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Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
At the east ern end of the Med i ter ra nean Sea, in the Mid -

dle East, Is rael is a small na tion, long and nar row in shape,
about the size of the state of New Jer sey. Its west ern bor der
is the Med i ter ra nean Sea. On all other side s are Arabic, pre -
dom i nantly Mus lim, na tions—Egypt, Syria, Jor dan, and
Leb a non, most of which are in a state of war with Is rael
since its dec la ra tion as a Jew ish state in 1948. Is rael’s 7,847
square mile s (20,324 km2) in clude a west ern fer tile coastal
plain, a well-wa tered cen tral Judean Pla teau, and the arid
Negev desert in the south. The cli mate is tem per ate, but hot
and dry in the southern and eastern desert areas.

In July 2002, Is rael had an es ti mated pop u la tion of 6.02
mil lion. (All data are from The World Fact book 2002 (CIA
2002) un less oth er wise stated.) The 6.02 mil lion pop u la tion 
in cludes about 182,000 Is raeli set tlers in the West Bank,
about 20,000 in the Is raeli-oc cu pied Golan Heights, fewer
than 7,000 in the Gaza Strip, and about 176,000 in East Je ru -
sa lem (Au gust 2001 estimates).

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 27.1%
with 1.05 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years: 63%
with 1.01 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over: 9.9% with
0.75 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra tio: 0.99
male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 78.86
years; male: 76.82 years; fe male: 81.01 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 90% to 10%
Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: Jew ish: 80.1% (Eu rope/Amer ica-

born: 32.1%; Is rael-born: 20.8%; Af rica-born: 14.6%; Asia-
born: 12.6%); non-Jew ish: 19.9% (mostly Arab) (1996 est.).
In 75 years, Is rael’s pop u la tion has in creased ten fold, while
the Jew ish pop u la tion mul ti plied by fiftyfold from about
85,000 Jews in 1918 to more than 4,140,000 Jews in 1992.

Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Jew ish: 80.1%; Mus lim: 14.6%
(mostly Sunni Mus lim); Chris tian: 2.1%; other: 3.2% (1996
est.)

Birth Rate: 18.91 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 6.21 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 7.55 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: 2.11 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u la -

tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 2.54 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 1.48%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.08%; Per -

sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 2,400; Deaths: < 100. (For ad di -
tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec tion
10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who
can read and write): 95% for Jews and 70% for Arabs; ed u -
ca tion is free and com pul sory from age 5 to 15

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $20,000 (2001 est.); In fla tion: 1.1%; Un em -
ploy ment: 9%; Liv ing be low the pov erty line: NA
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Is rael is the only coun try where the so ci ety is pre dom i -
nantly Jew ish and the Jew ish cul ture dom i nates. This is a
source of dif fi culty in un der stand ing sex u al ity in Is rael.
First, West ern cul tures do not al ways ap pre ci ate the ex tent
to which Chris tian teach ings dif fer from Jew ish teach ings
in mat ters re lat ing to sex and sex u al ity. (Out side of Is rael,
large Jew ish com mu ni ties liv ing within dom i nant Chris tian
cul tures have ac quired some of the host cul ture con structs.)
This prob lem is ag gra vated by a meth od olog i cal dif fi culty:
Some of the com mon an a lyt i cal tools and the o ret i cal frames 
of ref er ence used to ex plain sex ual is sues, es pe cially gen der 
ones, are some what lack ing, because they are anchored in
alien, mainly English-speaking, cultures.

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
In the south west cor ner of the Mid dle East’s an cient Fer -

tile Cres cent, the land of Is rael con tains some of the old est ev -
i dence we have of ag ri cul ture and the ear li est town life. By
the 3rd mil len nium be fore the Com mon Era, civ i li za tion had
made sig nif i cant ad vances in the area. The He brew peo ple
prob a bly ar rived some time dur ing the 2nd mil len nium B.C.E. 
Ju da ism and the land of Judea pros pered un der King Da vid
and his suc ces sors be tween 1000 and 600 B.C.E. Af ter be ing
con quered by the Bab y lo nians, Per sians, and Greeks, Judea
again be came an in de pend ent king dom in 168 B.C.E. How -
ever, within a cen tury, the land was oc cu pied by the Romans.
Rome sup pressed re volts in 70 and 135 of the Com mon Era,
and re named Judea Pal es tine, af ter the Philistines who had in -
habited the coastal land before the Hebrews arrived.

Arab in vad ers con quered the land in 636. Within a few
cen tu ries, Is lam and the Arabic lan guage be came dom i nant, 
and the Jew ish com mu nity was re duced to a mi nor ity. Dur -
ing the 11th to 13th cen tu ries, the coun try be came a part of
the Seljuk, Mamluk, and Ot to man em pires, al though the
Chris tian Cru sades pro vided some tem po rary re lief from
 Islamic cul ture between 1098 and 1291.

Dur ing four cen tu ries of Ot to man rule, the Jew ish pop u -
la tion de clined to about a third of a mil lion peo ple in 1785.
As the Ot to man Em pire col lapsed in World War I, Brit ain
took over con trol of the land in 1917; the Balfour Dec la ra -
tion pledged sup port for a Jew ish na tional home land there
as an tic i pated by the Zi on ists. In 1922, the land east of the
Jordan River was detached.

Jew ish im mi gra tion, which be gan in the late 19th cen -
tury, swelled in the 1930s as Jews fled the ris ing tide of Nazi
per se cu tions. At the same time, Arab im mi gra tion from
Syria and Leb a non also in creased. Arab op po si tion to Jew -
ish im mi gra tion erupted in vi o lence in 1920, 1921, 1929,
and 1936. Af ter the tur moil of World War II, the United Na -
tions Gen eral As sem bly voted to par ti tion Pal es tine into an
Arab and a Jew ish state. In 1948, Brit ain with drew from the
coun try and Is rael de clared it self an in de pend ent state. The
Arab world re jected the new state, and Egypt, Syria, Jor dan, 
Leb a non, Iraq, and Saudi Ara bia in vaded, but were de -
feated by Is rael, which in cor po rated new ter ri to ries. In sep -
a rate ar mi stices signed with the Arab na tions in 1949, Jor -
dan oc cu pied the Left Bank of the Jor dan, and Egypt oc cu -
pied the Gaza Strip in the south, although neither granted
Palestinian autonomy.

An un easy truce pre vailed un til the Six Day War of 1967
erupted when Egypt tried to re oc cupy the Gaza Strip and
closed the Gulf of Aqaba to Is raeli ship ping. The war ended
with Is rael tak ing the Gaza Strip and oc cu py ing the Si nai
Pen in sula to the Suez Ca nal, and cap tur ing East Je ru sa lem,
Syria’s Golan Heights, and Jordan’s West Bank.

Egypt and Syria at tacked Is rael on Yom Kip pur of 1973.
Is rael drove the Syr i ans back and crossed the Suez Ca nal into 
Egypt. In the dis en gage ment agree ment of 1974, Is rael with -

drew from the Ca nal’s West Bank. A sec ond with drawal fol -
lowed in 1976, and Is rael re turned the Si nai to Egypt in 1982. 
In 1979, Egypt and Is rael signed a peace treaty, end ing 30
years of war. A 1978 ter ror ist at tack from south ern Leb a non
led to an Is raeli in va sion. The vi o lence and ter ror ism has
con tin ued, with Is rael re spond ing to the 1982 wound ing of
its am bas sa dor to Great Brit ain by sur round ing and en ter ing
West Bei rut, and a mil i tary oc cu pa tion by Israel of the West
Bank and Gaza Strip.

Ci vil ian un rest and mil i tary con flict has in ten si fied in
re cent years marked by two Pal es tin ian up ris ings, called in -
ti fa das (lit er ally, the shak ing off). The First In ti fa da, 1987
to 1991, was fol lowed by a pe ri od of rel a tive quiet and rec -
on cil i a tion from the early to mid-1990s, with hope for a set -
tle ment to all Is raeli-Pal es tin ian hos til i ties. In Sep tem ber
1993, the Oslo Agree ment was seen by many as ground -
break ing and a first step to a firm and last ing peace. But af -
ter the 1996 as sas si na tion of Prime Min is ter Yitzhak Rabin
by a fun da men tal ist Jew op posed to Is rael giv ing up any of
its oc cu pied ter ri tory, the peace pro cess slowed down to a
grind ing halt. The Pal es tin ians liv ing in the oc cu pied ter ri -
to ries did not see their liv ing con di tions im prove. Ad di tion -
ally, Is rael did not be gin to with draw from set tle ments in the 
oc cu pied ter ri to ries, which the Pal es tin ians viewed as one
of the larg est ob sta cles for peace. In stead, their pop u la tion
al most dou bled in the West Bank, even though few new set -
tle ments were con structed. This, along with spo radic at -
tacks from Palestinian militant groups and the retribution
from the Israelis, made the situation untenable.

The sec ond in ti fa da, the “al-Aqsa In ti fa da,” be gan in
2000 with the death of the Oslo Agree ment and the fail ure of
a sum mit be tween U.S. Pres i dent Bill Clinton, PLO Chair -
man Yassir Arafat, and Is raeli Prime Min is ter Ehud Barak. In 
the wake of the con tro ver sial visit of Ariel Sharon to the
Tem ple Mount, re newed vi o lence erupted with a new wave
of sui cide bomb ers, and many more deaths among the Pal es -
tin ians than among the Is rae lis, as the Is raeli army reoccu -
pied the West Bank en forc ing strict mil i tary law, seal ing off
the Gaza Strip, and im pos ing eco nomic and travel re stric -
tions on the Pal es tin ians. The Is raeli se cu rity forces in sti -
tuted tar geted as sas si na tions of Pal es tin ian mil i tants, and de -
stroyed the homes of sui cide bomb ers’ fam i lies. With Mr.
Arafat iso lated by the Is rae lis, a new Pal es tin ian prime min -
is ter was cho sen. In mid-2003, with a new “road map” for
peace, U.S. Pres i dent Bush ap plied very strong pres sure on
Is rael’s Prime Min is ter Ariel Sharon and Pal es tin ian Prime
Min is ter Mah moud Ab bas, even as Pal es tin ian op po si tion to
Mr. Abbas in creased and the pros pects of peace ap peared in -
creas ingly re mote. At this writ ing, a new truce seemed at risk
over the con flict ing need for Israeli security and Palestinian
demands for troop withdrawals and the return of prisoners.Israel: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
A. Character of Gender Roles

Ju da ism paints an am biv a lent at ti tu di nal pic ture in re -
gard to women. It is cer tainly pa tri ar chal in na ture. The
prayer a man re cites three times a day in cludes a bless ing
for not be ing made a woman. On the other hand, the Shabbat 
bless ing in cludes a praise glo ri fy ing the woman of valor.
She is de scribed in a tra di tional role of wife, mother, and
home maker. When a per son is com manded to honor his par -
ents, mother and fa ther are men tioned ex plic itly and not the
gen eral form or the mas cu line one. A man is or dered to
leave his mother and fa ther and lit er ally “stick” to his wife,
while she is never ordered to leave her parents.

Gen der and gen der roles are viewed in a more tra di tional 
man ner in Is raeli sociocultural re al ity than else where in Eu -
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rope or North Amer ica. Al ready men tioned are sev eral
unique con di tions that con trib ute not only to the per cep tion
of gen der roles and the di vi sion of la bor that are the pub li c
do main of fam ily life, but also to con cepts of in ti macy and
roles in sexual relations.

Serv ice in the army re serves also con trib utes to the fix a -
tion of tra di tional roles of men and women be yond the mil i -
tary serv ice at young adult hood. Men serv e in the re serve
forces a sig nif i cant part of their adult life, typ i cally 7 to 8%,
but some as much as 25% of their time, an nu ally, un til they
reach the age of 45 to 50. This fact has to be coped with
within the fam ily, and es sen tially ex erts its in flu ence on the
bal ance of fam ily life emo tion ally, as well as on the di vi sion 
of la bor within the fam ily bal ance of power, and the bur den
of phys i cal and emo tional re spon si bil ity of women to the
chil dren. Many chil dren grow up with the on go ing worry
about the dan ger to the life of the fa ther, but also with sto ries 
that in clude ma cho and ag gres sive over tones. The ex emp -
tion of women from re serve serv ice on their first preg nancy, 
un der stand able as it is, only stresses the role di vi sion (see
also Section 5C, Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors,
Young Adults).

B. Sociolegal Status of Males and Females
Children

Le gally, the rights of male and fe male chil dren are fully
equal. They in herit equally, are viewed with no dis tinc tion in
terms of rights for pro tec tion by state au thor i ties, and have
the same rights for ed u ca tion and wel fare in case of need.

An other law that has a bear ing on sex ual and fa mil ial is -
sues is the pre vail ing le gal sit u a tion (both in civ i l code and
re li gious law), that there is no flaw in the le gal sta tus of a
child born out of wed lock. This is some times used by re li -
gious au thor i ties as an ad di tional ar gu ment against grant ing 
abor tions for unmarried women.

The only gen der dif fer ence in the le gal sta tus of chil dren 
is part of the re li gious fam ily law that fa vors giv ing cus tody
over girls to the moth ers, while fa vor ing fa thers in the case
of boys over the age of 6.

Adolescents
Dur ing ad o les cence, the le gal sta tus of boys and girls

be comes some what dif fer ent, mainly in re gard to age of
con sent for sex ual in ter course and the le gal age of mar riage, 
while their ba sic sociolegal rights remain equal.

The dif fer ences are in stat u tory rape laws—a con cept
that does not ex ist for boys. This cre ates an anom a lous sit u -
a tion when a boy, who is more than two to three years youn -
ger than a girl of 14 or 15, has in ter course with her, open ing
him to the charge of rape in strict legal terms.

De spite this, the law does not dis tin guish be tween mi -
nors when it co mes to sex ual in ter course or mo les ta tion by
au thor ity fig ures, such as par ents, care tak ers, and pro fes -
sion als like teach ers, psy chol o gists, or phy si cians. Both
males and fe males are con sid ered un der the pro tec tion of
the law until age 21.

An other dif fer ence is the ex plicit per mis sion needed to
grant a mi nor girl an abor tion with out the knowl edge and
con sent of her par ents (see Sec tion 9C, Con tra cep tion, Abor -
tion, and Fer til ity Plan ning, Abor tion). The prac tice is an ex -
ten sion of the rule that al lows phy si cians to give mi nor girls
treat ment for pre vent ing abor tions, i.e., con tra cep tives, with -
out the con sent of their par ents. This wide spread in ter pre ta -
tion of the law is never challenged in the courts.

Adults
The sit u a tion be comes more com pli cated when fe males

and males reach adult hood. In ad di tion to the com pli ca tions
of fam ily law and the in ter ac tion be tween a pre dom i nantly

nonobservant pop u la tion with state-en acted and en forced
or tho dox laws and le gal sys tem men tioned above, there are
sev eral other is sues of per sonal stand ing in which the issues
of gender arise.

Only a few years ago, the in come tax laws were changed
so that the des ig na tion of “head of fam ily” was struck and
mar ried women ac quired in de pend ent stand ing. Prior to
that, women’s earn ings were treated as a joint in come of the
fam ily. The term “head of fam ily” was ap plied to the hus -
band, un less it was a one-par ent fam ily headed by a woman.

An in creased per cent age of women par tic i pate in the la bor 
force. While in 1967, only about 25% of the women worked
out side their house hold, their num ber passed 40% in 1980
and reached 49% in 1992. De spite their in creas ing num bers in 
many eco nomic branches, and higher po si tions, women still
suf fer from lower wages for equiv a lent work, and from lower
chances for ad vance ment within a specific area.

The equal op por tu nity law does not per mit dis crim i na -
tion on the ba sis of gen der, and even de mands that ad ver -
tise ments for work be di rected to ward both genders.

There is a pub li c cam paign now for cor rec tive or com -
pen sa tory dis crim i na tion. Many men and women ob ject to
this pro posal be cause they be lieve that women in Is rael do
have some off set ting ad van tage be cause they do not serv e
in the re serves, a fact that many employers appreciate.

An other point is the fact that sev eral of the la bor laws,
es pe cially those deal ing with ma ter nal leave, shorter work -
ing hours for moth ers of small chil dren, and the in abil ity to
fire preg nant women bur den em ploy ers with ad di tional ex -
penses and re strict their abil ity to com pete in an open mar -
ket. This seems to be a case where what was per ceived to be
an ad vanced so cial law less than 30 years ago may be in ap -
pro pri ate in the new political climate.

An other eco nomic bur den and fe male ad van tage that
both em ploy ers and pol i ti cians cite is the dif fer ences in the
pen sion laws and reg u la tions. Women, whose life ex pec -
tancy at birth is 79, 3.6 years lon ger than men (75.4), re tire
five years ear lier than men at age 60. In the pub li c cam paign 
to change the rules, women won the right to choose their age 
of re tire ment, but men still have to work un til age 65 in or -
der to earn their pen sions. Thus, the time that pen sion funds
ex pect to pay most women is almost nine years longer.

This con di tion is ag gra vated by the fact that pen sion
rights to which the sur viv ing mem ber of a cou ple is en ti tled
are strongly in fa vor of women, who can re ceive up to 40%
of their part ner’s sal ary, while in the rarer cases of a man
sur viv ing his wife, he can re ceive about 15% of hers. Sev -
eral ad vo cates of la bor re form claim that any such changes
will need to deal at the same time with all the struc tural dif -
fer ences be tween men and women, oth er wise the sys tem
will not be able to carry the eco nomic bur den, and will also
move from one form of dis crim i na tion to an other, instead of 
toward egalitarianism.

[Issues of Sexual Rights
[Up date 2002: The na tional elec tions of May 1999 and

early 2001 il lus trated a so cial phe nom e non that has been
emerg ing for a few years, a sec to rial frag men ta tion of the
Is raeli so ci ety and the loss of power of a uni fy ing com mon
core. This is ex pressed in the po lit i cal arena by the ideo log i -
cal par ties los ing their power. About 40% of the seats in the
Par lia ment are held by sec to rial par ties act ing as three large
sec to rial blocks: Arabs, im mi grants from the for mer So viet
Un ion, and the re li gious party of Jews of Mid dle East ern or -
i gin. On one hand, this has height ened the po lit i cal power of 
or ga nized re li gion; on the other, it has made the sec u lar sec -
tor more mil i tant. Non or tho dox re li gious move ments em -
bed ded in the U.S.A., namely the re form and con ser va tive
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move ments, are gain ing pop u lar ity and power and are us ing 
the Su preme Court to force some is sues around mar riage-
di vorce laws. This weak ens the tra di tional ties be tween
church and state. On the other hand, the pub li c dis course is
cur rently char ac ter ized not only by the intensity of the
differences, but by exaggerations and sensationalism in
their expression.

