noted, however, that “virtually all the 

checkpoints…and most of the wall are located inside the West Bank—not between 

Israel and the West Bank.”4  The Bet Haarava checkpoint, for example, prohibits 

Palestinians without Israeli permits to enter Israel, but because there is another 

checkpoint before one enters Ein Gedi (in Israel), the Bet Haarava checkpoint is 



virtually pointless.5  The Hawara checkpoint, too, is located at the southern tip of 

Nablus and serves no purpose but to protect illegal settlers within the West Bank only 

and not the civilians living within Israel.  Also, the “flying checkpoints” I myself have 

encountered have usually been between Jenin and Ramallah and not along the 

legitimate West Bank border. 

 



 



A web of checkpoints within the West Bank inhibit Palestinians’ freedom of movement in 

the West Bank. This map is the property of UN CHA and was updated in April 2007. 

 

Furthermore, the explanation that checkpoints are only for ‘security purposes’ does not 

always hold.  In July 2005, Machsom Watch reported that at one checkpoint, “After 

some time, all the women and children were allowed through in one huge wave without 

checks.”  B’Tselem also states that the al-Bidan checkpoint near Nablus is only 

sometimes staffed.  In other words, it seems that these ‘security measures’ are often 

arbitrary and inconsistent with Israel’s ‘security needs.’ 

 

Security for Whom? 

But even if checkpoints could be justified as ‘security measures,’ one must now ask the 

question: for whom is this security provided?  The Israeli government argues that the 

checkpoints have allowed for the steady decrease of suicide bombers within Israel.  (But 

as I have noted, most of the checkpoints lie within the West Bank.)  Because of this, 

however, the security of all Palestinian civilians—young, old, male, or female—is 

sacrificed on a daily basis.  In other words, the lives and rights of Palestinian civilians 

are forfeited in order to ensure the ‘security’ of Israelis.  One quote from “The Battle 

Over Our Homes” phrases this phenomenon well: 

 

[The checkpoints are targeted against] not some of the Palestinians, not their 

military organs, not Hamas for example, but all of them. 

  

 (italics, my own) 

 

The following words, spoken by a young soldier stationed at Hawara checkpoint, 

properly show that checkpoints are not aimed solely at ‘suspects,’ but at all Palestinians, 

including the larger civilian population.  He stated that, “You can't look at a person and 

know if he's good or bad.”6   An Israeli military statement wrote that, “The various 

crossing points are…intended to thwart Palestinian terrorist intensions that…hide 

behind the civilian population, the elderly, the women, and children”  (italics, my own).7 



 

As a result of this guilty-until-proven-innocent mentality, sixty-five ambulances were 

delayed and/or denied entrance at checkpoints in the month of June alone as soldiers 

searched the insides of the ambulances, and/or checked each person’s permits, or simply 

ignored the ambulances’ presence.8  As a result of this attitude, a groom was forbidden 

to attend his own wedding in February.9  In other words, these checkpoints affect every 

aspect of Palestinian society and every single Palestinian.  Studies show that as a result 

of these checkpoints, “people cannot get to work, to health services, to schools and 

colleges, to family events—their life deteriorates into no life at all.”10 

 

 

Photo taken by Elisa Dun at the Hawara checkpoint near Nablus. 

 

To put it simply, all civilians in Palestine are punished without trial on a daily basis.  

This kind of punishment imposed on civilians is illegal.  In the Agreement on 

Movement and Access signed by the Palestinian Authority and the Israeli government, 

the latter agreed to “facilitate movement of people and goods within the West Bank and 



to minimize disruption to Palestinian lives.”11  Furthermore, even if checkpoints were to 

be cited as ‘security measures,’ the UN Committee on Economic, Social, and Cultural 

Rights still deems that, “even in a situation of armed conflict, fundamental human rights 

must be respected…as guaranteed under customary international law” (italics, my own). 