[Is rael’s Su preme Court is also the fo cus of change
around other is sues of sex ual rights. The most re cent case
con cern ing the rights of homo sex u als, de cided in May 2000,
was the reg is tra tion of a child born to a les bian woman as the
adopted son of her fe male part ner. The boy is now be ing
raised by two of fi cial moth ers, one bi o log i cal and one adop -
tive. In the last two years, the Su preme Court also or dered the 
mil i tary to ac cept women into some of the most ex clu sive
courses: flight and flight nav i ga tion train ing and navy en -
signs. In 1999, two women grad u ated from flight school and
one of them was al ready fly ing com bat mis sions early in
2000. On the ba sis of that de ci sion, a few women ap plied to
be trained in the air force res cue team and to other com bat
units. This is a con cep tual rev o lu tion in the mil i tary, which
since the end of the war of lib er a tion in 1949 ex cluded
women from com bat units. Three women are now one-star
gen er als. A re tired head of the women’s corps was re cently
ap pointed to head the prison serv ice. In the ci vil ian do main,
the court or dered af firm ative ac tion in ap point ing women as
di rec tors to com pa nies which are fully or par tially owned by
the cen tral and lo cal gov ern ments un til an equal num ber of
men and women serv e as gov ern ment rep re sen ta tives on the
boards of di rec tors. Cap i tal iz ing on this de ci sion, sev eral in -
sti tu tions of fered courses to train women to serve on boards
of industrial, commercial, and public-service companies.

[An other fac tor in this chang ing scene is the in creas ing
com mer cial iza tion of the me dia and no-holds-barred wars
held over rat ings in both the printed and elec tronic me dia. In 
a long pro cess, the me dia, which were mainly ideo log i cally
af fil i ated, are be com ing in creas ingly com mer cial ized. Ca -
ble TV was in tro duced into Is rael in the 1990s and, only
some what prior to that, a sec ond tele vi sion broad cast ing
net work. Po lit i cal, so cial, and, of course, sex ual sen sa tion -
al ism are ris ing in a pro cess that re minds one of the noise
level in a res tau rant. If the noise level rises be yond a cer tain
point, peo ple who want to talk to each other must raise their
voices, which con trib utes to fur ther in creas ing of the noise
and so on. Thus, is sues of rape, ha rass ment, and in cest are
among the is sues dis cussed and por trayed in min ute and hy -
per-re al is tic de tail in the me dia. (End of up date by R. A.
Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]Israel: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values
The term “sec u lar Jew” em bod ies the problematics and

the unique ness of the Is raeli sit u a tion. One part of it—Jew—
de fines the na tional sociocultural and his tor i cal iden tity. The
sec ond part—sec u lar—de fines a re la tion ship to Ju da ism as a 
re li gion and re li gious life style, and the choice of a hu man is -
tic or sec u lar dem o cratic frame of ref er ence over a re li gious
one. These two parts can be nat u rally linked to gether only
within Israel, the Jews’ national home.

Only about 30% of the Jews liv ing in Is rael de fine them -
selves as re li gious. Most of the other 70% de fine them selves
as sec u lar, while about 17% to 23% de fine them selves as tra -
di tional. The lat ter ob serve a few se lected rules of ob ser -
vance, mainly rit u al is tic ones, while liv ing most of their live s 
ac cord ing to a sec u lar life style. De spite that, the cul ture is
strongly in flu enced by tra di tional Jewish reli gious values.

Three ex am ples—1. Jew ish thought and its ve hi cle, the
He brew lan guage; 2. the role of re li gious val ues in a pre -
dom i nantly sec u lar so ci ety; and 3. re li gious pol i tics—will
il lus trate the ex tent in which Jew ish cul ture in flu ences
sexual constructs.

The Hebrew Language and Jewish Thought
Lan guage is the ve hi cle of ab stract and an a lyt i cal thought 

and there fore plays an im por tant role in our psychosocial
phe nom ena. He brew, the lan guage of Jew ish thought, ex erts
a very strong in flu ence on Is raeli Jew ish think ing about sex
and gen der. The first ex pres sion of the place and mean ing of
sex in the world ap pears in the first chap ters of the Old
 Testament, in a way di a met ri cally di ver gent from Chris tian
thought. In Gen e sis, the first time in ter course is men tioned in 
Jew ish lit er a ture, the root of the verb used has mul ti ple
mean ings: knowl edge, con scious ness, and in ter course. As
far as is known, He brew is unique in us ing one root, and thus
over lap ping mean ings, for sex ual in ter course: knowl edge
and con scious ness. The com mon root for knowl edge, con -
scious ness, and the verb for sex ual in ter course in di cates that
sex is highly prom i nent in Jew ish thought, and not nec es sar -
ily in a neg a tive way, especially when one recalls that Jews
are known as the “people of the book.”

This in flu ence is ap par ent de spite the fact that other lay -
ers were added over the bib li cal lan guage and, un til the 20th 
cen tury, He brew was only in ter mit tently used as a spo ken
lan guage for sec u lar, nonritual, or non re li gious stud ies. In
mod ern, largely sec u lar, al beit He brew-speak ing Is rael,
very few peo ple use the bib li cal term for in ter course in daily 
life. Cur rent ter mi nol ogy ranges from the in ti mate (make
love) through the neu tral (to per form sex or sex ual re la tions, 
to lie with) to the ag gres sive equiv a lents of fuck, screw,
shaft, and so on.

Thus, un like many Chris tian ap proaches, tra di tional Jew -
ish thought views sex as in trin si cally neu tral. It is a hu man
char ac ter is tic with an ex tremely strong po ten tial (like knowl -
edge and con scious ness), which can be turned into ei ther
good or evil by three hu manly de ter mined acts of choice: the
mean ing one gives to sex (an act of pi ety), the con text within
which it is prac ticed (mar riage), and the way one prac tices it
(rules of con duct, in clud ing pu rity laws). In it self, sex—and
the plea sure of sex—is not a sin. The har mony of flesh and
spirit, an im por tant tenet of Jew ish cul ture, is ex pressed in
mar ried hetero sex u al re la tions. Its con sum ma tion on a reg u -
lar ba sis, not nec es sar ily for pro cre ation, is a mitzvah—a
com bi na tion of an ob li ga tion and a priv i lege—and plea sure
is an im por tant part of it. Those who ab stain in mar riage run
the risk of re li gious sanc tions. As role mod els, com mu nity
lead ers are to be mar ried with numerous children. There is no 
monasticism, and abstinence is frowned upon.

De spite this, one can also find strong am biv a lence about
sex and the ex pres sion of sex u al ity in Jew ish thought
through out the ages. Its in stinc tual na ture and ex tremely
high po ten tial for evil needs to be guarded and curbed at all
times. Some strong Chris tian in flu ences are also ap par ent,
es pe cially among the Jews liv ing in Eu rope for the last two
millennia.

An other ex am ple of the role of the his tor i cal lan guage’s
in flu enc ing mod ern sex ual con structs is the fact that He brew
is al most a to tally gendered lan guage. All the forms of
speech—nouns, pro nouns, verbs in all tenses, ad jec tives, and 
ad verbs—take a gendered form. In con trast, Eng lish, the lan -
guage of in ter na tion al re search, is neu tral, ex cept for a few
nouns de scrib ing an i mate ob jects. A com par a tive study
among chil dren of three dif fer ent coun tries found that the
gen der prom i nence and dichotomization were or di nal ac -
cord ing to the gen der dif fer en ti a tion within the lan guage,

584 Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sexuality



He brew-speak ing chil dren hav ing the high est gen der aware -
ness. Thus, Jew ish chil dren learn with their first ab strac tions
how im por tant it is to iden tify the gen der of each ob ject/en -
tity and to look for the characteristics that distinguish one
gender from the other.

The Power of Religious Values in a Secular Society
The Ju daic na ture of the so ci ety is dem on strated by the

role that even sec u lar peo ple as cribe to Ju da ism in the life of 
Is rael. While most Jews are nonobservant in terms of Jew -
ish or tho doxy, many of them de fine them selves as tra di -
tional. De bates on the re la tions be tween state and re li gion
are a con stant is sue in Is raeli pol i tics and pub li c life. Is sues,
like the def i ni tion of the Jew in the law of re turn ing, the
open ing of pub li c places, or the op er a tion of pub li c trans -
por ta tion on Shabbat (Sat ur day), sup port for re li gious ed u -
ca tional sys tems, and the ex emp tion of women and men
study ing in re li gious seminaries from army service, are
argued regularly.

In many such de bates, many sec u lar peo ple de fer to re li -
gious de mands, not as a sur ren der to their power pol i tics,
but be cause they view Ju da ism as hav ing a spe cial role in
the life of the state. One of the ba sic ten ets of Ju da ism is that
it is a na tional re li gion with a role in both pub li c and pri vate
life, with a unique his tor i cal role in pre serv ing the Jews as a
co he sive peo ple. Some times, there is a feel ing that in re lat -
ing to re li gious de mands in pub li c life, sec u lar peo ple place
them selves in an in fe rior po si tion. This closely re lates to
this topic be cause mar i tal and gen der is sues are an im por -
tant part of the dis course and the complex relationship
between state and religion.

The Political Power of Religious Parties
The in flu ence of Ju da ism on fam ily, gen der, and sex ual

is sues is ex erted not only through the sub tler cul tural and in -
di rect sociocultural forces, but also through the po lit i cal,
so cial, and eco nomic power of the re li gious mi nor ity of the
pop u la tion. While the po lit i cal plat forms of the re li gious
par ties are var ied, they are united in their de ter mi na tion to
pre serve the power and life style of Jew ish or tho doxy in the
pub li c life of Is rael. Their po lit i cal le ver age is far greater
than their ac tual elec toral power. While the left- and right-
wing par ties al ter nated as dom i nant po lit i cal pow ers and
formers of gov ern ments, re li gious el e ments have held the
bal ance of power in all coalition governments because of a
proportional electoral system.

In re turn for sup port on is sues of de fense, for eign af fairs, 
and the econ omy, the sec u lar par ties give in to the de mands
of the re li gious par ties on is sues of sec ond ary im por tance to 
them in many so cial ar eas, in clud ing those re lat ing to fam -
ily, sex, and gen der. Thus, the ju di cial sys tem that de ter -
mines fam ily mat ters is re li gious, al though some as pects
can be dealt with also in civ i l court. The re li gious in flu ence
is ob vi ous in the re form of laws re gard ing abor tion, homo -
sexuality, and censorship of pornography.

The com bi na tion of re li gious Halachic can ons with a
pub li c that is largely sec u lar cre ates a con flicted sit u a tion.
The rea son for this con flict lies in sev eral re li gious laws that 
im pose great hard ship on men and women, es pe cially on
those who do not ad here to the re li gious life style. These in -
clude the law that for bids men who are de scen dants of the
priest hood fam i lies of the tem ple from mar ry ing a divorcée
or a widow; a law for bid ding an adul ter ous woman from
mar ry ing her part ner in sin, even af ter she is granted a di -
vorce from the husband; and similar laws.

These sit u a tions cause hard ship also for re li gious peo -
ple, but they suf fer them be cause they ad here to the ba sic re -
li gious ten ets. For the sec u lar ma jor ity who en coun ter them, 

they are an im po si tion. This is one of the rea sons for the
strong ten sions be tween the re li gious and the sec u lar sec -
tors, but the fear of schism is so in tense that most peo ple will 
look for com pro mise so lu tions instead of cultural war.

Nev er the less, while the sec u lar and the re li gious par ties
have of fi cially agreed to a to ken truce—the pres er va tion of
an ill-de fined sta tus quo—in re al ity, there is a con stant po lit i -
cal war fought in sep a rate skir mishes on dif fer ent fronts: in
Par lia ment, the courts of law (es pe cially the Su preme Court
of Jus tice), lo cal gov ern ments, and eco nomic pres sures.
While many sec u lar peo ple feel that re li gion is gain ing
ground in pub li c life, most of the re li gious sec tor feels on the
de fen sive within the paradox of a secular Jewish state.

B. Source and Character of Ethnic Values
An Immigrant Society with Unifying Forces

Is rael is an im mi grant so ci ety with a com mon his tor i cal
back ground and a melt ing-pot ethos act ing as co he sive
forces. The ab sorp tion of re peat ing masses of im mi grants
since the early 1950s has had a con sid er able im pact on sex -
ual be hav ior, sex ual health, and pub li c in volve ment in sex -
ual is sues. In 1990 and 1991, 400,000 peo ple, 10% of the to -
tal Jew ish pop u la tion of Is rael, im mi grated from the for mer
So viet Un ion. Is sues of in creased rates of in duced abor -
tions, rel a tively low num bers of chil dren, one-par ent fam i -
lies, an al leged com bi na tion of al co hol con sump tion and
sex, and a seemingly instrumental view of intercourse,
quickly sur faced.

Also in 1991, 15,000 Jews im mi grated from Ethi o pia
over one week end, con front ing Is rael with is sues of tra di -
tional med i cal prac tices, rit ual iso la tion of men stru at ing
women, and in creased in ci dence of in fec tious dis eases,
 including STDs and AIDS.

Un like other so ci et ies where im mi gra tion leads mainly
to so cial frag men ta tion, in di ca tions sug gest that so cial co -
he sive ness forces within Is raeli so ci ety also act in the op po -
site di rec tion: as in te grat ing agents even within the span of
one gen er a tion (see be low in mar riage and fer til ity pat -
terns). The melt ing-pot ide ol ogy is not just a whim. There
are some strong ba sic and struc tural needs that con trib uted
to its de vel op ment: a be lief in the con ti nu ity and unity of the 
Jew ish peo ple; a sense of threat of ei ther po lit i cal or phys i -
cal an ni hi la tion or both; and, a sense of re vival and mod ern -
iza tion of an old cul ture that was sup pressed or dor mant by
ex ter nal con di tions. Al though many peo ple per ceive the
melt ing-pot so ci ety not as a dom i na tion of one group over
oth ers, but as a con tin u ous pro cess of the evolve ment in a
new cul ture, oth ers es pouse a more plu ral is tic approach,
advocating the preservation and even the development of
ethnic characteristics.

In re al ity, one can see that many fac tors re lat ing to
dyadic re la tions and sex ual be hav ior, fer til ity and fer til ity
reg u la tion, and other char ac ter is tics change in a rel a tively
short time, and dif fer ent stud ies show the emer gence of
common phenomena.

Israel’s Political Situation
Is rael’s po lit i cal sit u a tion has a strong im pact on sex u al -

ity and sex ual is sues. This small coun try, with a to tal pop u la -
tion less than that of New York City, has been sur rounded by
en emy states and hos tile pop u la tions since its found ing. Un -
til the 1979 treaty with Egypt, there was no land bor der that
an Is raeli Jew could le gally cross. Even in mid-1994 when
on go ing po lit i cal pro cesses set the stage for re duc ing the
siege, Is rael re quired a mil i tary serv ice for all cit i zens that in -
flu enced sex ual and related issues beyond that requirement.

Siege feel ings and the need to keep na tional unity make
many peo ple ac cept com pro mises in striv ing for change, or
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at least lower the tone. This of ten changes the per spec tives
about pri or i ties and leads to per sonal in ner con flict be tween 
per sonal as pi ra tions and in ter nal ized collective ones.

The in flu ence of wars and phys i cal dan ger on the sex ual
be hav ior of peo ple, their mar riages, and their fer til ity pat -
terns are un der stud ied. It is pro posed here that, in crit i cally
dan ger ous sit u a tions, sex—which is  biopsy chosocially still
con nected to re pro duc tion—may serv e as a means to sym -
bol i cally ne gate per sonal death. Such a hy poth e sis was used 
in at tempts to ex plain di verse phe nom ena, like the fre -
quently dis cussed in crease in re pro duc tion fol low ing mil i -
tary en gage ment, and the di ver gence from nor ma tive sex -
ual behavior during times of active warfare.

Re cent anal y sis dem on strates that the first phe nom e non
is only a ru mor based on im pres sions and does not ex ist in
re al ity. As ap peal ing as the sym bolic ex pla na tion is, the
anecdotally re ported de par ture from nor ma tive be hav ior
dur ing times of peace could al ter na tively be ex plained by
feel ings of dis in te gra tion dur ing wars and ir rel e vance of so -
cial norms in those times. How ever, if this ex pla na tion were 
true, one would also ex pect wide spread oc cur rence of phe -
nom ena like rape of the con quered pop u la tion, which did
not ma te ri al ize in the wars in which Is rael con quered land
and assumed rule over large Arab populations.

Military Service
Sev eral char ac ter is tics of the gen eral mil i tary serv ice,

which is dic tated by the po lit i cal re al i ties, can af fect, di -
rectly or in di rectly, the na ture of Is raeli sex ual con structs.
The role of the Is rael De fense Forces (IDF), both as an in sti -
tu tion and as a life event for Is raeli youth and adults, is
larger than in other West ern so ci et ies. Most peo ple would
view it as es sen tial to both their phys i cal and na tional ex ist -
ence. It is an ex is ten tial event in the life of most Is ra el ites,
and most fam i lies are im me di ate ly involved with its reali -
ties and dangers.

1. Gen der Roles and the Sta tus of Women. Mil i tary serv ice
in Is rael is gen eral and com pul sory for both men and
women at the age of 18. Ex emp tions are granted for phys i -
cal and men tal health rea sons, low ed u ca tional level, crim i -
nal re cord, and re li gious rea sons, but rarely for con sci en -
tious ob jec tions. How ever, men serv e for three years and
con tinue to serv e in the re serves for 25 to 80 days an nu ally
un til they are 50 years old. Women serv e for ap prox i mately
two years and are re tired from re serve serv ice when they
bear their first child. This, in it self, is both a re flec tion and
an enhancer of the more tra di tional role still as cribed to
women in Is rael (dis cussed in greater de tail be low). Other
char ac ter is tics of the mil i tary service tend to accentuate the
traditional gender roles.

De spite com pul sory serv ice, there is a strong el e ment of
vol un teer ing in the army, as youth com pete, some times
fiercely, for serv ice in elite units or pres ti gious tasks. This
en tails ad di tional phys i cal and men tal hard ship dur ing
com pul sory serv ice and, in many cases, an ob li ga tion to
serv e as many as six ad di tional years. There is a strong el e -
ment of ma cho psy chol ogy in volved here, with both male
sta tus and pref er ence by the young women at stake.

Women do not serv e in com bat, and their choice of pro -
fes sions is not only smaller, but also lim ited to the less pres -
ti gious tasks within the army. Be ing out of com bat serv ice
also blocks them from ad vanc ing in the army to the higher
lev els of gen eral staff commands.

As the IDF re tires its gen er als at be tween the ages of 45
and 53, ex em plary serv ice in the army and a top-ech e lon po -
si tion is one of the step ping stones to the higher lev els of
civ i l serv ice, busi ness, and po lit i cal ca reers. This av e nue
for ad vance ment is closed to women.

The hard ships of serv ice, es pe cially in com bat units,
pro mote strong male ca ma ra de rie and in di vid ual friend -
ships; an nual serv ice in the re serves to age 45 to 50 tends to
re in force them. These al most-ex clu sively male in ter ac tions 
can be trans ferred to ci vil ian life in the form of en hanced
networking and alliances.

It seems that the re al i ties of the mil i tary can fos ter tra di -
tional gen der roles in the minds of both men and women,
and also in flu ence their so cial po si tions. Other is sues dis -
cussed be low point in the same directions.

2. So cial Mo bi li za tion and Meet ing Ground. So ci ol o gists
have noted the IDF’s role as a uni fy ing fac tor and as con trib -
ut ing to the rel a tive high mo bi li za tion within the Israeli
society.

The IDF is in volved in ab sorb ing im mi grants and in ed u -
ca tional pro jects for women and men who oth er wise would
be un fit to serv e. It also serves as a com mon meet ing ground 
for peo ple from dif fer ent eth nic groups, al low ing them to
mix so cially, and in many cases sex u ally. Many mar riages
can be traced to re la tion ships formed in the army.

All IDF of fi cers start as rank and file. There is a strong
em pha sis on ad vance ment based on merit and achieve ment, 
and ex cel lence is mea sured by a com bi na tion of men tal,
phys i cal, and so cial char ac ter is tics. A mer i to ri ous serv ice
re cord is viewed as a strong char ac ter ref er ence; in ci vil ian
life, young men from less-priv i leged strata have another
chance for mobility.

3. Rite of Pas sage or Mor a to rium? It is hard to ap pre ci ate the 
in flu ence of the IDF on sex ual and fam ily is sues if one does
not un der stand the role it plays in the gen eral in di vid ual
psychosocial de vel op ment of Is raeli youth, and its cen tral ity 
in the life of many in di vid u als. Most Is raeli youth leave di -
rect pa ren tal con trol to go into the army. This is only one fac -
tor that ties army serv ice strongly to sexarche, choice of
mates, and other sex ual is sues (see Sec tion 5C, In ter per son al 
Hetero sex u al Be hav iors, Young Adults). De vel op men tally,
IDF serv ice has some def i nite el e ments of a rite of pas sage—
the phys i cal and men tal tests, the de mand for ini tia tive and
re source ful ness judged by peers and vet er ans, the for ma tion
of group co he sion and so cial re spon si bil ity, the abil ity to
deal with moral di lem mas in extreme conditions—and these
 serve to separate childhood from adulthood.

While not dis put ing the rite-of-pas sage el e ments in IDF
serv ice, or its pos i tive ef fects, it was re cently sug gested
that, at the same time, the na ture of IDF serv ice may also
cause a long mor a to rium on the tasks of real life, and can
even be viewed as caus ing some el e ments of in fan tile re -
gres sion. These may have ef fects on dyadic re la tion ships
and gen der roles within them (see below).

4. In ter nal Con flicts, Trauma, and Vi o lence. A pos si ble
neg a tive as pect of the mil i tary serv ice that may have a
bear ing on sex u al ity and fam ily life in volves the na ture of
mil i tary en gage ment in the ci vil ian up ris ing in the dis puted
oc cu pied ter ri to ries dur ing the last six years. This forced
the sol diers to con front ci vil ians, rather than en emy sol -
diers, in a man ner pre vi ously not ex pe ri enced. These high-
risk con fron ta tions with ci vil ians tend to cre ate strong in -
ner and nor ma tive con flicts. Those who raised the is sue hy -
poth e sized long-last ing ef fects, among them prone ness to
vi o lence (in clud ing do mes tic vi o lence) and posttraumatic
stress dis or ders. Claims had been made that, in such dis cus -
sions, it is dif fi cult to distinguish between political stands
and professional opinions.

The pos si ble con tri bu tion of these is sues on the ac tual
shap ing of sex ual and dyadic con structs will be dis cussed in 
sev eral instances.Israel: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality
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3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A. Government Policies and Sex 
Education Programs

The ed u ca tional sys tem in Is rael is di vided be tween the
gen eral ed u ca tional sys tem and re li gious ones. This ne ces -
si tates sep a rate dis cus sion of the sit u a tion in the dif fer ent
sec tors. Most of this dis cus sion will be de voted to the
secular educational sector.

The Early Years (1930s and 1940s)
Early at tempts at sex ed u ca tion, in the late 1930s and

early 1940s, were based on lo cal ini tia tives. Al though com -
ing from two dif fer ent di rec tions, they con verged around the 
dom i nant psychoeducational ide ol ogy of that pe ri od—
Freud ian psychoanalytical thought. The the o ret i cal con -
cepts, which had lit tle di rect field ap pli ca tion, were largely
that of men tal health hy giene of a “pre ven tive” na ture, and
were con cen trated around the Psychoanalytical In sti tute of
Je ru sa lem and the Pub li c Health Ser vices of a vol un tary
health service of the Jewish community (Hadassah).

At the same time, at tempts were made to de velop sex ed -
u ca tion pro grams at the ed u ca tional in sti tu tions of the left-
wing kib butz move ment “Hashomer Hatzair.” The at mos -
phere in these in sti tu tions was highly ex per i men tal, and the
is sues of sex, sex u al ity, gen der equal ity, and the con trol of
in di vid ual urges and wishes—not only sex ual ones—as part 
of so cial iz ing ethos, were cen tral to the life of the move -
ment at that time. For ex am ple, not only was the sys tem
coeducational, but boys and girls slept to gether in the same
room, four to a room, un til age 18, and bathed to gether un til
age 12 to 14. Con trary to the ex pected, this was a so ci ety
with highly pu ri tan val ues, at least when it came to youth,
and the key con cept of sex ed u ca tion and youth sex u al ity
was bor rowed from psychoanalytical lit er a ture—sub li ma -
tion. There was high so cial con trol over be hav ior: pu rity
and self-con trol were ex pected, not only in the area of sex u -
al ity, but also in ar eas like smok ing and drink ing. It is in ter -
est ing to note that these two be hav iors are clus tered with
pre co cious initiation of intercourse as “problem behaviors”
in the modern research literature.

The 1960s
A re vival of in ter est in sex ed u ca tion came in the early

and mid-1960s, when sev eral sex-ed u ca tion “guide books”
were pub lished by con cerned pro fes sion als. These were not 
as yet part of an or ga nized sex-ed u ca tion drive, but their al -
most si mul ta neous pub li ca tion is sig nif i cant, as was the
foun da tion of the Is raeli Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a tion in
1966. It seems that the main con cerns dur ing that pe ri od
were the ap par ent in crease of sex ual be hav ior among youth
and the al leged con tri bu tion of large fam i lies to low so cio -
eco nomic sta tus (SES) pros pects and crime among young
immigrants from Middle Eastern countries.

The 1970s and 1980s
The big or ga ni za tional change hap pened in the early

1970s. Dom i nant among the in cen tives was the in crease in
the in ci dence of sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases (STDs) among 
youth, fol low ing a wave of youth tour ism to Is rael af ter the
1967 war. This also co in cided with some changes in the gen -
eral ethos of the coun try from com mu nal to in di vid ual,
which may be at trib uted to fil tra tion of the youth move ments
of the 1960s in Eu rope and North Amer ica, and with a rel a -
tive eco nomic boom following four years of recession.

A na tional study about sex ual knowl edge, at ti tudes, and
prac tices was man dated and car ried out in the early 1970s.
The out come of the de lib er a tions of a multisectorial com -

mit tee was an out line for a com pre hen sive gen eral cur ric u -
lum ar ranged chro no log i cally by con tent ar eas and skill
for ma tion, and the for ma tion of a Unit of Fam ily Life and
Sex Ed u ca tion at the Ministry of Education.

The orig i nal con cep tual frame work for this ex per i men -
tal unit was a mix ture of pre ven tive health (im ply ing a high
po ten tial for ad verse ef fects of sex ual be hav ior), a de vel op -
men tal out look, and nor ma tive bound aries. Its man date was 
very wide and flex i ble and in cluded the de vel op ment of ed -
u ca tional pro grams, the train ing of sex ed u ca tors, and the
im ple men ta tion of non-man da tory sex education within the
school system.

Two par al lel units were formed, one to deal with the is -
sues within the na tional-re li gious sec tor (which dropped the 
sex ed u ca tion out of its name) and the other one to deal with
the same is sue within the gen eral (sec u lar) na tional ed u ca -
tional system.

The Na tional (Sec u lar) Sex Ed u ca tion Ap proach. The ef -
forts con cern ing sex ed u ca tion in the sec u lar (gen eral) sys -
tem de vel oped in three main par al lel di rec tions: 1. the de -
vel op ment of pro grams and ed u ca tional ma te ri als for dif -
ferent con tent ar eas, ages, and skills; 2. train ing sex ed u ca -
tors/fa cil i ta tors; and 3. cre at ing the in fra struc ture for the
im ple men ta tion of the pro grams within schools. The de vel -
op ment of the pro grams and the train ing of sex ed u ca tors
was in flu enced by the hu man is tic ap proach to sex ed u ca -
tion of the Sex u al ity In for ma tion and Ed u ca tion Coun cil of
the United States (SIECUS), the Amer i can As so ci a tion of
Sex Ed u ca tors, Coun sel ors, and Ther a pists (AASECT),
and So ci ety for the Sci en tific Study of Sex u al ity (SSSS).
Pro fes sion als from the United States of Amer ica, most no -
ta bly Lester Kirkendall and Sol Gordon, helped with the
first training courses and development programs in the late
1970s and early 1980s.

In 1978, the cur ric u lum for fam ily life and sex ed u ca tion 
was for mally adopted and the unit ceased to be an ex per i -
men tal one. Af ter sev eral years of in de pend ent (pre car i ous)
ex ist ence, it was adopted ad min is tra tively into the Psy cho-
Ed u ca tional Ser vices of the Min is try of Ed u ca tion. The in -
fra struc ture for sup port ing im ple men ta tion of sex ed u ca tion 
now in cludes sev eral re gional trainers, with whom teachers
can consult.

The ap pear ance of AIDS on the Is raeli scene in the mid-
1980s was a mixed bless ing for sex ed u ca tion. The rise in
pub li c in ter est in sex ual be hav ior, the per cep tion of youth as 
an at-risk group, and the feel ing of in ad e quacy con cern ing
sex ed u ca tion among many par ents, acted to gether with
other fac tors in 1989 to man date sex ed u ca tion at least three
times within the for mal ed u ca tion span. In each stage, el e -
men tary, mid dle, and high school, pu pils are to be given 16
hours of sex ed u ca tion. Un for tu nately, this man date was not 
ac com pa nied by the nec es sary bud get ary or time al lot ment
for this pur pose, so that its im ple men ta tion still de pends on
lo cal ar range ments, the pri or i ties of prin ci pals, and the
difficulties of the staff in dealing with the subject.

On the other hand, the pub li c in ter est in sex ed u ca tion
took a swing from the de vel op men tal-hu man is tic ap proach
back to the pre ven tive-med i cal ones. Also, par ties less in ter -
ested in ed u ca tion jumped on the band wagon and at tempted
to lead cam paigns by play ing on the fears of the public.

The Na tional-Re li gious Sec tor Ap proach (Ex clud ing the Ul -
tra-Or tho dox Ap proach). This ed u ca tional sys tem fo cuses
on a mor al is tic ap proach and nor ma tive be hav ior within the
bound aries of the re li gious frame work. An in te gral part of
this frame work is the dichotomization be tween pub li c and
pri vate be hav ior. While the Jew ish prac tice al lows for the
fal li bil ity of the in di vid ual and mit i gat ing cir cum stances, it
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strongly for bids the a pri ori con sid er ation or dis cus sion of al -
ter na tive be hav iors. Thus, an ed u ca tional dis cus sion of the
forces lead ing to pre mar i tal sex ual be hav ior, de ci sion mak -
ing, and al ter na tives within such sit u a tions can be done only
within a judg men tal right-wrong framework in which absti -
nence is viewed as the only appropriate alternative.

Sev eral re li gious ed u ca tors have been dis sat is fied with
this ap proach and ex pressed their dis plea sure by par tic i pat -
ing in train ing courses for sex ed u ca tors in the sec u lar sec -
tor, con trary to ad min is tra tive di rec tives. They ex plain this
by their wish to re spond to the press ing needs of their pu pils
be yond the for mal and nor ma tive guide lines and by a per -
sonal need for developing in this area.

Ul tra-Or tho dox Ed u ca tional Sys tems. There is only in di -
rect and frag men tary knowl edge about sex ed u ca tion within 
the “In de pend ent Ed u ca tional Sys tem” run by the ul tra-or -
tho dox sec tor, be cause this sys tem is not ac count able to the
ad min is tra tor of the na tional cur ric u lum (see Sec tion 13B,
Na tional, Re li gious, and Eth nic Mi nor i ties, on Ul tra-Or tho -
dox Jews [Haredim]).

B. Informal Sources of Information

Parents as a Source of Information
Find ings of a na tional study of youth sex u al ity from the

1970s, aug mented by some later stud ies us ing con ve nience
sam ples and lim ited pop u la tions stud ies, show that be tween
the ages of 14 through 17: 1. par ents in gen eral were viewed
as a low source of in for ma tion on sex ual is sues; 2. daugh ters
con sulted more than sons with par ents; 3. moth ers are a much 
more com mon in for ma tion source than fa thers; and 4. both
par ents were a very low source of in for ma tion for sons, al -
though sons also con sulted more of ten with their moth ers
than with fa thers. Fi nally, the ten dency to view par ents as a
source of in for ma tion de creased with age—youth in the 10th
and 11th grade were less likely to view their par ents as a
source of in for ma tion than were 8th and 9th grad ers. This
change was big ger for sons than for daugh ters. These re sults
are sup ported by stud ies of unique pop u la tions, such as youth 
from prob lem fam i lies re sid ing in board ing high schools,
kib butz youth, and by youth gen eral health stud ies that in -
cluded sex u al ity com po nents. Even when sim i lar pic tures
are dif fer ent in im por tant de tails, this can be explained by the
unique conditions of the studied populations.

A pos si ble ex pla na tion for the find ings that girls in ter act
more than boys with their par ents, es pe cially their moth ers,
on sex ual is sues, can be that the in ter ac tions are not ini ti ated 
by the girls but by the moth ers, who are both more con -
cerned with the ex pres sion of fe male sex u al ity and more
com fort able in ap proach ing their daughters.

This find ing that daugh ters con sult par ents more than
sons con flicts with the find ings that their ob jec tive knowl -
edge is lower when com pared to male youth. An ex pla na -
tion might be that the in ter ac tion of daugh ters with their
moth ers is more on is sues of at ti tudes and con sent than on
in for ma tion, or that the higher am biv a lence of fe male ad o -
les cents about their sex u al ity does not al low them to ben e fit
from the higher amount of interactions with adults.

A re cent study us ing a lim ited con ve nience sam ple found
a dif fer ent pic ture that could be very im por tant, if rep li cated
in a more generalizable form. In a high-mid dle-class se nior
high school sam ple, par ents were the sec ond most im por tant
source of in for ma tion for girls and third for boys.

This may in di cate that ur ban mid dle-class par ents are
now find ing it eas ier to talk with their chil dren about sex.
This may be part of the trend of in creased ac cep tance of ad -
o les cent sex u al ity, or a re duc tion in the dis tance be tween
par ents and their ad o les cent offspring.

There is a ques tion whether par ents are an ap pro pri ate
source of sex ual knowl edge for youth be cause of their emo -
tional in volve ment and their het er o ge ne ity in re gard to re li -
able in for ma tion. Pop u lar sen ti ments, based on the gen eral
as sump tion that pa ren tal in volve ment in ed u ca tion is de -
sired, re gard as prob lem atic the find ings that par ents are a
low per ceived source of in for ma tion. At tempts are be ing
made to change this sit u a tion by in ter ven tions di rected to -
ward both youth and their par ents. How ever, the ef fort to in -
crease pa ren tal in volve ment may also re flect adult am biv a -
lence over youth sexuality and the desire to control it.

Even if one ac cepts the be lief that in creased pa ren tal
in volve ment is de sir able, these find ings are in suf fi cient
grounds for de sign ing in ter ven tions; many stud ies need to
be de lib er ately tar geted at more-de fined spe cific sub -
groups be fore in ter ven tion pro grams are de signed. It may
be worth in vest ing in pro grams to help par ents to in crease
their role as a re source for their chil dren and to help fa thers 
talk with and be more avail able to their sons, only if the re -
cent find ings from the ur ban mid dle class are con firmed
and the explanatory assumptions hold.

The find ings from the board ing schools may in di cate
that in dys func tional fam i lies, a pa ren tal sub sti tute may be
needed as a re li able source of in for ma tion, es pe cially for
boys whose fa thers are ei ther phys i cally or men tally ab sent
and whose moth ers find it dif fi cult to in ter act with male ad -
o les cents about sexual issues.

Other Sources of Information to Adolescents
Con cern over par ents’ be ing a low re source is height -

ened when other sources of in for ma tion are viewed. Peers
and older ad o les cents are found to be the main source of in -
for ma tion for both male and fe male ad o les cents. This may
in crease pa ren tal and adult per cep tion of loss of con trol, as
these are po ten tial sex ual part ners. In ad di tion, the re li abil -
ity of this in for ma tion re source is ques tion able be cause of
the lim ited knowl edge among older ad o les cents and be -
cause it is bi ased by the agenda of the resource persons.

While in for ma tion from peers is in many cases un re li -
able or in com plete, its lan guage and tone are ac cept able to
ad o les cents and young adults. It may, there fore, be ben e fi -
cial to in vest more ef forts into de vel op ing sys tems of peer
ed u ca tion and peer training.

An im por tant in for ma tion source is the writ ten and elec -
tronic me dia. Un for tu nately, much of the ma te rial di rected
to ad o les cents is sen sa tion al is tic, com mer cial in na ture,
and/or ca ters to the low est com mon de nom i na tor. Thus,
ques tion-and-an swer sec tions in youth mag a zines rarely
deal with am bi gu ities and some ques tions that have no an -
swers that are definite or generalizable.