 

More than just illegally deteriorating Palestinians’ livelihood, these checkpoints are 

often the sites of violence committed against Palestinian civilians.  In 2004, Washington 

Post published the words of an Israeli sergeant, who served at checkpoints, 

 

Everyone, no matter how moral, if he feels a commitment to the mission, will or 

could fall into violence.  We're [the soldiers stationed at checkpoints] all told we 

shouldn't behave badly to civilians -- never hit them, never yell. But after eight 

hours in the sun, you're not so strong.12 

 

(italics, my own) 

 

Indeed, one reporter wrote that, “The soldiers like to play with them.  They treat them 

like dogs.  Or no, I imagine they treat their dogs better.”13 

 

One student recounts how at the Beit Eba checkpoint, he was brought twice into a small 

tent where every Palestinian inside was beaten.14  Machsom Watch reports that a border 

policeman banged a Palestinian man’s head on an iron staircase while another attacked 

him with a screwdriver.15 

 

Separation of Families, the “Fundamental Building Block of Palestinian Society”: 

I will begin with the checkpoints’ most obvious negative affect on families, namely its 

ability to separate families.  There are so many ways through which Palestinians have 

been separated that I could not hope to summarize them here. I will list a few here only, 

as my point here is to focus on checkpoints and family separation.  B’tselem’s July 2006 

report states that since the beginning of the second intifada, Israel has terminated 

processing requests for family unification except for those under “exceptional 



humanitarian cases.”  The same report writes that “the policy [of freezing family 

unification requests] destroys the family unit…[resulting in] divorce…single-parent 

families” and so forth. 16  

 

Even if one was able to gain residency in the West Bank, which in itself is a very 

difficult feat, there is no guarantee that one will be able to stay.  In addition to the issue 

of gaining West Bank residency, many already in the West Bank are experiencing 

difficulty in movement within the West Bank.  This is because when one hits a 

checkpoint, requirements can change without notice and even those holding valid 

permits are often denied.  B’Tselem reports that there were 78 days during which there 

were comprehensive closures of checkpoints last year in the Occupied Territories.17  To 

make matters worse, “Every large town in the West Bank is completely surrounded by 

checkpoints.”18  

 

Simply put, checkpoints are the means through which the Israeli government can both 

monitor and inhibit freedom of movement.  This, of course, has serious consequences 

on Palestinian families.  As B’tselem so aptly put, this “destroys the family unit.”  It 

must be noted that the unity of both immediate and extended families are affected.  For 

example, in most cases, when a Palestinian woman marries a man, she moves in with 

him to start a new family.  Under normal circumstances, the new bride maintains strong 

ties with her parents.  Checkpoints often cut these ties off.  One East Jerusalem man told 

Amnesty International that his wife’s parents, who live in Tulkaram, cannot visit them: 

“I [the husband] am now cut off from my wife’s family and my wife also sees her 

parents much more rarely because of these difficulties.”19  Obviously, this is just one of 

many such cases. 

 

But even for those with proper permits who are able to go home, checkpoints cause 

other logistical difficulties.  One student stated that because she had to endure the long 

waits at checkpoints daily, she was obliged to find an apartment in Nablus away from 

her family.  Another student from a town near Jenin stated that because of checkpoints, 

he arrives home late each night and spends less time at home than he should.20  One 



time, when I asked my friend from Dheisheh camp in Bethlehem why he was smiling, 

he replied, “I only had to wait thirty minutes today at the checkpoint [to his university, 

Al-Quds University].”  

 

 

Photo taken by Elisa Dun. Cars wait at the Hawara checkpoint to leave Nablus. 

 

The separation of families is devastating to any culture; it is all the more so in 

Palestinian society.  This is because the “family is recognized [by Palestinians] as the 

center for economic and social interactions.”21  Another scholar so aptly called it the 

“fundamental building-block of Palestinian society.”22  During an interview with a 

Palestinian Jerusalemite, I asked what he would do if his needs or desires were to 

contradict that of his family’s.  To this, he answered, “That’s not an option. You cannot 

make options for yourself outside of the family.”23  In other words, one’s identity is 

defined by his/her connections and interactions with the group.  As this is the case, the 

checkpoint’s potent ability to physically separate families will have disastrous effects 

on the Palestinian society as a whole, because it is breaking down its “center”—its 

“fundamental building-block”—the family.  