An other source of con cern is the fact that more chil dren
and youth re port ex po sure to por no graphic vid eos, es pe -
cially among males, but also fe males, a re sult of ca ble tele -
vi sion net works and the pop u lar iza tion of video. (Por nog ra -
phy is dis cussed in Sec tion 8C, Sig nif i cant Un con ven tional
Sexual Behaviors.)

Extent and Reliability of Sexual Knowledge
Al though knowl edge is in suf fi cient to as sure healthy or 

re spon si ble sex ual be hav ior, it is es sen tial for their at tain -
ment. Knowl edge is also es sen tial dur ing pu berty and ad o -
les cence to help pre vent ad verse se quels of sex ual be hav -
ior, like un wanted preg nan cies and sex u ally transmitted
diseases.

It should be noted that, un for tu nately, some of the stud ies
men tioned above used what is con sid ered un sat is fac tory
mea sures of knowl edge, i.e., sub jec tive per cep tion of knowl -
edge rather than mea sur able ob jec tive ones. Stud ies by
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Ronny A. Shtarkshall in con ve nience sam ples have shown a
marked dis crep ancy be tween ob jec tive knowl edge and the
sub jec tive per cep tion of knowl edge about con tra cep tion; for
ex am ple, the fact that 90% of ad o les cents in a large study re -
ported fa mil iar ity with at least one con tra cep tive did not
mean that they really had the knowledge they needed to use it.

When ob jec tive mea sures of knowl edge were used, a
low level of knowl edge was found among high school stu -
dents, many of whom were ei ther sex u ally ac tive or on the
verge of ini ti at ing in ter course. Gen er ally, male ad o les cents
dem on strated higher ob jec tive knowl edge. Fe male ad o les -
cents had higher score on signs of preg nancy and abor tions,
pos si bly be cause of the per sonal con cern with an unex -
pected pregnancy.

It is un clear why fe males who re ported more in ter ac -
tions with adults dem on strate lower knowl edge. As was
hy poth e sized ear lier, this could be be cause their con tacts
are on is sues of con duct, but also be cause they and the
adults are more am biv a lent about fe male sex u al ity and
sex ual be hav ior dur ing ad o les cence. This hy poth e sis is
sup ported by lim ited find ings from a high-mid dle-class
study that showed that pos i tive feel ings about sex were
pos i tively as so ci ated with higher objective knowledge.

Sexual Knowledge among Professional Students
A study eval u at ing knowl edge of pro fes sional stu dents in

med i cine, so cial work, and law at the He brew Uni ver sity in
their first and fi nal years re vealed rather alarm ing find ings.
First, med i cal school ed u ca tion had al most no ef fect on the
knowl edge of med i cal stu dents; only one of five con tent ar -
eas, the bio med i cal, showed a pos i tive ef fect. Sec ond, the
level of knowl edge was rather low, es pe cially con sid er ing
the pro fes sional needs of phy si cians and so cial work ers.
Third, sex ual ex pe ri ence was in marked and sig nif i cant as so -
ci a tion with sub jec tive per cep tion of knowl edge. Fourth,
there were weak and in con sis tent as so ci a tions be tween sex -
ual ex pe ri ence dur ing ad o les cence and ob jec tive knowl edge. 
The com bi na tion of the two find ings is alarm ing. Since it is
as sumed that aware ness of lack of knowl edge is better than
per ceived knowl edge that is er ro ne ous, the find ing that med -
i cal stu dents are largely aware of their lack of knowl edge was 
viewed as a mit i gat ing sign. Fi nally, even at this stage, age
was pos i tively as so ci ated with both in creased knowl edge
and a more ad e quate per cep tion of knowl edge. Ex trap o lat ing 
for a youn ger age, this find ing sup ports the hypothesis that
older adolescents are more ready, both cognitively and men -
tally, to enter into the sexual arena.

Sev eral stud ies by Shtarkshall eval u ated the lack of
knowl edge apart from mis taken knowl edge, as sum ing that 
peo ple who are aware of their ig no rance are in a better sit u -
a tion than those who do not know, but mis tak enly think
that they do. The find ing that pro fes sional stu dents were
largely aware of their lack of knowl edge was viewed as a
positive sign.Israel: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
There are no known sources that doc u ment auto eroti c be -

hav ior pat terns in the gen eral pop u la tion in a quan ti ta tive
way. Even a pub li ca tion of a re cent gen eral pop u la tion sur -
vey on sex ual func tion and dys func tion does not fill this gap.

Sex ual his tory in ter views with a large bi ased sam ple of
help-seek ing in di vid u als and cou ples show the fol low ing
pat terns. Among the non re li gious, more men than women
re port mas tur bat ing ei ther prior to sexarche or af ter it. Also,
more men than women re port di rect man ual stim u la tion,
while fewer re port in di rect stim u la tion, like rub bing the
thighs, or thrust ing and rub bing against ob jects. These
meth ods are more fa vored by women. There is a ques tion

whether this is a dif fer ence in prac tice or a re port ing bias,
but this ques tion can not be re solved on the ba sis of these re -
ports in them selves. Among the or tho dox, and cer tainly
among the ul tra or tho dox, the is sue of re port ing bias is more 
pro nounced, as male mas tur ba tion is a se ri ous sin, while fe -
male masturbation is only frowned upon and considered un -
healthy.

There are many lay be liefs con cern ing mas tur ba tion that
are ex pressed mainly by ad o les cents and youth, ei ther as
ques tions or com ments within sex ed u ca tion ses sions. These
are mainly lay be liefs con cern ing gen eral or re pro duc tive
health, and also the abil ity to iden tify a mas tur bat ing per son.
For men, the be liefs in clude de ple tion of the se men, blind -
ness or short sight ed ness, hirsutism on the palms, and an
asym met ri cal (bent) erec t pe nis. Among women, there are
ad mo ni tions about weak sight and about giv ing birth to re -
tarded children as a consequence of masturbation.Israel: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A/B. Children and Adolescents
Pubertal Rites of Passage

See re marks on IDF serv ice as a kind of rite of pas sage
for ad o les cents un der Sec tion 2B, Re li gious, Eth nic, and
Gen der Fac tors Af fect ing Sex u al ity, Source and Char ac ter
of Ethnic Values.

General Lack of Data
At tempts to elu ci date the pat terns of sex u al ity, sex ual be -

hav ior, dyadic re la tion ships, and other sex ual is sues con -
cern ing ad o les cents and youth are ham pered by socio poli ti -
cal re straints. The last study of sex ual knowl edge, at ti tudes,
and prac tices in a na tional sam ple of youth was done in
1970. In 1991, a pro posed study of ad o les cent sex u al ity was
ap proved by a re view sys tem and then ve toed on ed u ca tional 
and moral grounds by the Di rec tor Gen eral of the Min is try
of Ed u ca tion and Cul ture, a po lit i cal ap point ment of a re li -
gious min is ter. Even af ter the change of gov ern ment at the
end of 1992, a lengthy and tor tu ous ne go ti a tion pro cess
about the same study ended abruptly when the psy cho log i -
cal ser vices of the Min is try of Ed u ca tion “changed its
research priorities” and excluded the survey from them.

Most of the avail able quan ti ta tive in for ma tion is on sec -
u lar youth with lit tle on those who de fine them selves as tra -
di tional. All in for ma tion about re li gious youth re ported
here is an ec dotal, al though it rep re sents the cu mu la tive
shared ex pe ri ences of a net work of re search ers, counselors,
and educators.

Puberty, Adolescence, and Psychosocial
Development

Very lit tle re search has been done on pu ber tal stages. All 
stud ies have used con ve nience sam ples of Jew ish girls. The
nor mal range for the on set of breast de vel op ment in 1977
was from 8.22 to 12.38 years and the nor mal (cor rected) age 
for pu bic hair de vel op ment 8.58 to 12.58 years. The nor mal
range for reach ing men ar che is 11.09 to 15.49 years.

Sev eral in ter est ing ef fects as so ci at ing pu ber tal stages
and so cial class or eth nic or i gin have been ob served. Girls
from low so cio eco nomic class as de fined by their fa thers’
oc cu pa tions, whose moth ers were poorly ed u cated and who 
came from large fam i lies, reach the stages of pu berty later
than other girls. All three vari ables are highly and sig nif i -
cantly as so ci ated with each other and with Mid dle East ern/
North Af ri can or i gin. Sam ple sizes did not al low a dis tinc -
tion be tween the con tri bu tion of eth nic or i gin (ge netic) and
social conditions (nurture) to this phenomenon.

It is pos si ble that a sec u lar trend is pres ent, since a com -
par i son of men ar che in sep a rate stud ies of sim i lar pop u la -
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tions have shown a drop of al most five months in mean age
from 13.75 in the mid 1960s to 13.29 in the late 1970s. (This
is not sig nif i cant be cause of a large stand ard er ror in the more 
re cent study.) Dur ing this pe ri od, there was a large in crease
in both the gen eral stand ard of living and ethnic mixing.

The im por tance of in di vid ual and group dif fer ences in
pu ber tal de vel op ment in re la tion to psychosocial sex ual de -
vel op ment is well rec og nized but very dif fi cult to study.
Based on ob ser va tions and an ec dotal in for ma tion, a hy -
poth e sis can be ad vanced that among Is raeli fe male ad o les -
cents, there is an in verted J-curve re la tion ship be tween age
at pu berty and the time gap be tween the on set of pu berty
and the first sex ual in ter course, or sexarche, i.e., girls who
de velop ear lier and later than their peers may go faster
through a scale of the stages of sex ual be hav iors. (In for ma -
tion about male ad o les cents is insufficient even for devel -
opment of a hypothesis.)

As for so cial-class dif fer ences in pu berty show ing that
girls of low so cio eco nomic class reach pu ber tal stages and
men ar che at a later age, this may put some stress ful pres sure
on them to act out sex u ally, es pe cially in in te grated schools,
be cause the in flu ence on psychosocial sex ual de vel op ment is 
ex erted not through the ab stract na tional norm, but through
in ter ac tions with the sig nif i cant peers. An other pres sure on
ad o les cents of low so cio eco nomic classes in schools, and es -
pe cially in in te grated ones, is the need to ex cel. There is
enough in for ma tion to sug gest that low achieve ment, in
com par i son with a sig nif i cant ref er ence group, is associated
with precocious sexual activity.

[Ongoing Research on Adolescents
[Up date 2001: Sev eral stud ies are cur rently in prog ress

on the sex ual be hav ior of ad o les cents and young adults. An -
other round of the Health Be hav ior in School Aged Chil dren
(HBSC), a study co or di nated by the Eu ro pean Re gion of the
World Health Or ga ni za tion, was sched uled for 2001. This
long study con tains a very brief sec tion on sex ual be hav ior.
The re sults of the pre vious round, con ducted in 1994 and
pub lished in De cem ber 1997 (Harel, Kani & Rahav 1997)
were lim ited to the sec u lar sec tor of the na tional school sys -
tem and fur ther lim ited only to the 10th and 11th grade sec -
tion of the sur vey. Other be hav iors were also stud ied among
6th to 7th grad ers and also in the Na tional Re li gious Sec tor of 
the schools. Ad o les cents in Is rael re port hav ing sex ual re la -
tions to a lesser ex tent than those in the U.S.A., 27.8% and
13.9%, as com pared to 53.5% and 53.1% for Amer i can
males and fe males, re spec tively. The dif fer ence be tween the
gen ders in re port ing in ter course dur ing ad o les cence, on
which we re ported ear lier (in our orig i nal chap ter in the In -
ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity), per sisted even at the
end of the 20th cen tury. Pre lim i nary re sults from other stud -
ies show that this dif fer ence con tin ues to be true to day. The
two other stud ies are an other study in the sec u lar school sec -
tor, which fo cuses on sex ual at ti tudes, norms, and be hav ior,
and a study started in 1995, which looks cross-sec tion ally at
suc ces sive groups of young adults. The lat ter also in cludes
in for ma tion about or tho dox men and women. In the HBSC
study, the re search ers were able to dem on strate that risky be -
hav ior, co itus with more than one part ner ever or in the last
three months, en gag ing in un pro tected co itus, and ex pe ri enc -
ing co itus un der the in flu ence of al co hol or psy cho ac tive
drugs is lim ited to a small sub group of the ad o les cents, which 
may ex plain the pic ture of the spread of HIV/AIDS in Israel.
(End of update by R. A. Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]

Premarital Sexual Activities and Relationships
This dis cus sion of sex ual prac tices among Is raeli youth

fo cuses on two main is sues: pre mar i tal in ter course and the

con text within which it oc curs, and on sexarche or age at
first intercourse.

The is sue of pre mar i tal in ter course dur ing ad o les cence
is more com plex than that of pre mar i tal in ter course in gen -
eral. It in cludes adult at ti tudes to ward ad o les cents’ sex ual
ex pres sion and ad o les cents’ re sponse to it, the in ter ac tion
be tween ad o les cents, peers, and sig nif i cant adults on is sues
of con trol and sep a ra tion. It is very hard to treat these dif fer -
ent is sues sep a rately, and sometimes even to distinguish
between them.

In gen eral, stud ies up to the mid-1980s showed that at ti -
tudes of Is raeli youth con cern ing pre mar i tal in ter course,
self-pleasuring, homo sex u ali ty, and gen der are more con -
ser va tive than those of Eu ro pean and North Amer i can
youth. At ti tudes among ad o les cents to wards pre mar i tal in -
ter course were as so ci ated with sev eral in de pend ent vari -
ables: gen der, age, mo der nity (so cio eco nomic sta tus of the
family of origin), and religiosity.

De gree of agree ment with two ex treme at ti tudes to ward
pre mar i tal in ter course—“In ter course is for bid den be fore
mar riage” and “In ter course is per mit ted if both part ners
want it” (not qual i fied by age, above 18, or by re la tion ship
sta tus, in love or en gaged)—are de tailed in Ta ble 1. In gen -
eral, youn ger ad o les cents are more con ser va tive about pre -
mar i tal in ter course. Both youn ger boys and girls are more
ac cept ing of the for bid ding mes sage than older boys and
girls, while the sit u a tion is re versed for both genders in
relation to the permissive attitude.

The find ings in di cate that, in gen eral, youn ger ad o les -
cents are more con ser va tive about pre mar i tal in ter course. 1. 
As ex pected, ac cep tance of the per mis sive mes sage in -
creases, and that of the re stric tive mes sage de creases, with
age for both gen ders. 2. Com par ing gen ders, one sees that in 
var i ous ad o les cent age groups, more boys than girls ac cept
the per mis sive mes sage and more girls than boys ac cept the
re stric tive one. 3. Both boys and girls are more ac cept ing of
pre mar i tal in ter course if there is an emo tional com mit ment, 
and more so if there is a for mal pub li c one, i.e., en gage ment. 
The com mit ment is much more im por tant to girls than to
boys. 4. The dis crep ancy be tween boys and girls that sup -
ports a be hav ioral dou ble stand ard is more pro nounced
when males and fe males re port their at ti tudes to wards vir -
gin ity at mar riage. Both gen ders ex press more-per mis sive
at ti tudes to ward males’ pre mar i tal in ter course. More than
two thirds of fe males be lieve that girls should be vir gins at
mar riage, while less than half ex pect this of their pro spec -
tive part ners. Among males, 10% be lieved that sex is for -
bid den be fore mar riage, while 43% felt that a woman
should be vir gin at mar riage. 5. There is also a dis crep ancy
be tween at ti tudes and be hav iors: Males are more per mis -
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Table 1

Degree of Agreement in the Attitudes of Adolescents
Toward Premarital Intercourse

Boys Girls

Grades
9-10

Grades 
11-12

Grades 
9-10

Grades 
11-12

Premarital intercourse is
legitimate in
adolescence if both
want it

35.3% 53.3% 14.1% 24.4%

Premarital sex is
forbidden before
marriage

18.1% 10.2% 51.1% 35.2%

Editors’ Note: Percentages are approximations from the original bar
graphs.



sive in their attitudes than their behavior and females are
more permissive in their behavior than their attitudes.

These dif fer ences in pre mar i tal sex at ti tudes are more
pro nounced if one com pares older boys with youn ger girls.
As this is usu ally the pat tern of pair for ma tion, it can be a
source of ten sion and dis con tent in dyadic re la tion ships,
prior to ini ti a tion of in ter course and after initiating it.

Mech a nisms like de nial and ex ter nal iza tion used to cope 
with these dis crep an cies can cause dif fi cul ties on the in di -
vid ual and so cial level, in clud ing co er cive be hav ior and
prob lems in con tra cep tive be hav ior. They can also lead to a
re port ing bias about intercourse.

In the re li gious sec tor, pub li c norms are against any pre -
mar i tal sex ual ex pres sion, not just in ter course. Many struc -
tural and so cial con trols at tempt to en force these norms be -
cause of the com mon be lief that, while ad o les cents have
nat u ral urges, they lack the self con trol of adults—such be -
liefs are also com mon among the more con ser va tive el e -
ments of the sec u lar sec tor. The re sult is some times par a -
dox i cal: The con stant warn ings and con trols make peo ple
more aware of the temp ta tion. The re sults may be dire when
those who trans gress do not pos sess the range of skills that
en able them to pro tect their own needs while do ing so.
Those who trans gress also have very lit tle chance of paren -
tal or even peer social support.

Trends in Sexual Behavior, Premarital 
Intercourse, and Sexarche

Pool ing the re sults of sev eral dif fer ent stud ies, one is
able to con clude that the trend from the 1960s to the 1980s is 
for more youth to en gage in pre mar i tal in ter course, and that
a larger pro por tion of those who do so start at a youn ger age. 
The in crease in the re ported rate for youn ger women from
the 1960s to the 1980s is three- to six fold, the high est in -
crease for both men and women of all ages.

Ta ble 2 shows the trend to ear lier sexarche among ur ban
women in one study. Cau tion is needed in us ing this study,
the only one giv ing data about pre mar i tal in ter course among
ur ban Jew ish women prior to 1965. This study has all the
lim i ta tions of ret ro spec tive stud ies; the time span be tween
the oc cur rence of the events and the re port ing point var ies,
and the re port ing may be in flu enced by a mem ory bias. In ad -
di tion, it was lim ited to mar ried women in their first mar -
riage, and thus it does not rep re sent the whole Jew ish pop u la -
tion. Both nonmarrying and di vorce may be as so ci ated in
more than one way with the timing of first intercourse.

Ta ble 2 also dem on strates an in ter est ing phe nom e non.
All three groups of women show a sharp rise be tween ages
16 to 17 and 18 to 19. Since most Is raeli youth leave home at 
that age to go to the IDF, it seems that this is a crit i cal age for
the ur ban women.

In all stud ies of the ur ban pop u la tion, more than 90% of
the stud ied pop u la tion—sec u lar Jew ish youth at high school, 
at any age more men than women—re ported that they had al -
ready had sex ual in ter course. How ever, the trend from the
1970s to the 1980s shows that the gen der dis crep ancy in de -
creas ing. The ra tio of ur ban men/women re port ing in ter -
course ranged from more than 8:1 for the 10th grade and 3:1
in the 12th grade in the 1970s, to 3-4:1 in the 10th grade and
2-3:1 in the 12th grade in the late 1980s.

In the mid to late 1980s, be tween 12% and 30% of ur ban
fe males and 40% to 55% of males had reached sexarche by
the end of grade 12; 2% to 11% of girls and 20% to 35% of
boys were sex u ally ac tive at the end of grade 10.

The dis crep ancy in pro por tions be tween men and women 
should be a source of con cern. The three most widely used
ex pla na tions in the lit er a ture are: 1. the pres ence of a small
group of young women who en gage in sex with many young
men; 2. The ini ti a tion of young men into in ter course by older
women; and, 3. re port ing bias. As far as is known, the age
gap be tween part ners in most of the re la tion ships among ad o -
les cents and young adults is ei ther very small or in the op po -
site di rec tion, the men be ing older than the women. There are 
no in di ca tions that there is a small group of women who ini ti -
ate many men into sex ual in ter course. Also, the tra di tion of
ini ti a tion through sex-for-profit is rel a tively rare in Is rael. It
is thus prob able that the nor ma tive pres sures re ported above
are act ing on youth of both gen ders to cre ate re port ing bias in
the op po site di rec tion: That is, more boys re port hav ing
reached sexarche than those who ac tu ally do so, with fewer
girls re port ing it than those who do. An ex ten sive ex pe ri ence
with in ter ac tive sex ed u ca tion pro grams deal ing with nor ma -
tive pressures and sexual behavior lend addi tional evidence
to support this explanation.

The Context of Sexarche
In stud ies of the con text within which in ter course is ini -

ti ated dur ing ad o les cence, a high pro por tion of youth re -
ported that in ter course is started within a steady re la tion -
ship. This is more true for fe males (95% of those re port ing
pre mar i tal in ter course in a large-scale study) than for males
(46% in the same study). The same pic ture is ap par ent when 
com par ing the length of re la tion ships: More girls ini ti ate in -
ter course in lon ger re la tion ships. Also, girls who were sex -
u ally ac tive re ported higher fre quency of in ter course than
boys, which would be the case if in ter course is practiced
within a steady relationship.

De spite the gen eral trend of ini ti at ing in ter course within a 
steady re la tion ship, a phe nom e non of ini ti at ing in ter course
with a “sex ob ject” is en coun tered in sig nif i cant num bers.
Youth of both gen ders re port that they chose a per son for the
sole pur pose of los ing their vir gin ity, mainly be cause “it was
time.” Some times, the cho sen per son is a dif fer ent man or
women from the one they are in a cur rent dyadic re la tion ship
with. Some times, this hap pens when they play the role of a
sex u ally ex pe ri enced per son in the be gin ning of a re la tion -
ship and do not find a way out of the role; at other times, they
set out de lib er ately to find a per son “to do it” with. At ten tion
should be paid to this group even if it is small, as they may be
con sid ered an at-risk group. Be cause com mu ni ca tions may
be ham pered by con flict ing agen das and pre tend ing ex pe ri -
ence that is not there, and the com mit ment be tween the sex -
ual part ners may be lower, it can be hypothesized that protec -
tion within this group would also be lower.
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Table 2

Cumulative Percentages of Women Initiating
Intercourse at Different Ages, for Women

Reaching Age 16 at Three Different Periods
(Cumulative Percentages of Those Who

Practiced Intercourse in a Calendar
Year Prior to Their Marriage)

Age at Sexarche
(Years)

The Period at Which the Women
Reached Age 16

1963-1969 1970-1975 1976-1982

14-15   1.5%   3.8%   3.2%

16-17  14.2%  23.9%  26.9%

18-19  50.2%  60.1%  70.1%

20-21  80.2%  85.1%  93.4%

22+ 100  % 100  % 100  %
Note: The differences between the three studied periods are
significant at the p = 0.001 level.
Editors’ Note: Percentages are approximations from the original line
graph.



Ex pe ri ence shows that youth who are able to con sult
with par ents or other sig nif i cant adults, more of ten en gage
in pro tected in ter course. Un for tu nately, these are a mi nor -
ity, and those who do talk with adults are usu ally older and
less in need of this sup port than the younger ones.

In look ing at the length of re la tion ship within which in -
ter course is ini ti ated, a seem ingly con tra dic tory pic ture ap -
pears. A higher pro por tion of young women ini ti ate in ter -
course within a steady re la tion ship of more than 13 months
as com pared to the young men—41% and 27% respectively.

Sev eral fac tors, act ing sep a rately or in uni son, could
con trib ute to this phe nom e non. First, the study was done
among high school youth, and it is pos si ble that the steady
re la tion ship of the young women is with older men who are
al ready out of school. This does not fit with the higher pro -
por tion of males re port ing the ini ti a tion of in ter course dur -
ing ad o les cence. Sec ond, the study may be deal ing with a
dou ble-bar reled re port ing bias: young women, who feel
that it is de sir able to ini ti ate in ter course within a re la tion -
ship, tend to overreport the du ra tion of the re la tion ship, or
those who start in ter course early in a re la tion ship re frain
from re port ing it. An ad di tional con tri bu tion to this dis crep -
ancy is that a higher pro por tion of ca sual relationships are
between younger males and older females.

Premarital Courtship, Dating, and Relationships
and the Prospects of Military Service

The dyadic and sex ual re la tions are highly in flu enced by 
the re quired mil i tary serv ice, even long be fore they have to
en ter the IDF. Aware ness of this fu ture in the life of each and 
every youth co mes in many ways, en croach ing on the daily
life of ad o les cents. Boys and girls are called for phys i cal ex -
am i na tions at age 17. Many of the boys and some of the girls 
start even ear lier on a road lead ing to one of the elite units or
to a de sir able mil i tary task. Mem ber ship in an elite unit
means three things: first, a very high phys i cal and men tal
com pe ti tion re quir ing in tense and long prep a ra tion; sec ond, 
a much more stren u ous and dan ger ous serv ice; and third, a
lon ger serv ice, rang ing from one to six years be yond the
man da tory three years. Not all Is raeli youth ac tu ally es -
pouse this life style; those who do are the pace set ters. The
dan ger of get ting killed or wounded in the army is small,
higher in the com bat units, and still higher in the elite units
where even the train ing can be dan ger ous. The vis i bil ity
and psy cho log i cal im pact on ev ery one are very high and
out of pro por tion to the sta tis ti cal reality when compared
with road accidents or accidents in the workplace.

Work ing closely with youth and with fa cil i ta tors of sex
ed u ca tion, one fre quently en coun ters two ways in which this
re al ity in flu ences youth in their midadolescence. First, lack
of time to grow up and an un sure fu ture are of ten brought up
as rea sons for has ten ing sexarche, mainly by boys, but also
by girls who find it hard to face these re al i ties. Girls bring
these facts up as loom ing in their mind even when the boys
do not raise them. While it is pos si ble that some young men
use these as ma nip u la tive ar gu ments, many of them are also
strongly con cerned. This ef fect is also doc u mented in fic tion
and films, es pe cially those by young art ists. The sum mer be -
fore army serv ice is part of the cul tural ter mi nol ogy that car -
ries with it connotations far beyond the surface.

Also en coun tered was an ef fect act ing in the op po site di -
rec tion, to post pone ini ti a tion of in ter course. Girls from
some con ser va tive en vi ron ments, es pe cially of Mid dle East -
ern or i gin, may post pone sexarche in ex pec ta tion of the time
when the fam ily and so cial con trols will be low ered, and also
out of re gard for their par ents’ feel ings, hon or ing fam ily val -
ues by wait ing un til they are out of the home prior to ini ti at -
ing in ter course. Most of these girls will not go to col lege, but

when they come back home af ter two years, the par ents are
already resigned to their new status.

Age of Consent: Lowering the Social Controls 
Over the Sexual Behavior of Youth

In the 1980s, the law of con sent un der went a sig nif i cant
re form. Un til then, the uni form age of con sent—16—ap -
plied to women only. While some in ter preted this as an ex -
pres sion of the wish to con trol the sex u al ity of women, oth -
ers viewed it as ex pres sion of male threat to fe males’ vir tue.
To ward the end of the 1980s, a change in the le gal age of
con sent took into con sid er ation some of the changes in the
be hav ior of youth. While the age of con sent re mained 16—
again only for women, in ter course be tween a girl aged 14 to
16 and a boy who was older than her by two years or less
would not be con sid ered stat u tory rape in the con text of this
re la tion ship. On the other hand, the age of con sent was el e -
vated to 21 in cases of in ter course with some one un der the
guard ian ship or in flu ence of a pro fes sional. The lat ter sec -
tion ap plies to both men and women vic tims, but it is still
not clear whether it applies to perpetrators of both genders.

C. Young Adults
Heterosexual Relations and IDF Service

Life within the IDF strongly in flu ences sex ual be hav -
ior, the for ma tion of cou ples, mar riage pat terns, and gen -
der is sues.

By and large, the IDF is an in sti tu tion of young peo ple,
out side reg u lar pa ren tal and adult so cial con trols, with its
own sets of norms and pres sures. Its im me di ate for mal rules,
which can be very re stric tive, are usu ally set and ad min is -
tered by peo ple who are be tween two to seven years older
than those obey ing them. For most youth, the reg u lar ity of
mil i tary life is highly ir reg u lar when com pared to their pre -
vious life style. On the other hand, out side of de fined train ing
and ac tive mil i tary duty, life in the mil i tary leaves them with
un reg u lated and un su per vised time in the ex clu sive com pany 
of their peers. De spite be ing a male in sti tu tion, the IDF in -
cludes a high proportion of young women.

There are no for mal or so cial re stric tions on frat er ni za -
tion be tween of fi cers and sol diers, and very lit tle em pha sis
on mil i tary for mal ity and dis tanc ing that to out sid ers some -
times looks alarm ingly like an ar chy. Since most youth serv e
in the army, and all of fi cers rise from the ranks, they are
 essentially of the same class and traditions.

These cir cum stances that of fer many chances for in ti -
mate and sex ual en coun ters, com bined with a rite-of-pas -
sage sit u a tion, tend to give those who are not sex u ally ini ti -
ated a chance to be so. This is es pe cially true for those who
re frain from dyadic or sex ual re la tions be cause of ex ter nal
re stric tion. Many girls grow ing up in tra di tional fam i lies or
com mu ni ties con sciously post pone their sex ual de but un til
the army, as an act of hon or ing their par ents. They view sex
away from home as less en croach ing on the pa ren tal val ues.
It seems that, by mu tual con sent, the ques tion is not dis -
cussed be tween par ents and daugh ters. Most of these girls
will not go to col lege, but when they re turn home af ter two
years, the par ents are already resigned to their new status, as 
noted above.

The con di tions and sit u a tions within the army serv ice
are con du cive not only to sex ual re la tions, but also to pair
for ma tion and to experimentations in re la tion ships (see
Sec tion D, Mar riage Pat terns, be low). The IDF en vi ron -
ment also cre ates two spe cific prob lems in re gard to sex ual
behavior and gender roles.

First, the per mis sive en vi ron ment can im pose a strong
hard ship on youth from tra di tional back grounds, es pe cially
those with lower ed u ca tional achieve ments, who find it
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very dif fi cult to deal with the rel a tive low er ing of pa ren tal
con trol over sex ual be hav ior, cou pled with in creased op -
por tu ni ties and the com pany of el i gi ble mates. This is es pe -
cially true of some young women, mostly from fam i lies of
Asian/Af ri can or i gin, who put a great value on vir gin ity,
and who, find ing them selves in an en vi ron ment much more
per mis sive than their home at mos phere, lack the per sonal,
ex pe ri en tial, and so cial skills to cope with con trol ling their
own sex ual be hav ior. Add to this the fact that those be hav -
ing per mis sively, in clud ing other women, are the ones with
the pres ti gious jobs and high so cial sta tus, and one gets a
prob lem atic sit u a tion. To re solve this con flicted sit u a tion
re quires in ter nal con trols and so cial skills that some of these 
women do not pos sess be cause of their tra di tional shel tered
up bring ing. For some who feel that once they have lost their 
vir gin ity they are tainted, the re sult is pro mis cu ous be hav -
ior. For oth ers, it is a con trib ut ing fac tor to their in abil ity to
use con tra cep tives re sult ing from externalizing what they
are do ing. In ter nal con flicts re gard ing the fact that they are
en gag ing in in ter course are some times re solved by the feel -
ing of be ing re peat edly sub jected to it “un in ten tion ally,” a
so lu tion that also precludes the use of contraceptives. The
majority of soldiers applying for abortions through IDF
come from this background.

To coun ter this, the IDF women’s corps tar gets women
with low ed u ca tional achieve ment as a pri or ity group for sex 
ed u ca tion pro grams. These pro grams at tempt to strengthen
their self-im age and in ter nal con trols and to al low those who 
ini ti ate in ter course to pre serve both their self-re spect and
health.

A sec ond fac tor is that Is rael is a geo graph i cally small
coun try. With very strong fam ily ties, most sol diers in the
com bat units get home reg u larly every sec ond or third week 
for a long week end. It is rare that they will not get home for a 
month or more. It is thus pos si ble to pre serve dyadic re la -
tion ships and meet with girl friends on a reg u lar ba sis. On
such week ends, the sol diers, who are both tired phys i cally
and un der a lot of emo tional stress, try to cram in as much
eat ing and sleep ing to gether as they can. Their girl friends
ac cept the role of sup port ers and nour ish ers, a tra di tional
moth erly role, be cause they know how much hard ship the
boys have to take. There is also a tacit agree ment not to raise 
dis agree able is sues. This cre ates a sit u a tion in which the
part ners es tab lish a pat tern of sep a rate tra di tional roles at
the early stages in the re la tion ship. It may also cre ate re -
gres sive sym bi otic de pend ence, where one is feed ing into
the re la tion ship different components and relies on the
other to supply the missing ones.

Cohabitation
Un mar ried co hab i ta tion has be come more prev a lent in

re cent years. Its fre quency is un clear, but it is cer tainly
much more vis i ble and ac cept able, mostly among mid dle-
class sec u lar youth, ei ther work ing or in higher ed u ca tion.
This is a change from a gen er a tion ago when fewer cou ples
co hab ited, and then mostly af ter hav ing de cided to get mar -
ried. Al though this phe nom e non has been lit tle stud ied in
Is rael, the com bi na tion of an ec dotal data and ed u ca tional
experiences suggest several points of interest:

1. While co hab i ta tion is less bind ing than mar riage and is 
of ten per ceived as an ex per i ment in dyadic re la tion -
ships, the part ners are ex pected to be monogamous.

2. Al though some what more flex i ble than mar ried ones,
co hab it ing cou ples ad here to tra di tional gen der roles.

3. Co hab i ta tion some times de vel ops through an in terim
semi-com mu nal stage, as when two or more boys or
girls or a mixed gen der group share an apart ment for
eco nomic rea sons. When one of them forms a li ai son,

the part ner some times moves in and shares the bed -
room in that com mu nal ar range ment. It is only at a
later stage in the re la tion ship that the cou ple sets out to
find their own apart ment. The ini tial stage is char ac ter -
ized many times by ad ver tis ing it only among the peers 
and not shar ing it with the par ents, at least not im me di -
ate ly. The move ment to the pri vate apart ment is usu -
ally done with parental knowledge and/or consent.

4. Pa ren tal con sent, ei ther im plied or overt, is no ref uge
from the feel ings of ten sions or am biv a lence on both
side s. When in ter viewed, sev eral women in such ar -
range ments men tioned that ei ther their fa ther or mother 
had a dif fi culty in re lat ing to ei ther the bed room or the
shared bed when vis it ing their apartment.

5. It is pos si ble that co hab i ta tion is part of the larger phe -
nom e non of ex tended mor a to rium that Is raeli youth
take af ter IDF serv ice. Co hab i ta tion cre ates an in terim
stage be tween the pub li c an nounce ment of the re la -
tion ship and cre at ing a formal commitment.

6. Co hab it ing young adults who even tu ally marry, al -
though not nec es sar ily with the co hab it ing part ner,
sug gest some am biv a lent at ti tudes to mar riage. On one 
hand, there is dis sat is fac tion with the pa ren tal model
of mar riage and re luc tance to per pet u ate a sim i lar pat -
tern. On the other hand, the ide al iza tion of mar riage
and at tach ment to it as an in sti tu tion drives them to as -
pire to an im proved ver sion. This may act against the
crys tal li za tion of traditional gender roles.

7. There are an ec dotal in di ca tions that co hab it ing is, for a 
grow ing num ber of cou ples, an ex pres sion of shun ning 
the rab bin i cal re li gious rit ual and a re jec tion of the le -
gal ram i fi ca tions that it en tails. Res o lu tion co mes ei -
ther by us ing one of the tol er ated civ i l ar range ments or
in post pon ing the re li gious rit ual un til the last moment
when they plan to have children.

8. Break ing up a co hab it ing ar range ment seems to be
more dif fi cult than break ing up a noncohabiting re la -
tion ship, and the phe nom e non of feel ing en trapped in a
re la tion ship is en coun tered also by cohabiting couples.

9. When de cid ing to marry, cou ples ex press it as ei ther
tak ing an other step along the road or as want ing to for -
mal ize the re la tion ship in or der to have chil dren. Many 
co hab it ing cou ples marry when the women are already 
pregnant.

D. Marriage Patterns

Legal Age of Marriage
The le gal age of mar riage is dis tinct from the age of con -

sent. It ap plies only for women, and cur rently it is 17.
Ronny A. Shtarkshall was in volved as an ex pert wit ness in
an at tempt to ap ply both age of con sent and le gal age of
mar riage to men also. This was barred in a par lia men tary
com mit tee by a rep re sentative of a hu man rights party on
the grounds that this will com pli cate things and that, while
women need pro tec tion from men, men do not need protec -
tion from women.

Age at First Marriage
In com par i son to other West ern in dus trial coun tries, Is -

rae lis marry rel a tively young. This is true even if one looks
sep a rately at the Jew ish pop u la tion. In 1990, the me dian age
at first mar riage for Jew ish brides was 23.2 and for grooms
26.0. It seems rea son able that many mar riages at the youn ger 
age were ini ti ated by en coun ters within the serv ice in the
IDF. In 1990, roughly 25% of all the men who mar ried for the 
first time did so be tween ages 20 and 23, and a third of the
women mar ry ing for the first time did so be tween ages 20
and 22, the years im me di ate ly following the service.
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Among the Arabs, Mus lim women marry for the first
time at the me dian age of 20.0, more than 3 years youn ger
than their Jew ish coun ter parts, while the men marry at 24.4,
only about a year and a half youn ger than Jew ish men.
Among the Chris tian Arabs, the me dian age is only a year
youn ger for women, 22.5, but a year later for the men, 27.5.