 

This kind of hindrance to family life is not only harmful to the Palestinian society as a 

whole, it is illegal.  Article 27 of the Fourth Geneva Convention states that, “Protected 

people are entitled, in all circumstances, to…their family rights.”  “All circumstances” 

entail those situations the Israeli government deems dangerous enough to impose 

security measures; even in such times, according to the above article, the Palestinians 

are entitled to their family rights.  Article 46 of the Hague Regulations also commands 

that, “Family honor and rights…must be respected.” 

 

Checkpoints need to be abolished or at the very least reduced for those two reasons.  

Firstly, they deny Palestinians the right to family life as outlined by international law.  It 

is a right the Israelis, as occupiers of the land, are obliged to give.  Secondly, it is 

breaking down the most important part of Palestinian society, life, relationships, and 

experience: the family.  Because of this, checkpoints should be eased. 

 

Parental Authority: 

The events occurring at checkpoints also serve to undermine one of the most if not the 

most important aspect of the Palestinian family: the authority of elders.  Countless 

Middle Eastern scholars have emphasized adherence to elders as an essential 

characteristic of Palestinian family life.  For example, according to one prominent 

scholar’s model of the Arab family, one of its three central features includes the 

“hierarchies of power that stress deference to authority.”24  A student from Jenin told 

me that elders are always asked for advice because they have the most experience in life.  

As a result, he told me that when an elder is speaking, everyone else is silent and 

listening. 25  This was verified by my interviews with other Palestinians.  As a side note, 

also according to my interviews, the authority of all elders (including mothers) are 

respected, but in particular that of the grandfather and the father.26 

 

A Palestinian Jerusalemite I interviewed told me this story, “In Kuwait, there was an 

Indian woman who revered cows.  We [his family] wanted to make soup from various 

parts of the cow.  When my father bought the cow meat, the Indian woman opened the 



bucket full of chopped beef and went crazy.  [Seeing my father’s authority being 

undermined would be like] seeing the chopped cow for her: it is like seeing the strong 

thing which you believed to be almost holy suddenly broken into pieces…You begin to 

lose your faith.”24 

 

Even from a western perspective, I believe that most Westerners can easily agree that it 

is important for children to respect the authority of their parents.27  Thus, from many 

viewpoints, the authority of the parents is viewed as important and essential in helping 

children become mature. 

 

At checkpoints, however, the authority of fathers, grandparents, and mothers alike is 

often undermined by the soldiers.  Here I will recount one of many documented reports 

of such instances.  The following was reported by Washington Post in November 2004 

and took place at Hawara checkpoint: 

 

He [the sergeant at the checkpoint] bashed the Palestinian man in the face with his 

fist.  The man’s hysterical wife and two weeping children tried to squeeze 

between him and the sergeant…The toddler son clung to his father’s shirttail until 

soldiers brushed him away…[The soldier took the man to a nearby hut and did not 

allow the camera inside the hut]…The soldier flipped a blanket over the window 

of the hut, and the camera’s audio picked up the Palestinian’s muffled cries as the 

soldier punched him…The camera shifted to the Palestinian’s wife and children 

sitting in the dirt.  The youngsters wore colorful party hats their mother had 

offered to distract them.7 

 

The same sergeant explained before the beating took place that, “It’s the humiliation in 

front of…the wife and children [that the Palestinian men have a problem with].  I try to 

do it [the beating] so they don’t see me, so it’s not in front of the people.”  It must be 

noted, however, that if the camera which did not enter the hut picked up the man’s 

“muffled cries,” the family that was sitting not too far away must also have. 7 

 



The above documentation is just one of many such incidents.  Obviously, such poor 

treatment towards figures of authority—especially when done in front of one’s 

children—serves to greatly undermine the parents’ authority.  It must be noted, however, 

that it is not just these kinds of incidents that de-legitimize parents’ authority.  

 

I argue that through the simple process of watching one’s parents go through a 

checkpoint, the parents’ authority is greatly weakened.  At checkpoints, the parent’s 

power virtually disappears: (s)he, like the other Palestinians there, must submit wholly 

to the soldier’s commands.  If the IDF soldier commands the father to empty his bags or 

to stand with his hands on the car while the soldier pats him down, the father must 

oblige.  If the grandfather is told he cannot pass through the checkpoint, he must also 

submit to this order. 

 

Let me recount one story, told to me by a Machsom Watch volunteer, which I think 

summarizes the extent to which checkpoints undermine parental authority.  At one 

checkpoint, a father and his son (both of whom did not have Israeli permits) asked four 

separate soldiers for permission to enter Israel.  They scurried from one soldiers’ station 

to another until the fourth soldier finally let them in.  They quickly and happily ran out 

of the checkpoint. 28  My concern is not that these Palestinians who did not have a 

permit were able to enter, nor is it why the last soldier let them.  This account causes me 

distress because at each of the first three soldiers’ station, the son watched his father 

cowardly obey the soldiers’ refusal to let them in.  And when the last soldier gave a 

slight nod of the head, the son saw his father scramble happily past the checkpoint. 

 

For many Palestinian children, watching one’s parents obey young soldiers (who are 

usually around the age of twenty) occurs at a daily level.  As stated, according to one 

report, there were approximately 7,000 “flying checkpoints” last year alone.  In other 

words, children of all ages are watching their grandfathers and fathers—who they view 

as “almost holy”—be humiliated, stripped of power, and defenseless every day..27  One 

Palestinian I interviewed stated that “It would be a disaster [to] see the person who 

disciplines you being disciplined…when you see your role model collapsing in front of 



you, your thinking becomes twisted.”24 Another stated that he would “hit the soldier” 

that humiliated his father “no matter what [the consequences].”29 

 

It is difficult to precisely predict the long-term effects this may have on children.  Here, 

however, I will expand on one of the many grave consequences the deterioration of 

parental authority occurring at checkpoints has on children, namely, the fact that 

children are forced into independence early.  This is particularly disturbing when 

children are simultaneously dealing with the trauma that comes with living in a volatile 

environment.30  I will explore this issue more thoroughly in the next section. 

 

Changing Roles of Children 

As children watch their parents’ submit to young soldiers’ commands on a daily basis, 

the anger they feel when witnessing the occurrences is not only directed towards the 

soldiers, but is oftentimes projected onto the parents.  Children may begin to blame not 

only the soldiers for their cruelty, but may also criticize their parents for their inability 

to defend themselves.  In one account, a young boy who watched his father being 

beaten by a soldier realized that his father, who had been “the center of his life,” could 

no longer “protect himself, let alone his children.”  Often, this fills a child with 

“anger…and perhaps most tragically rejection of the father.”31 

 

From these daily instances, children also eventually learn that they must fend for 

themselves.  Dr. Yousif al Nashif, a Palestinian psychologist, believes that due to 

watching soldiers humiliate their fathers, “The father’s authority is being weakened. 

Palestinian children feel alone.  They must do everything by themselves…the 

home…[cannot] provide them with any security.  There are no more safe places.”32 

 

Young girls, too, are asked to be “fearless, resourceful, and generally active.”  It is not 

only the psychological damage of watching one’s parents being stripped of authority at 

checkpoints which causes early independence amongst children; it is also the 

aforementioned physical separation checkpoints cause between family members.  It is 

not unusual for “girls [to] assume their mother’s role in the family…feeding, and 



protecting them” when their mothers were unable to arrive home, either due to a 

checkpoint, curfew, and/or other forms of restrictions of movement.33 

 

Keep in mind, however, that these are still young children assuming the roles of adults, 

protectors, and caregivers.  Even as they are being forced to act as adults, however, they 

are also still adolescents trying to cope with legitimate fears.  During the second 

intifada, one seventeen year-old from Bethlehem wrote in her diary, “This was my 

worst day…Today I really felt afraid.”  Another wrote, “During the [past few] days I 

felt very upset, angry, and afraid of what the Israelis had done…I feel so angry and 

afraid.”  The gunshots these two girls are afraid of should never have to be imposed on 

any child.  What makes this situation worse, however, is that these two young girls are 

forced to cope with these issues on their own.34 

 