In Ta ble 3, we show the changes in age at first mar riage of
the Jew ish pop u la tion over four de cades. It is ev i dent that be -
tween the early 1950s and mid-1970s, there was a drop of
more than two years in the age at first mar riage of Jew ish
grooms from 27 to 25. Among Jew ish brides, the phe nom e -
non is very sim i lar, but smaller, a drop of about one year (23
to 22). This drop is be cause of the mass im mi gra tion from
Mus lim coun tries in the mid-1950s and early 1960s. The tra -
di tion of these Jew ish com mu ni ties fa vored early mar riage,
sim i lar to the Mus lim host cul tures. This ef fect on the mean
mar riage age of brides is less pro nounced—and in the me -
dian age even non ex ist ent—be cause tra di tion ally, brides
were youn ger than the grooms and were mar ried at a very
young age, 14 to 16. The Is raeli laws for bade such mar riages, 
rais ing some what immediately the marriage age of brides.

Since the mid-1970s, there is a steady rise in both mean
and me dian age of first mar riage for both brides and grooms.
The rise is larger for women than for men. It is sug gested that 
this rise is the re sult of ed u ca tional changes, es pe cially those 
af fect ing im mi grants from Is lamic coun tries that had a
greater im pact on women, who were ed u ca tion ally un der -
priv i leged in com par i son to men. It is also pos si ble that the
so cial ac cep tance of co hab i ta tion has con trib uted to the rise
in age at first marriage for both genders.

Marriage Formation
Among the Jew ish pop u la tion, most first mar riages, es pe -

cially those that do not de vi ate by more than a few years be -
yond the me dian age for first mar riage, are based on per sonal
choice and at tach ment. This is true for the sec u lar, tra di -
tional, and or tho dox seg ments of the Jew ish pop u la tion, the
ex cep tions be ing the ul tra or tho dox and small groups of im -
mi grants from Geor gia, Ethi o pia, and the Cau ca sus. Even
among the im mi grants, the pat tern is chang ing, and many ar -
ranged mar riages merely for mal ize pre vi ously formed at -
tach ments. Youths from some im mi grant groups ex plain that
they go through the mo tions in an at tempt to pre serve cul tural 
tra di tions and avoid con flict within their fam i lies. The pat -
tern of mar riage for ma tion among the ul tra-or tho dox Jews
and among Mus lims, the larg est group of non-Jews, will be
dis cussed in the spe cial sections dedi cated to them at the end
of this chapter (see Section 13).

At an in de ter mi nate point be yond the me dian first mar -
riage, the pres sure on the un mar ried to con form in creases.
Par tic i pa tion in fam ily wed dings be comes a bur den, as
many peo ple use the tra di tional well-mean ing but stress-
gen er at ing bless ing, “Soon at your wed ding.” This is es pe -
cially stress ful to peo ple with homo sex u al ori en ta tion and
those whose self-im age keeps them from ini ti at ing pair for -
ma tion. At this point, fam i lies, es pe cially moth ers, some -
times turn to match mak ers and the young adults agree. The

young adults them selves some times re sort to meet ing peo -
ple through ad ver tis ing in the news pa pers. It seems that
these channels are used by a minority of the population.

Interethnic Marriages among the Jews
It is es ti mated that 15% to 20% of the mar riages of sec u -

lar and tra di tional Jews are among those who orig i nate from 
dif fer ent parts of the world, mainly Ash ke nazi Jews, orig i -
nat ing mainly in Eu rope, and Sephardic ones, who lived
dur ing the last 500 years in Is lamic coun tries. The rate is
some what lower among the or tho dox and low est among the
ul tra or tho dox. The melt ing-pot ethos, high mo bil ity of the
Is raeli so ci ety, and the strong mix ing ef fect of the army all
contribute to this.

Marital Variations: Polygamy
Po lyg a mous mar riages were prev a lent among sev eral

Jew ish eth nic groups, es pe cially those im mi grat ing from Is -
lamic coun tries. Dur ing the peak im mi gra tion years of the
1950s, there was a great out rage about polygynous mar -
riages, mainly from women’s or ga ni za tions, and they were
out lawed al most im me di ate ly. This civ i l law con tra dicted
both the Jew ish Halachic law (as in ter preted in these Jew ish
com mu ni ties) and the Islamic law and tradition.

Common Law and Civil Arrangements
The courts rec og nize the sta tus of a “com mon-law

spouse” for the pur pose of prop erty di vi sion, in her i tance,
pen sion rights, and car ry ing a name. It also rec og nizes civ i l 
mar riages en acted in for eign coun tries by cit i zens of Is rael, 
and co hab i ta tion con tracts en acted ac cord ing to the civ i l
code, even when the re li gious courts ban these spe cific un -
ions. As a mat ter of fact, these ar range ments evolved in or -
der to solve cases that rise from the con flicts that have al -
ready been re ferred to be tween the Halachic canons and the 
secular public.

Other pat terns of mar riage, like homo sex u al mar riages,
are not rec og nized by Is raeli law, and sin gle peo ple find it
very hard to adopt children.

Divorce
The Is raeli di vorce rate is lower than that of the U.S.A.

and non-Cath o lic Eu ro pean coun tries. Still, the rates of di -
vorce per 1,000 ever-mar ried peo ple aged 15 to 49 rose mo -
not o nously by 48% from 1973 to 1983, from 6.5 to 9.6, re -
spec tively, for hus bands and from 5.3 to 8.2 for wives. In
1983, the de nom i na tor was changed to 1,000 mar ried at all
ages; com par i son be tween the two pe ri ods is dif fi cult. Since 
1983, the rate has fluc tu ated, ris ing from 5.8 in 1983 to 6.4
in 1991 (new rates), about a 10% increase.

A time se ries anal y sis of rates of di vorce af ter a spe cific
du ra tion of mar riages re veal that the in crease in rates of di -
vorce is only be cause of an in crease in rates of “late di -
vorce.” It is the rates of di vorce af ter nine and 12 years of
mar riage that are still on the rise. The rate of di vorce af ter
two years of mar riage did not rise at all since the early 1960s 
and may even have come down slightly. The rate of di vorce
af ter six years of mar riage has re mained sta ble since the

early 1970s; see Ta ble 4. These find ings are some -
what puz zling, as for mal mar riages are al most uni -
ver sal, the per cent age of sec u lar peo ple is sim i lar
to most west ern Eu ro pean coun tries, and the Jew -
ish re li gion is more tol er ant to ward abor tion than
Cath o lic Chris tian ity. The rel a tive sta bil ity in Is -
raeli mar riages sup ports the claim that the family
is a cen tral theme in Israeli society.

One re sult of the in crease of late di vorce is an
in crease in the av er age du ra tion of mar riages that
ended in di vorce—a rise from 8.3 in the early
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Table 3

Age (in Years) at First Marriage of Jewish Men and Women

1952 1960 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990

Average male 27.32 26.33 25.02 24.92 25.52 26.40 26.70

Median male 25.68 24.88 24.13 24.21 24.81 25.72 26.01

Average female 22.82 22.20 21.81 22.19 22.61 23.53 23.90

Median female 21.01 21.01 21.40 21.52 21.99 22.82 23.21
Editors’ Note: Ages are approximations from the original line graph.



1960s to about 11 in the late 1980s and 11.9 in 1991. How -
ever, this in crease in the du ra tion of the di vorc ing mar riages 
by al most 4 years was not ac com pa nied by a sim i lar in -
crease of av er age age of di vorce. For men, the av er age age
at di vorce for the same pe ri ods is 40.0, 38.6, and 39.4; for
women, it is 35.1, 35.2, and 35.8, respectively.

This means that the pro por tion of the cou ples who marry 
at a youn ger age among the di vorc ing cou ples is higher than
among other cou ples. This is a so ber ing ob ser va tion re gard -
ing mar riage at a youn ger age if one re gards sta ble mar -
riages as desirable.

Extramarital Relations
An other meas ure for the qual ity of mar riages is ex tra mar -

i tal af fairs. There is no re li able re search ev i dence about the
prev a lence of ex tra mar i tal af fairs among mar ried Is raeli cou -
ples, but an ec dotal ev i dence, the re ports in the news pa pers
about ex tra mar i tal af fairs of ce leb ri ties of all kinds, and the
ci ta tions in di vorce cases lead one to be lieve that the prev a -
lence is rather high. Ev i dence from coun sel ing, and from ex -
ten sive ed u ca tion and in for ma tion work among adults, leads
one to be lieve that ex tra mar i tal af fairs, even known ones, are
not in themselves sufficient to destabilize marriages.

E. Marital Law and the Status of Women
The law in Is rael gives au thor ity over per sonal is sues to

semiautonomous re li gious ju di cial sys tems of the rec og -
nized re li gious com mu ni ties. Cases are tried ac cord ing to
the re li gious laws of each de nom i na tion. This is one of the
rea sons why con ser va tive fun da men tal ist el e ments within
the non-Jew ish re li gions some times sup port Jew ish re li -
gious par ties, and even vote for them. Op po nents of re li -
gious rule over per sonal is sues some times refer to this as the 
“unholy alliance.”

Mar riage and di vorce is sues of Jews are, there fore, largely 
de ter mined by the re li gious Halachic law, al though the civ i l
law may also be re sorted to in is sues of di vi sion of prop erty
and cus tody of chil dren. For a sec u lar Jew, the pa tri ar chal na -
ture of the Halachic law cre ates an asym met ri cal and un de sir -
able power bal ance be tween the marriage partners.

This sit u a tion should not be fully at trib uted to the power
of re li gious pol i tics. They have at least the pas sive sup port

of large seg ments of the sec u lar ma jor ity. At tempts to cre ate 
a sit u a tion in which sec u lar civ i l mar riages will be rec og -
nized un der the law have been de feated sev eral times un der
dif fer ent gov ern ments. The claim of or tho dox Jews, who
are a mi nor ity, that this will cre ate a schism within the na -
tion that will end up in a di sas ter, strikes a chord in the heart
of many nonobservant Jews. On the other hand, sev eral de -
vel op ments sug gest that the power of the re li gious estab -
lish ment is diminishing (see below).

Jew ish re li gious laws and the prac tice of the re li gious
courts place women in a highly un de sir able po si tion for
those who do not ac cept the canonic ten ets. They can not be
judges in the rab bin i cal courts or even tes tify of fi cially; they
can only pres ent their case. Ac cord ing to the Jew ish re li gious 
laws, the men have more sex ual free dom, even within a mar -
riage. The hus band is the grantor of a di vorce and the wife is
the ac ceptor. Even the re li gious courts can not force a hus -
band to re ceive a di vorce against his will. On the other hand,
there are sev eral rea sons why a di vorce can be en forced on a
women, one of them be ing adul tery. As the duty to pro cre ate
is placed on the man, he may be granted per mis sion to marry
a sec ond wife, when his first one is in fer tile and re fuses to ac -
cept a divorce after ten years of marriage.

F. The Incidence of Oral and Anal Sex
Al though anal in ter course was pro scribed by law un til

re cently, the re stric tion was al most never ap plied to hetero -
sex u al cou ples. A pros e cu tion deal ing with a hetero sex u al
cou ple did re sult in a rul ing by the then-Le gal Ad vi sor and
Chief Pros e cu tor, that strongly re stricted the le gal con trol of 
sexual issues (see below).

There is no col lected data on the prev a lence of these
prac tices, but the ex pe ri ence of coun sel ors and ther a pists
point to the fact that all are prac ticed by sig nif i cant num bers 
of cou ples. It is in ter est ing to note that sev eral sub groups in
the Is raeli pop u la tion, Jews and non-Jews, prac tice hetero -
sex u al anal in ter course as a means of keep ing an in tact hy -
men and as a birth con trol meas ure, where the loss of one
and the ap pear ance of the other can be highly stig ma tiz ing,
damaging, or even dangerous.

The ap proach of or tho dox Ju da ism is ex pressed in the
fact that it frowns upon these prac tices, but does not pro -
scribe them. A Tal mudic story il lus trates this ap proach very
clearly, al though us ing met a phor i cal lan guage. A woman
ap proached one of the sages with a com plaint: “I set a ta ble
for my hus band and he turned it around.” The sage an -
swered: “What can I do, daugh ter, and the scrip tures per -
mits him.” There is a ques tion whether the story deals with
the is sue of anal sex or with vag i nal rear en try, but at least
some of the com men ta tors agree that anal sex is the is sue.
This can be per ceived on one hand as am biv a lence, but on
the other as a realistic view of human nature.Israel: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

A. The Legal Situation
Un til re cently, homo sex u ali ty—or rather anal in te r -

course (sod omy), in clud ing hetero sex u al anal sex—was il le -
gal in Is rael. This was an in her i tance of the Brit ish co lo nial
pe nal code of 1936. Ac cord ing to gay or ga ni za tions, vic tim -
iza tion of homo sex u als on the basis of this law was frequent.

Changes have oc curred grad u ally and evolutionarily,
start ing in the early 1960s. De spite the il le gal ity of anal in -
ter course, the then-Le gal Ad vi sor to the gov ern ment and
Chief Pros e cu tor and later Su preme Court Judge, H. Co hen, 
ruled that sex ual in ter course be tween con sent ing adults, in
pri vate, can not be a ba sis for pros e cu tion. Since 1972, five
at tempts had been made by mem bers of dif fer ent par ties to
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Table 4

Couples Who Married in Israel and Divorced,
by Year of Marriage and Selected Periods

of the Duration of the Marriage

Cumulative Percentages of 
Divorcing Couples1

Elapsed Time: 2 Years 6 Years 9 Years 12 Years

Years Married:

1964-1967 2.7 6.0 7.5  8.9

1968-1969 2.4 5.4 7.5  8.8

1970-1971 2.4 5.6 7.5  9.2

1972-1973 2.4 5.8 7.9  9.6

1974-1975 2.6 6.6 8.7 10.4

1976-1977 2.5 6.9 8.9 10.7

1978-1979 2.9 7.2 9.4 11.0

1980-1981 2.7 6.9 9.3

1982-1983 2.7 7.1

1984-1985 2.6 6.6

1986-1987 2.9

1988-1989 2.2
1 The formula used is: Number of couples divorcing after the
specified interval from marriage period divided by the number of
couples who married in a specific period times 100.



strike this sod omy stat ute from the pe nal code. In 1988, a
po lit i cal op por tu nity al lowed its re vo ca tion. An amend -
ment to the Equal Op por tu nity Law passed in 1990 also
protects the rights of homosexuals to employment.

The at tempts to change the law were ac com pa nied by
both pub li c cam paigns and many changes in pub li c mood
to ward homo sex u als and homo sex u ali ty. Un til the mid-
1970s, the IDF dis charged homo sex u als for psy chi at ric in -
com pat i bil ity and/or for be ing a se cu rity risk. This was
changed prior to the 1988 le gal change, and the IDF made
sev eral ar range ments that al low homo sex u als to serv e with -
out being exposed to undue difficulties.

Cur rently, sev eral is sues are be ing con tested in the
courts, mainly rights of co hab it ing males that are usu ally
granted to spouses un der the rul ings of com mon-law mar -
riages. The is sue is not as sim ple as it looks on first sight, es -
pe cially when con sid er ing the reg u la tions gov ern ing the
pen sion rights of spouses when the prin ci pal owner of the
rights dies. Male spouses have smaller pen sion rights as sur -
vi vors than fe males. In the case of co hab it ing gay men, this
will give the cou ple an eco nomic ad van tage over heterosex -
ual couples.

B. Public Atmosphere Concerning
Homosexuality

Sev eral fac tors com bine to make is sues of homo sex u ali -
ty very dif fi cult to cope with:

1. The po lit i cal power of the or tho dox-re li gious sec tor
within the Jew ish pop u la tion and the op po si tion/re -
spect am biv a lence of the sec u lar sec tor are ma jor fac -
tors. While shift ing from view ing homo sex u ali ty as a
crime to medicalizing it, the or tho dox re li gious still
strongly opposes its public sanction.

2. The high sex-role po lar iza tion in Is rael is part of the
per ceived cen tral ity of gen der dif fer ences that have
both cul tural or i gin and so cial im por tance. Tol er ance
of Is rae lis to homo sex u ali ty is in versely re lated to
their sex-role po lar iza tion, and lower than that of
Amer i can stu dents liv ing in Is rael in pro por tion to the
dif fer ences in sex-role po lar iza tion. Homo sex u ali ty,
es pe cially male homo sex u ali ty, threat ens the world
picture of two dichotomized genders.

3. Homo sex u ali ty is per ceived as in com pat i ble with the
fa mil ial struc ture, which is of cen tral im por tance with -
in Is raeli society.

In early 1993, a gay/les bian con fer ence was held in the
Knesset (Is raeli Par lia ment), de spite strong pro tests from
mem bers of re li gious and right-wing par ties. Pub li c re -
sponse to the con fer ence, and to the per son al i ties who dis -
cussed their dif fi cul ties, cre ated fur ther changes in both
attitudes and practice.

A still prob lem atic is sue is that of open gay co hab i ta -
tion. Al though pos si ble and prev a lent, many peo ple feel
un com fort able about it, and some ex press opin ions that
this is part of homo sex u al ac tiv ism at tempt ing to in flu ence 
heterosex uals.

[Up date 2002: Je ru sa lem saw its first “gay/les bian
pride pa rade” and out door party in a pub li c park on June 8,
2002. De spite strong pro tests from or tho dox Jews, ap prox -
i mately 4,000 homo sex u al Is rae lis rec og nized Je ru sa lem’s 
sanc tity to Jews, Chris tians, and Mus lims with a bless ing
in He brew, Eng lish, and Arabic, and then marched un der
rain bow flags and bal loons pro vided by city of fi cials. Sim -
i lar pa rades have been held in re cent years in the pre dom i -
nantly sec u lar Tel-Aviv, where gays are more ac cepted and 
can so cial ize at an as sort ment of ca fes, clubs, and bars that
ca ter to them. There are only a hand ful of such gath er ing

places in Je ru sa lem, where the first lo cal gay com mu nity
cen ter opened in 1999 (Greenberg 2002). (End of up date
by R. T. Francoeur)]

C. Homosexuality in Sex Education
De spite the fact that homo sex u ali ty is part of the sex-ed -

u ca tion cur ric u lum, and sev eral units deal with homo sex u -
ali ty in gen eral and with ho mo pho bia in par tic u lar, it seems
that both school ad min is tra tions and sex ed u ca tors still find
it un com fort able to deal with the is sues prop erly. Many
youths, there fore, go through school with out en coun ter ing
is sues of homo sex u ali ty in sex ed u ca tion, a fact that in it self
con sti tutes a very strong mes sage to both homo sex u al and
hetero sex u al youth, and es pe cially to those who are still
am biv a lent about their ori en ta tion or won der about it. Ad o -
les cents un cer tain of their sex ual ori en ta tion or gen der iden -
tity will hardly find sup port within the school sys tem, as
there is no sys tem atic train ing and rec om men da tions on
how to deal with these issues. Normative pressures to
conform are high.