Even putting aside my argument of the importance of retaining traditional Palestinian 

family structure, most psychologists can agree that parents play a great role in helping 

children deal with the stress of living in a turbulent and violent society.  Children who 

grow up in violent environments may often adapt in dysfunctional ways.  Among these 

is post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  In potential cases of PTSD, the family takes 

on even greater importance: studies show that children who do not live with their family 

are likely to show not only delayed PTSD but other psychiatric symptoms.34  In other 

words, parents can to some degree reverse these negative symptoms children display: 

reports confirm that when parents could maintain day-to-day routines and give constant 

care to their children, the children were less “psychologically devastated by wartime 

experiences.”35 

 

The problem for the Palestinians is that checkpoints inhibit the ability for parents to 

establish a stable and caring relationship with their children.  As stated, the role of the 

parents to command authority and legitimacy breaks down when children watch their 

parents submit to young soldiers’ orders.  Studies show that when parents are forced to 

appear “emotionally disabled and immobilized”—as they often do at checkpoints—they 

can “seldom offer their children what they need to cope successfully with traumatic 



experiences.”35  Again, as stated, checkpoints also serve to physically separate families 

for the short and/or long term.  Because of these two reasons, children are forced to turn 

away from their parents when searching for emotional, physical, and mental support. 

 

Changing roles of Parents 

So far I have shown how the existence of as well as events occurring at checkpoints 

negatively affect Palestinian family structure in two ways: they not only force the 

physical separation of families but also de-legitimize parents’ authority, ultimately 

causing children to both raise themselves and single-handedly deal with trauma.  Now I 

will focus on how the imposition of checkpoints has affected the role of each parent. 

 

I first turn to the role of Palestinian mothers.  In the above section, I briefly mentioned 

cases in which girls had to assume the roles of mothers at an early age because their 

mothers were prevented by Israeli soldiers to come home.  Here, I wish to expand on 

the severity of such scenarios.  For example, in one woman’s testimony to Machsom 

Watch, she recounted a morning in which her six year-old son, Rani, had to cross a 

checkpoint alone: 

 

It was an appalling experience for him [Rani].  He waved goodbye and looked so 

vulnerable when he walked across the checkpoint, with all the soldiers around 

him.  I couldn’t restrain myself and started crying.  I think the soldiers were just 

as mortified as I was.  We don’t know how we can carry on our lives as a 

family…36 

 

A Machsom Watch volunteer I interviewed told me that children who must cross 

checkpoints every day to school are “brought to the checkpoints [by their families] and 

have to go through the checkpoint themselves and find a car [or bus] on the other side 

[to take them to school].  This happens every morning, every afternoon, rain or shine.” 
29 

 



In another testimony, a mother who went from Khan Yunis to Alexandria in order to 

receive medical care was denied re-entry into Gaza.  She has four children, the youngest 

of whom is five, and she worries because, “It is the first time ever that I leave 

them…All I want is to go back and be with my family.”37  

 

I now make the likely assumption that in most cultures, the importance of mother’s 

roles as nurturers cannot be understated.  This is especially true in Palestinian society.  

For example, Palestine itself is often compared to a nurturing woman who provides 

necessary sustenance to the originally largely farming society of Palestine.38  Not only 

are mothers expected to “support, educate, and raise the children,” in Palestine, 

women’s very identity is “interdependent upon others and focused on care for particular 

others.”39  As a side note, this may be viewed from a Western perspective as regressive 

and confining on women.  While this may indeed be true, one must remember that most 

Palestinians, even men, do not define themselves in terms of their own selves but in 

terms of their relationships to others.40 

 

As shown by my above anecdotes, one can see that the existence of checkpoints serves 

to undermine Palestinian women’s roles as caregivers.  If “women’s selves 

are…focused on care for particular others”—that is, a Palestinian woman’s identity is 

largely defined by how she can provide for others—when she is stripped of her ability 

to nurture others, she is by default stripped of her own identity.41  That is, women lose 

their concept of ‘self’ and are forced to redefine themselves.  Often this translates into 

having to redefine themselves outside of connections from others.   

 

This change is not a choice made by Palestinian women, but a necessity imposed upon 

them by the Israeli checkpoints.  As such, I can only imagine the extent to which this 

will cause psychological damage to Palestinian women.  For example, women who 

work outside the home face the fear of not being able return home because of closed 

checkpoints.  This fear causes psychological damage to a mother’s confidence and 

belief in her ability to care for others.  The examples I illustrated of mothers watching 



their children cross checkpoints alone also forces her to question her own capacity to 

protect her children 

 

 

I now turn to the changes checkpoints have imposed on Palestinian father’s roles.  

Because checkpoints serve to monitor the movements of Palestinians, Palestinians 

without permits (and often those with permits) are often denied access to the area where 

they work.  Amnesty International was told by one student that his father, who used to 

work in Israel, has been unable to get an entry permit and that he cannot find work 

within Gaza. 38   Even work within the territories is often hard to access because of 

checkpoints.  Machsom Watch reports many cases in which fathers who need to travel 

only short distances to work are held up at checkpoints for hours every day.42  Also, 

because the circumstances at checkpoints differ day-to-day, it is difficult for 

Palestinians to predict how long it will take to cross that checkpoint.  As a result, many 

Palestinians lose their job for being late too often or for not showing up at all.43  

Because Palestinians are increasingly losing their jobs or in-between jobs, this often 

pushes other family members, such as women and even children, to look for additional 

sources of income.  

 



 

Photo taken by Elisa Dun. Men await their turn at the Bethlehem checkpoint. Most of these men 

work in Israel but reside in the West Bank.  They have to cross this checkpoint to get to and from 

work everyday. 

 

The mobilization of women outside the home and into the workforce is inconsistent 

with the roles Palestinian mothers have been and are expected to play.  While many 

may cite this as a progressive movement towards women’s rights, Amnesty 

International recognizes that these kinds of phenomena must be made “by [the 

women’s/woman’s] choice and through a process which safeguards and promotes 

women’s rights.” 38   Indeed, the sudden influx of women into the workplace is without 

a parallel increase in “safeguards” for women.  For example, because of this forced shift 

in roles for women, they are often still expected by societal norms to take care of the 

home. 30   As a result, many Palestinian mothers find themselves with double the work: 

not only are they earning an income, but they are still asked to perform house chores.  

In other words, this shift outside of the home was not necessarily brought on by 

women’s choices or a gradual process to ensure positive “safeguards,” but through 

sudden, forced, and outside pressure.  

 



It is difficult to predict how the inability for many men to go to work and/or the 

unpredictability of their job situation will affect Palestinian men.  Traditionally, 

Palestinian fathers are the main breadwinners for their families.  In this way, he is the 

“main element” of the family, second only to the grandfather.26   In the words of one 

Palestinian refugee, the father “maintains the family.” 26   When the father’s greatest 

duty—that of generating enough income to sustain the family—is undermined, this 

causes a significant loss of confidence in his ability to provide for his family and in 

himself.  I can only imagine how much this will affect him psychologically.  

Furthermore, because the father is the “main element” of the family, his loss of income 

as well as his loss of confidence will no doubt negatively affect the rest of his family. 

 

The use of checkpoints as ‘security measures’ only needs to be properly reexamined.  It 

is obvious that checkpoints are not merely for ‘security measures,’ but serve to also 

break down an entire society.  In this section, I argued that checkpoints deteriorate the 

role of Palestinian parents by destroying their capability of providing for their families. 

As such, Palestinian parents are asked to redefine their roles in the family in ways that 

may have negative consequences on the family as a whole.  It is because of this and 

other reasons I already cited that checkpoints need to be abolished. 