An in ter est ing dif fi culty in fa cil i tat ing is sues of homo -
sex u ali ty in the schools was en coun tered dur ing the train ing
pro cess of sex ed u ca tors. Sev eral ed u ca tors jus ti fied their re -
luc tance to deal with homo sex u ali ty, ex press ing fear of their
own bi ases or ste reo typ i cal thoughts. Fa cil i ta tors from the
As so ci a tion for In di vid ual Rights, the Is raeli equiv a lent of a
gay task force, sup ported this po si tion, claim ing that only
gay peo ple are suf fi ciently un bi ased and sen si tive enough to
facilitate educational programs on homosexuality.Israel: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

Gen der-con flicted per sons find it dif fi cult to be eval u ated 
and cared for in an or ga nized and con trolled way. There is not 
one cen ter that has a com pre hen sive pro gram for sex u ally
con flicted peo ple, and the au thors know of sev eral oc ca sions
that sur gi cal in ter ven tions were ac com plished with out go ing
through a pro to col of eval u a tion/care/treat ment. Other cases, 
where the psy chi at ric and psychosocial ques tions were re -
solved prop erly, had to go abroad for the sur gi cal pro ce dures. 
Pro fes sion als may be wary to raise the is sues, for fear of in -
vok ing re stric tive reg u la tions that will even lower the ability
to supply the needs of these people.Israel: Significant Unconventional Sexual Behaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sex
The cat e go ries in the crim i nal re cords of the Sta tis ti cal

Ab stracts do not dis tin guish be tween sub cat e go ries of sex -
ual crime and in clude sex ual abuse, in cest, and rape un der
sex ual of fenses. It is agreed by po lice, re search ers, and ac -
tiv ists alike that sex ual of fenses are prob a bly one of the
most underreported crimes. There is some dis agree ment as
to the ex tent of underreporting as well as to the def i ni tion of
criminal sexual offenses.

Sexual Harassment
The spe cial cir cum stances of serv ice in the army may

cre ate a con ve nient at mos phere and even stim u late sex ual
ha rass ment. Since most of fi cers in the three low est ranks of
IDF are not ca reer sol diers, but ex tend ing their com pul sory
serv ice, they are se lected from the gen eral main stream of
Is raeli youth. Be cause IDF is in ac tive com bat, the se lec tion 
of male non com mis sioned of fi cers (NCOs) and com mis -
sioned of fi cers is based on, among other things, ag gres sive -
ness, cha risma, ini tia tive, and im pro vi sa tion. These same
of fi cers, who are also in the clos est work ing re la tion ship
with both men and women of the rank and file, are also older 
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by two to five years, as com pared to the com pul sory serv ice
women—and in ad di tion, are in a po si tion of au thor ity. Add
to this the fact that IDF is or ga nized mainly around val ues
that are tra di tion ally iden ti fied as male, and one gets an en -
vi ron ment in which women are at a dis ad van tage. This cre -
ates sit u a tions that have a po ten tial for sexual harassment
on the one hand and manipulative relationships on the other.

There is an other sit u a tion af fect ing older male of fi cers
of higher rank who are usu ally mar ried. In com bat units, the
com mand ers are in di rect daily con tact with en listed sol -
diers. As one of them phrased it in a group sit u a tion: “We
grow older all the time, but they al ways re main at the same
age, and we have to com pete with them all the time.” The
con text of this re mark clearly in di cated that women were
part of the com pe ti tion. It is un clear whether these of fi cers
are only in a power po si tion or also in a very vul ner a ble one. 
Such en vi ron ments and mo ti va tions have high potential for
abuse of power.

The of fi cial stand of the army con cern ing ha rass ment or
mis con duct is strong, with sev eral struc tural ar range ments
that at tempt to coun ter bal ance the po ten tial for abuse. First,
all women’s dor mi to ries are out of bounds for men, in clud -
ing the of fi cers com mand ing the camps. On any of fi cial su -
per vi sory visit, a male of fi cer must be ac com pa nied by an
of fi cer of the fe male corps. All fe male sol diers have di rect
ac cess to an NCO or an of fi cer of the fe male corps whose
source of au thor ity co mes from an in de pend ent chain of
com mand headed by a woman gen eral. Com plaints of sex -
ual ha rass ment, or any other is sue of a sex ual na ture, are
dealt with in de pend ently by the au thor ity un der which the
woman is serv ing—the fe male corps—and if nec es sary, by
the mil i tary po lice and pros e cu tion. A highly pub li cized
case is that of a gen eral com mand ing the navy who was dis -
missed from the IDF for mis con duct the day after he was
acquitted in court of rape charges for lack of supporting
evidence.

De spite this, it seems that ha rass ment is prev a lent and is
a source of con cern to both women and the mil i tary es tab -
lish ment. In a struc tur ally male, ag gres sively ori ented or ga -
ni za tion, there is strong am biv a lence in treat ing sex ual ha -
rass ment is sues, and there are doc u mented cases of at -
tempted minimalizing of com plaints, es pe cially when they
con cern of fi cers with high military potential.

The dif fi culty lies in what is con strued as ha rass ment in
the eyes of male and fe male sol diers. More over, many
young women find it very flat ter ing, even im por tant, that
high-pres tige men in the im me di ate en vi ron ment are at -
tracted to them. There are also cases where such sit u a tions
are used ma nip u la tively by the women, this mainly with
younger officers.

Sev eral ed u ca tional ef forts are now in pro cess to in form
both gen ders about their rights and about the feel ings and
points of view of the two gen ders on this is sue. It is be lieved
that le gal as well as ed u ca tional ef forts are ur gent be cause,
be side the in di vid ual as pect, sex ual ha rass ment can be used
as a means to keep a dis ad van tag ing power balance.

[Up date 2001: In 2001, ac cu sa tions of sex ual ha rass -
ment where brought up by a 23-year-old woman against a
gov ern ment min is ter and a po lit i cal leader of his party. The
man, a for mer army gen eral and a Min is ter of De fense in a
pre vious gov ern ment de nied the ac cu sa tions. Po lice in ves -
ti ga tions prompted two other women to come for ward, and
a three-count in dict ment was sub mit ted to the Knesset in or -
der to re voke his im mu nity from pros e cu tion. The case re -
sulted in a strong pub li c cam paign against sex ual ha rass -
ment, especially in the military service.

[The is sue of sex ual ha rass ment was also raised when
sev eral prom i nent ther a pists were ac cused of sex ual abuse

by cli ents. A psy chol o gist was con victed of abus ing fe male
pa tients un der a pre text of a treat ment method. Ac cu sa tions
were also made in the press against an other ther a pist, an out-
of-the-closet homo sex u al and me dia ex pert of mar riage and
fam ily, two years af ter his death. The lat est case, in which
hid den cam eras and tap ing were used by one of the tele vi sion 
in ves ti ga tive pro grams, in volved a sex ther a pist who al leg -
edly used the ruse of train ing males to be come sur ro gates to
sex u ally abuse them. This case was still pend ing in early
2001, but it brought into fo cus, along with the is sue of sex ual
abuse by ther a pists in gen eral, and sex ther a pists in par tic u -
lar, the is sues of the pre car i ous re la tion ship be tween the me -
dia, the law en force ment au thor i ties, and jus tice. (End of up -
date by R. A. Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]

Incest
In Jew ish tra di tion, in cest is such a hei nous act that, ac -

cord ing to the Halachah, it is one of the only three crimes that 
a per son should pre fer be ing killed rather than com mit. This
may ex plain the shroud of si lence and shame cov er ing the is -
sue of in cest. For many years, this was an un heard-of crime.

In re cent years, the changes in pub li c cli mate, the es tab -
lish ment of child/youth in ves ti ga tors, and the change in the
rules of ev i dence al low ing the in ves ti ga tor to tes tify for the
child, have in creased the num ber of cases in which in cest is
re ported and prosecuted.

Un for tu nately, charges of in cest (like bat ter ing) are
some times used as weap ons in at tempts to get va cat ing or -
ders and/or cus tody be tween di vorc ing couples.

There are some in ter est ing re search ques tions that need
to be clar i fied, which will have strong bear ing on pre ven -
tive in ter ven tion and treat ment: first, the dif fer ences be -
tween the le gal def i ni tions of fam ily and of in cest in dif fer -
ent cul tures pre vail ing in Is rael; sec ond, the con tri bu tion of
the in crease in nonbiological par ents or sib lings liv ing to -
gether to the increase in the phenomenon.

Rape
A marked change in pub li c at ti tude in Is rael to ward rape

and rap ists oc curred in the 1980s and early 1990s. This is
mainly be cause of the ac tiv i ties of rape-cri sis cen ters
founded by the fem i nist move ment and to their po lit i cal and 
pub li c cam paigns. These cam paigns re sulted in changes in
the rape and sex ual as sault laws, mainly the ab o li tion of the
need for ad di tional ma te rial or other ev i dence, to that of the
vic tim, in or der to con vict a sex ual of fender, an in crease in
the pun ish ment range given within the law, and a re def i ni -
tion of grave as saults done with the help of a weapon or
gang rape. There were also some changes in the rules of ev i -
dence, mak ing it im pos si ble to bring into the trial the pre -
vious sexual behavior of an accuser or a witness.

There were also changes in the treat ment of sur vi vors.
Spe cial ex am i na tion cen ters were ar ranged in emer gency
rooms in hos pi tals in each of the big ur ban cen ters, in which
the staff were trained both by po lice, by pro fes sion als, and
by the vol un teers of the rape-cri sis cen ters. There are spe -
cial courses for po lice in ves ti ga tors, and the vol un teers of
the cen ters are al lowed to ac com pany sur vi vors through out
the police investigations.

These changes, which are by and large pos i tive, nev er -
the less raise some prob lem atic points: first, how to main tain 
the right to a fair trial and the prin ci ple that peo ple are in no -
cent un til their crime is proved be yond rea son able doubt;
sec ond, the mix ing of po lit i cal and ed u ca tional work aimed
at erad i cat ing rape, with pre ven tion work in a so ci ety were
rape is still prev a lent, with cri sis in ter ven tion, and with
treat ment of sur vi vors, which can cre ate some confusion
and am bivalent messages.
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A study pre sented at an in ter na tion al con fer ence on vic -
tim olo gy found some in ter est ing phe nom ena that could
cause some con cern in this di rec tion. The study com pared
the at ti tudes of two groups of pro fes sion als whose job was to 
treat rape sur vi vors, po lice in ves ti ga tors, and emer gency-
room rape spe cial ists, with those of help ing-pro fes sions stu -
dents and those of the vol un teers of the rape-cri sis cen ters. It
was found that on sev eral scales, the rape-cri sis vol un teers
were more likely to take ex treme po si tions, even when com -
pared only to the women in the other groups. For ex am ple,
they strongly dis agreed with any as ser tion that there is a pos -
si ble en vi ron men tal in volve ment in the prob abil ity of rape,
an at ti tude that seems to be prob lem atic for pre ven tion work. 
De spite the fact that they were one of the small est groups,
the stand ard de vi a tion of their opin ion scales was the small -
est, in di cat ing a very uni form norm. There is at least one
case in which a woman who con fessed in court that she had
made a false ac cu sa tion of rape against a man cited the pres -
sure by the vol un teers as the rea son for the fil ing of the com -
plaint. One has to be careful with such an allegation, because 
it may be an attempt to lighten the personal load.

An other is sue of con cern, de bated in pub li c, was the slo -
gan that “every man is a po ten tial rap ist” pro posed for a pub -
li c serv ice an nounce ment spot. When chal lenged, it turned
out that the in tended mes sages were that one can not dis tin -
guish by ap pear ances a rap ist from other men, and that rap -
ists are “or di nary” peo ple. While in it self a po lit i cal state -
ment open to ar gu ment, this is a far cry from the ini tial mes -
sage, which was un der stood by many men and women alike
as stat ing that in every man there exists a potential for rape.

[Sexual Commerce and Sexual Slavery
[Up date 2001: For sev eral years, es pe cially since the

waves of im mi gra tion from the for mer USSR be gan, which
also brought with it some of the or ga nized and un or ga nized
crime, there were an ec dotal re ports of women im ported
from these ar eas for sex ual com merce. As most of these
women are il le gal im mi grants and il le gal work ers in the
coun try, they are smug gled in as pil grims to the Chris tian
holy places, tour ists, vis i tors of fic ti tious rel a tives, or
through other cov er ups. If caught by the po lice, these
women be come vic tims again, as they are de ported back to
their coun tries as il le gal em ploy ees. In early 2001, a hu man 
rights watch or ga ni za tion pub lished a re port, which at -
tempted to de scribe the ex tent and im pli ca tion of the phe -
nom e non, and called it, jus ti fi ably, sex slav ery. The re port
also con demned the Is raeli au thor i ties for not do ing enough 
to erad i cate this phe nom e non. The au thor i ties claimed that
it is the hu man rights is sue that pre vents them from tak ing
ex treme mea sures against the per pe tra tors, be cause of fers
of im mu nity to the women for tes ti fy ing against their
“own ers” are re jected by them when these ruth less crim i -
nals threaten their fam i lies in their coun ties of or i gin. (End
of update by R. A. Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]

B. Prostitution
The Legal Situation

Is raeli law on pros ti tu tion is some what com pli cated.
Pros ti tu tion it self is not out lawed, but so lic it ing is, and so
are the op er at ing of an es tab lish ment used for pros ti tu tion
and liv ing off the pro ceed ings of prostitution.

As a re sult, there are sev eral ar range ments through
which sex work ers sell their ser vices and there are “classes”
of sex work ers. Low est on the lad der are the “street” or out -
door pros ti tutes, many of whom also per form the sex ual act
out side. Higher up are sex work ers op er at ing in ho tels, es -
pe cially in tour ist ho tels, and those op er at ing through some
of the es cort ser vices that are cur rently freely pub li cized

with ad ver tise ments on the fringe of le gal ity. So, also, are
mas sage par lors, which be came a eu phe mism for sex ual
services with allusions to “relaxation.”

There have been sev eral me dia ar ti cles de scrib ing an -
other kind of ar range ment, which is re port edly lim ited to stu -
dents, pro fes sion als, and mid dle-class women “sup ported”
by a few men who are reg u lar and ex clu sive cli ents. Ac cord -
ing to the re ports, these ar range ments are usu ally tem po rary,
par tic u larly among students.

Sev eral at tempts to change the le gal sit u a tion by li cens -
ing pros ti tutes, putt ing them un der med i cal sur veil lance,
and al low ing them to keep places of busi ness, have failed
mainly be cause of the op po si tion of the re li gious par ties in
the Parliament.

Pimping: The Exploitation of Female Prostitutes
Al though the pimps have tra di tion ally be longed to the

lower ech e lons of in di vid ual male crim i nals, they get most
of the prof its from pros ti tu tion. The women un der their
dom i na tion are kept in line by threats and the use of force.

There were sev eral re ports of spe cial ists “hunt ing”
young, run away ad o les cents around the cen tral ur ban bus
sta tions, be friend ing them, and of fer ing them shel ter, and
grad u ally mov ing them into pros ti tu tion. A more re cent
phe nom e non in Is rael in volves im port ing women from the
for mer USSR un der forged pa pers and em ploy ing them in
pros ti tu tion. This op er a tion has many of the char ac ter is -
tics of or ga nized crime, and the women are to tally at the
mercy of their “em ploy ers,” as they are in a strange county
with no valid documents.

Homosexual Prostitution
Sev eral ar eas in the ur ban cen ters are known to be

mainly or ex clu sively the ter ri tory of male pros ti tutes. Sev -
eral re ports have shown that, as with fe male pros ti tu tion,
many of the sex work ers are early or mid dle ad o les cents.
Ap par ently, de spite the fact that homo sex u ali ty is no lon ger
a crim i nal of fense, the po lice are check ing con stantly on
these ar eas, and there were some re ports of them keep ing
“pink lists” of male pros ti tutes. These re ports were denied
by the police authorities.

Transvestites
Sev eral re ports have re vealed that some of the fe male

sex work ers are re ally male trans ves tites who are not gay
and who do not ca ter to a gay cli en tele. These sex work ers,
some of whom have un der gone hor monal treat ment to grow 
breasts, pre tend to their cli ents to be fe male pros ti tutes.
They mainly pro vide fel la tio; when asked to per form vag i -
nal sex, they de pend on their abil ity to stim u late the cli ent to 
orgasm prior to penetration.

C. Pornography and Erotica
The Legal Situation

Un til re cently, Is rael had at least nom i nal cen sor ship on
the the ater and cin ema. Writ ten and au dio ma te ri als were
reg u lated only on grounds of se cu rity and not moral ones,
and only pub li c pres sure cre ated some re stric tions. Abol -
ish ing cen sor ship on the the ater and cin ema in 1990, part of
an on go ing pro cess of in creas ing the bound aries of free dom 
of ex pres sion as a ba sic hu man right, al lows the pro duc tion
and dis sem i na tion of ex plicit sex ual acts, and of violent
ones, in print, film, and video formats.

Cur rently, de spite the fact that there are fewer re stric -
tions on moral grounds, there is a rel a tively re cent law about 
dis play ing of fen sive ma te ri als in pub li c that al lows peo ple
to sue for dam ages if their feel ings are hurt by spe cific
items. Un til now, the at tempts to use this law have been re -
stricted to re li gious is sues. It seems that this does not in -
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clude films or items oth er wise dis played for a fee, es pe -
cially if the pub li c is warned about the pres ence of sex ual
ma te ri als. This is still vague, since dif fer ent as pects of the
law have to be tried through a full cy cle of lit i ga tion be fore
its extent and effectiveness are established.