 

Family Honor 

There are many ways Palestinian families can bring honor to their household.  The one I 

will focus on in this report is their ability to achieve honor through maintaining female 

relatives’ purity.44  One scholar writes that, “The locus of family honor is the woman’s 

body… the conflation of honor and care.”39  According to many reports, family status is 

dependent on honor, which is largely “determined by respectability of its daughters, 

who can damage it irreparably by the perceived misuse of their sexuality.” 23 

 

Again, my purpose here is not to focus on the controversy surrounding the issue of 

women’s purity and family honor.  My purpose here is to argue that checkpoints harshly 

belittle this traditionally revered form of honor.  This is a grave phenomenon because 



checkpoints are foreign-imposed structures which are ignorantly and forcibly reshaping 

Palestinian cultural norms.  

 

It was hard for me to find more than a handful of in-depth reports on harassment 

towards women at checkpoints.  I personally believe that this is because Palestinian 

society so reprimands any defacement of female purity that many women are not 

willing to report such experiences.  Or, perhaps it is because it is actually a rare 

occurrence at checkpoints.  I personally hope the latter is the case. 

 

Ultimately, however, I was able to find one or two examples.  One female student stated 

that every day that she stands in lines at checkpoints is another day for soldiers to “order 

women to walk before them just for a laugh, as well as forcing veiled women to 

uncover their faces.”45 There have also been at least a couple instances in which 

women, unwilling to be searched by male IDF soldiers, have to wait for hours for a 

female soldier to come and search them.46 In other words, at checkpoints and probably 

especially when there are only male soldiers present, Palestinian women are often 

vulnerable to the threat of or actual harassment.  I myself have also passed through 

many checkpoints during the two months I stayed in the area.47  Although I have never 

been verbally or physically harassed, at every checkpoint when there are only males 

present (which it must be noted isn’t always the case), I feel an acute vulnerability 

knowing that the male soldier has power over me.  In my opinion, this imbalance of 

power—the male soldier having all and the woman passing through having none—must 

often result in the females feeling especially vulnerable and/or the soldiers’ abuse of 

this power.  For example, at the checkpoint to al-Ram, one soldier asked me first where 

I lived, then what my phone number was. Perhaps the latter question was for ‘security 

purposes,’ but that doesn’t eliminate the violation of my privacy I felt at that 

checkpoint.  When I recounted this story to my Palestinian friends, they were unfazed as 

it seems such personal and invasive questions occur quite frequently.  

 

There is another issue I faced when going through checkpoints.  Oftentimes, there were 

many Palestinian men waiting in line and only a couple women.  During certain hours, 



when I arrived at a checkpoint, there were crowds of at least fifty men and possibly at 

most four women.48  In my experiences, the Palestinian men have always been more 

than polite and respectful of me.  For example, they often let me and the other few 

women bypass them to the front of the line.  Despite this, as the only woman waiting to 

cross (as was often the case), I often felt acutely vulnerable standing in a large crowd of 

only men.  While I rationally knew I had no reason to feel this way, I often couldn’t 

help but to: the men could stand close to one another and/or push to guard their place in 

line, but as a woman, I did not think it right to get so close to men.  A Machsom Watch 

volunteer sums up my fears with this simple question, “Why don’t they have a special 

queue for women?”49 

 

 

 

Photo taken by Elisa Dun at Bethlehem checkpoint. 

 

On the one hand, it is easy for one to argue that female purity should not be so strictly 

enforced by Palestinian society in the first place.  However, I argue that the forced 



violation of female honor taking place at checkpoints has only negative consequences 

for women.50  Numerous reports state that because women are often subjected to 

“sexual harassment and intimidation” by IDF soldiers at checkpoints, many families are 

now afraid to let their daughters leave their home.51  In other words, this forced 

subjection to humiliation is serving to repress young women even further: female 

students who had been attending school are now being asked to stay home in order to 

avoid the precarious situation at checkpoints.  For some families, this problem can be 

solved by allowing their daughter(s) to reside at school, but for “many [other] families, 

it is not acceptable for their daughter to live away from home with strangers.”  As a 

result, many female students have had to drop out of high school or college due.52 

 

In other words, it seems that the because of checkpoints and such, Palestinian society is 

being forced to cling to traditional ideals in such a way that may serve to inhibit women 

even more.  For example, as a response to the events occurring at checkpoints, men may 

feel a greater responsibility to protect female honor by restricting their movements to 

the home.  One report stated that, “Marrying girls at a younger age and attempting to 

protect women by cloistering them and curbing their activities were among precautions 

taken by some families to limit the dangers they believed their daughters faced.”53  In 

this way, it may be that there is an attempt to maintain the traditional family structure, 

but it is in a way that increases pressure on women.  Women are expected to not only 

bear the burden of bringing honor to their families through strict moral behavior, they 

must also bear the weight the checkpoints impose on their restriction of movement.54  

No doubt this will have tragic long-term affects on women.  

 

Conclusion 

It may be easy to prematurely assume that the break down of the traditional Palestinian 

family structure will result in mainly positive consequences.  For example, one may 

argue that forcing mothers to redefine themselves outside of their obligations to the 

family will promote women’s rights and independence.  But because these changes 

were forced, additional “safeguards” were not subsequently added to enhance potential 

positive outcomes.  For example, women who work outside the home must face the 



unnatural fear of not being able to return home that evening due to checkpoints as well 

as the extra burden of still doing house chores.  

 

Machsom Watch volunteers confess that, “Going back home, we thought about the little 

girls who are afraid to go through the checkpoint without their fathers; about the new 

mounds blocking the way of hundreds of pupils going to school; the crippled children 

being carried; about the emaciated crippled man, limping with his permits towards the 

soldiers.”55 

 

Just as the volunteers stated, the checkpoints negatively affect every Palestinian—old, 

young, male, female.  Every member of the family is negatively affected and forced to 

redefine their place in the family.  As stated, these changes in the Palestinian family 

structures and family roles did not arise due to collective or even personal choice.  

Rather, they were imposed upon Palestinians by an outside force that is generally 

ignorant and/or insensitive to Palestinian traditions and cultural norms.  Simply put, 

Palestinian family members are being forced to redefine themselves.  I have already 

outlined the negative consequences of these checkpoints on familial roles: parents and 

elders alike are humbled in front of their own children; children have to cope with 

trauma themselves and are asked to be independent at a premature age; and mothers and 

fathers no longer feel they can provide for their families.  These incidents are no small 

matter in any region of the world; they are all the more devastating to a society centered 

around the family structure.  It is because of this that I propose an end or at the very 

least an easing of checkpoints. 

 

To end, I would like to quote a Machsom Watch report:  

 

The checkpoint does not stand there alone.  The checkpoint is only the tip of the 

iceberg.  On all sides, behind, in front of, and in particular, supporting it from 

below, there is a giant bureaucratic network, an unseen web that ensures its tight 

grip on [Palestinians]…In attempting to cope with this massive bureaucracy, 



countless hours are wasted and vast sums of money are lost by those poor people 

who are trapped in its web. 

 

As I stated back in my introduction, checkpoints are by no means the only structure 

inhibiting Palestinians’ family life.  I now invite the readers to apply my research to 

other aspects of the “massive bureaucracy,” including but not limited to land 

confiscation, residency in the West Bank, and ramifications of the construction of the 

Wall. 

 

Last Words: 

In this paper, I argued that checkpoints serve to deteriorate the traditional Palestinian 

family and thus should be eliminated.  That said, after spending two months in the West 

Bank and associating with many Palestinians, I am thoroughly impressed by their 

resilient and strong spirit.  Through numerous house demolitions, curfews, denials of 

family reunification, and even checkpoints, most Palestinians I met remain hopeful for 

the future.  As a final note, I would like to recognize and applaud the spirit of the 

Palestinians.  It is because of their resilience that I have hope that perhaps the 

Palestinian family structure which has already largely survived numerous significant 

incidents will not break down but remain intact.  I can only hope this is the case.  
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