Re stric tions on im port ing por no graphic ma te ri als in
com mer cial quan ti ties by cus toms con trol are in ef fi cient,
and de vel op ments in sat el lite tele vi sion and vid eo tap ing
make them ob so lete. This, com bined with the rise in VCRs
dur ing the 1980s and ca ble tele vi sion in the early 1990s, ex -
pose much wider seg ments of the pop u la tion to both soft
and hard por nog ra phy. An other prom i nent de vel op ment
con cern ing the pub li c treat ment of sex ual is sues is the in -
creased com mer cial iza tion of sex that started in the mid -
1980s and intensified in the early 1990s.

Response of the Religious Sector
There is op po si tion to the in crease of ex plicit ma te ri als

aired in pub li c from the re li gious sec tor. The more or tho dox
do not al low TV sets in homes and would shun those who
do. Their re ac tions to ward the treat ment of sex ual is sues in
pub li c range from the eco nomic boy cott ing of prod ucts pro -
moted by what they con sid er of fen sive de pic tions in their
ad ver tise ments (in clud ing di no saurs!) to the de fac ing of
com mer cial dis play win dows and the burn ing down of bus
stops. Be cause the glass/plas tic walls of bus stops in Is rael
are used for dis play ing ad ver tise ments, con ser va tive re li -
gious youths mounted a cam paign of de stroy ing bus stops
dis play ing “of fen sive” ads. They later man aged to per suade 
both ad ver tis ers and ad ver tis ing firms, through boy cott ing,
to change their pol icy and dis play different ads in areas
where there is a large population of ultra orthodox.

The Response of the Secular Public
Sec u lar Jews are mainly con cerned with two other as -

pects of por nog ra phy: sex ual de pic tions that are de mean ing
or threat en ing to seg ments of the pop u la tion and the ef fects
of por nog ra phy on chil dren and adolescents.

The in flu ence of por nog ra phy on chil dren and early ad -
o les cents is a source of con cern to some par ents, psy chol o -
gists, and ed u ca tors. Be cause sex is a very pri vate mat ter,
chil dren and ad o les cents who are ex posed to por nog ra phy
have no ob jec tive cri te ria to com pare it to and may be lieve
that many or most of the things shown are part of nor ma tive
be hav ior of adults. This may cause some dif fi cul ties in their
emo tional re ac tions to adult and pa ren tal sex u al ity. They
are also un aware of the ma nip u la tions that are done in mak -
ing these films, and that can cre ate prob lems of self-im age
or fear re gard ing the sex ual or gans. There has been spec u la -
tion that sev eral cases of sex ual vi o lence among ad o les -
cents, es pe cially those in volved with group sex, are re lated
to por nog ra phy. De spite the fact that there is no hard ev i -
dence to sup port this assertion, it cannot be ignored and
should be researched appropriately.

Two is sues are at the core of the sec u lar po lit i cal dis -
course. First, which of the fol low ing is the most prom i nent
fea ture of por nog ra phy: the com mer cial ized and de hu man -
ized treat ment of the hu man body, the link ing of sex and vi -
o lence, or its use by hetero sex u al males to dom i nate women 
and to per pet u ate a sex ist and heterosexist so ci ety? The sec -
ond is sue fo cuses on how to coun ter act the per ni cious ef -
fects of por nog ra phy and whether cen sor ship or so cial
control are a remedy, or a worse disease.

Sex Education and Pornography
Sev eral ef forts are be ing made to in cor po rate units deal -

ing more ef fec tively with por nog ra phy and its im pact within
the sex ed u ca tion pro grams in schools. The ba sic ap proach is
that since there is very lit tle hope of low er ing the ex po sure of

chil dren and early ad o les cents to por nog ra phy un less there is 
a ma jor so cial change, it is im por tant to give them the skills to 
deal with its po ten tial ef fects. The con cern is fo cused on the
ex plic it ness of such units and on the claim that they may raise 
the in ter est in por nog ra phy or lower the barrier to exposure.

Paid Services by Telephone
Pri vat iza tion of the tele com mu ni ca tions mo nop oly in

1990 brought with it many new ini tia tives for mar ket ing
new ser vices. One of these was caller-paid tele phone (056)
num bers of fer ing med i cal ad vice, as trol ogy maps, prac ti cal
in for ma tion, and in the sex ual area, ad vice, in tro duc tion
ser vices, party lines, and sex ual-talk bul le tin boards. Each
of these meets the dif fer ent needs of people with sexual in -
terests.

At their best, sex ual-ad vice ser vices sup ply min i mal
sex ual in for ma tion and a re fer ral serv ice. Call ers have no
idea of the ex per tise, knowl edge, or train ing of the per sons
who pro vide ad vice. Some ser vices at tempt to do coun sel -
ing, not the cri sis in ter ven tion of hot lines, but on a more ex -
ten sive, some times ther a peu tic level. It is ques tion able how
help ful these pro ce dures are. The serv ice does sup ply the
very strong need of some peo ple who suf fer from sex ual
doubts or prob lems, the need to get ad vice with out the risk
of ex po sure. If done prop erly, it could be help ful; how ever,
it can also post pone the time that peo ple will reach out for
needed help. Also, lay peo ple ex posed to easy ac cess and
bad prac tices cloaked in pro fes sional claims may later
doubt the ability of any professionals to give help.

In tro duc tion ser vices and party lines, un less they serv e
mi nors, have very lit tle po ten tial for dam age. They mainly
give an op por tu nity for peo ple to cre ate re la tion ships at a
safe dis tance with as many de fenses as they wish. It also al -
lows peo ple some safety mea sures prior to cre at ing non -
mediated interactions.

The sex-talk, fan tasy-ac ti vated lines op er ate on a dif fer -
ent level, some thing that many peo ple are un aware of. These
ser vices al low peo ple to act out their fan ta sies in a par tial
man ner, while in ter act ing with a sup pos edly real per son at a
dis tance, al low ing the imag i na tion to add the miss ing el e -
ments of re al ity. For some peo ple, es pe cially sex u ally dis -
tressed ones, this could erode the line be tween fan tasy and
re al ity, cre at ing a few fea tures of vir tual re al ity that may in -
crease the dis tress in stead of al le vi at ing it. An other prob lem -
atic fea ture is that com mer cial con sid er ations de mand that
the serv ice pro vid ers play the ste reo typ i cal roles, many of
them de mean ing and de grad ing ones, in or der to please the
cus tom ers. Whether these act as ca thar tic ex pe ri ences or add
them selves into a positive feedback loop is still a question.

Com mer cial sex ual ser vices ig nore their po ten tial for
harm. They claim they sell a serv ice that no one is forced to
buy, and there fore should not be reg u lated in the name of
free dom of speech. It is pos si ble that se ri ous stud ies un der -
taken jointly by the serv ice pro vid ers and sex u al ity re -
search ers, fol lowed by self-reg u la tion, will pro vide an op ti -
mal so lu tion. Strong de mands are be ing made by many or -
ga ni za tions to limit the ac cess to these ser vices to cus tom ers 
who ex plic itly re quest it. Le gal ef forts are cur rently be ing
chal lenged by the in dus try in courts on the basis of their
rights to free speech.Israel: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A. Contraception
Mod ern con tra cep tives are eas ily ac ces si ble through

sev eral out lets within the health sys tem: mainly the Mother
and Child Pri mary Health Care (MCH) and ob/gyn clin ics
of the sick funds, in clud ing out pa tient clin ics in ob stet rics
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de part ments. There is no le gal re stric tion on the use of
contraceptives.

Adolescents
De spite the avail abil ity of con tra cep tives, sev eral stud -

ies have found that the rate of their use by ad o les cents at
first in ter course, and in gen eral, is very low. One found that
only half of the sex u ally ac tive boys and a third of the girls
were us ing con tra cep tives reg u larly. An other re ported that
only 40% of sex u ally ac tive ad o les cents have ever used
con tra cep tives. The level of knowl edge, as mea sured in
these stud ies, was not a lim it ing con di tion, as it was much
higher than the rate of use.

A fre quent char ac ter is tic of those with early sexarche is
that they ei ther use no con tra cep tion or rely on the tra di -
tional meth ods of with drawal or rhythm, and that they are
also lower contraceptors later on. Not only do they start
with out con tra cep tives, but they also take lon ger to achieve
ad e quate pro tec tion. Whether there is any causal re la tion -
ship at all be tween the two phe nom ena, and in which di rec -
tion, is a very im por tant re search topic, but it seems to be
con sis tent with the view that many of those ini ti at ing in ter -
course at a youn ger age do so as act ing out or un der per sonal 
and so cial pres sures, and are there fore more prone to con -
flicts and their se quels. The fact that kib butz youth with
more egal i tar ian and per mis sive at ti tudes are also better
contraceptors adds sup port to these in ter pre ta tions; see Sec -
tion 13C, Na tional, Re li gious, and Ethnic Minorities, The
Kibbutz Movement, for details.

Married Women
Use of con tra cep tives among mar ried Is raeli Jew ish

women is given in Ta ble 5 and dem on strates some of our ar -
gu ments.

Ster il iza tion is frowned on in the Jew ish tra di tion. While 
more than two thirds of mar ried Jew ish women use med i -

cally pre scribed con tra cep tives, the use of both male and fe -
male ster il iza tion is less than 1%, very low com pared to
other in dus trial coun tries with com pa ra ble health sys tems.
The de mand for ster il iza tion is low be cause of the im por -
tance of child bear ing and other is sues. But, even when re -
quested, there are many bar ri ers a man or woman needs to
over come to achieve their de sire. The rea sons given by phy -
si cians are the ir re vers ibil ity of the pro cess and dis trust of
the abil ity of peo ple to make irreversible decisions without
later regrets.

Professional Control
The li cens ing, sale, and fit ting of con tra cep tives are con -

trolled through med i cal and medicopharmaceutical reg u la -
tions. This high lights an other is sue, the power strug gle be -
tween pro fes sions over con trol ling the avail abil ity and use
of con tra cep tion. While in sev eral West ern in dus trial coun -
tries, IUDs and di a phragms are fit ted by para med i cal pro -
fes sion als, in Is rael this is still the ab so lute pre rog a tive of
phy si cians. In ser tion of IUDs is the only in va sive pro ce dure 
that is re stricted by reg u la tion to one type of phy si cian, a
gy ne col o gist. Thirty years ago, the prac tice in most clin ics
was that be fore be ing fit ted for an IUD, a woman had to
have three or four chil dren; later, the num ber came down to
two and even to one. To day, most clin ics still re fuse to fit an
IUD for nulliparous women, es pe cially un mar ried ones, on
the basis of good medical practice and the wish not to
endanger their fertility.

Other so cial re stric tions are also ex erted mainly through
the med i cal/health sys tem. A more sub tle as pect of the pro -
fes sional power play is the dis agree ment about the role of
psychosocial coun sel ing in the fit ting of con tra cep tives and
the suc cess or fail ure of their use.

Family Planning
Fer til ity and fam ily size are mainly a per sonal and fa -

mil ial de ci sion shaped by nor ma tive forces, but they are
also part of the pub li c do main and strongly de pend ent on
pol icy de ci sions, laws and reg u la tions, au tho ri za tions, and
fi nan cial sup port or con straints. Fam ily plan ning and con -
tra cep tion in Is rael can be viewed as part of a mul ti di men -
sional do main built of sev eral axes, of which the most im -
por tant ones are: mo der nity, na tion al ism, and re li gi os ity.
While some peo ple view re li gi os ity as be long ing to the axis
of mo der nity, this is not al ways the case in Is rael. While
among Mus lim women, high fer til ity is in versely as so ci -
ated mainly with mo der nity (women’s ed u ca tion be ing a
ma jor com po nent), in the Jew ish pop u la tion, it is mainly as -
so ci ated with re li gi os ity. Among Jew ish women, one finds
a de fined group of highly ed u cated, pro fes sional women
who es pouse a com bi na tion of re li gi os ity with nationalistic
ideol ogy, and pride themselves on having more than five or
six children.

It is im por tant to note here that while the com mand ment
to “be fruit ful and mul ti ply” is taken al most lit er ally, Jew ish 
Halachah, which strongly op poses fam ily plan ning, al lows
the use of con tra cep tives on the ba sis of in di vid ual need
within the rather wide Halachic for mu la tion of Pikuach
Nefesh (“dan ger to the soul”). More over, some fea tures of
Jew ish re li gious law cre ate unique sit u a tions. The fact that
many com mand ments, in clud ing “do not spill your se men
in vain,” bind men only, and al low women to use con tra cep -
tives, pro vided there is no di rect dam age to the men’s
sperm. Thus, while va sec tomy, with drawal, con doms, and
sper mi cides are al most uni ver sally for bid den, pills, IUDs,
and even diaphragms can be used within boundaries.

Apart from the per sonal po si tion and fam ily de ci sion
mak ing, the pub li c stand of Jew ish or tho doxy has al ways
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Table 5

Current Contraceptive Use among Married
Israeli Jewish Women (Aged 22-44 Years,

Exposed Women Only,1 1988)

Method of Contraception

Number of 
Women

(n)
Percent of
Exposed

Percent of
Total

Effective methods  794  59  47

Pill  259  19  15

IUD  519  39  31

Sterilization (male 
and female)

  16   1   1

Less-effective methods  138  10   8

Condom   66   5   4

Diaphragm   65   5   4

Spermicides only    7   0   0

Traditional methods  260  19  15

Withdrawal  175  13  10

Rhythm   71   5   4

Others   14   1   1

No method  152  11   9

Subtotal (exposed) 1344  99  80

Nonexposed  346  21

Grand Total 1680 101
1 Exposure to contraception was determined by three independent
variables: not-pregnant, not trying to become pregnant, and currently 
engaging in sexual intercourse.



been against or ga nized fam ily plan ning and the de vel op -
ment of fer til ity con trol and con tra cep tive services.

Public Policy and the Family Planning Movement
The move ment for birth con trol or birth plan ning, and

the uti li za tion of mod ern con tra cep tives as an in te gral part
of it, are rel a tively re cent in Is rael. The Is raeli Fam ily Plan -
ning As so ci a tion (IFPA) was founded in 1966. Mother and
Child Pri mary Health Care clin ics (MCH), the main stay of
pub li c health in Is rael, re ceived an of fi cial man date to deal
with birth control issues only in 1972.

The pre dom i nant ap proach to birth con trol and fam ily
plan ning in the late 1960s and 1970s was a mix ture of de mo -
graphic and health ap proaches with so cial/eth nic ide ol ogy.
The main fea tures con cerned the na tional melt ing-pot ide ol -
ogy re gard ing im mi grant groups, and the wish to better the
sit u a tion of the groups with a low so cio eco nomic sta tus
through the con trol of their fam ily size. From to day’s per -
spec tive, the lat ter com po nent was not only flawed in its pre -
mises, but also parentalistic in its na ture (Ronny A. Shtark -
shall has coined the term parentalistic, as op posed to pa ter -
nalistic, be cause of its less-sex ist con no ta tions). This ap -
proach was in con flict with two other im por tant axes that
strongly in flu enced fam ily plan ning—the re li gious and na -
tion al is tic, both of which were pronatalist. Nev er the less, the
strong medicalized ap proach to health in gen eral, and pride in 
med i cal pro fes sion al ism, re sulted in one of the first field stud -
ies that heralded the introduction of IUDs for worldwide use.

Pro fes sion als in sev eral dis ci plines, in clud ing health
pro fes sion als, were dis sat is fied with the med i cal/de mo -
graphic frame work and fa vored adop tion of a hu man/fam -
ily-rights ap proach. Im ple men ta tion of this new ap proach
has min i mized the au thor ity of the pro fes sion als, and fo -
cused on en abling the cli ents to take charge of their own
needs and on adapt ing the coun sel ing pro cess to the need of
spe cific groups. How ever, re sponses to re cent im mi grants
from the for mer USSR and Ethi o pia have shown that old
hab its die very slowly and can be res ur rected eas ily when
some serv ice pro vid ers de cide that they “know better” and
in ter vene with out ap pro pri ate preparation and adequate
concern for sociocultural factors.

Client-Oriented Services
The ini ti a tion of spe cial coun sel ing ser vices for youth

by the IFPA was also a step to ward de vel op ing ser vices
adapted to the cli ents’ needs. These are not only more ac ces -
si ble ser vices that meet the unique needs of this pop u la tion,
but also a dec la ra tion that the sex ual ex pe ri ences of youth
are not in trin si cally neg a tive. The in for mal ap proach, the
en vi ron ment, and the mode of coun sel ing in these ad vi sory
cen ters aim at min i miz ing the feel ings of adult so cial con -
trol of youth sex ual be hav ior. Cur rently, many mu nic i pal
ser vices, sick funds, and other NGOs have es tab lished such
ser vices, so that the IFPA is phas ing out di rect serv ice to
youth and go ing into an advisory training role for develop -
ing such services.

Groups at Risk for Unplanned Pregnancies
Some serv ice pro vid ers and or ga ni za tions view the 19%

of the cou ples who want to post pone or ter mi nate fer til ity,
but use tra di tional, in ef fi cient meth ods, as one of the main
tar gets for fam ily plan ning ed u ca tion. Sev eral stud ies have
shown that most of the mar ried cou ples be long ing to this
group re ally want more-ef fec tive con tra cep tion, but are
hin dered from us ing it by lack of knowl edge, sus pi cion,
fear, and sub jec tive difficulties in accessing services.

Un mar ried ad o les cents and young adults, in clud ing sol -
diers in the serv ice, stu dents, and re cent im mi grants from
the for mer USSR, are also the foci of fam ily plan ning ef -

forts, be cause of underutilization or mis use of con tra cep -
tives and the high rate of un wanted preg nan cies. (See
Sec tions 13A and 13D, Na tional, Re li gious, and Eth nic Mi -
nor i ties, for is sues of fam ily plan ning and con tra cep tion
among Mus lim women and cou ples, and among Russian
and Ethiopian immigrants.)

As much as the con tri bu tion of the fam ily plan ning ser -
vices is ap pre ci ated, it can not be ig nored that the con ver -
gence of fer til ity rates among the sec ond-gen er a tion im mi -
grants was largely achieved, not through their ac tion, but
rather through in ter mar riages of Jews of dif fer ent eth nic or -
i gin, the ac tion of a uni ver sal, largely egal i tar ian, ed u ca -
tional sys tem, the uni fy ing force of the IDF, and en try of
women into the paid workforce.

B. Unmarried Motherhood
Look ing at the de vel op ment of never-mar ried moth ers

in the re cent years, one con cludes that, in Is rael, for an in -
creas ing num ber of women, the drive to ward child bear ing
is stron ger than the con ven tion that moth er hood is only ac -
cepted within marriage.

The rate of live births per 1,000 never-mar ried women
aged 15 to 44 rose by 70% from 2.3 per 1,000 in the early
1970s to 3.9 per 1,000 in 1989. But the crude rates are not as
in for ma tive as the age-spe cific rates: While the rates for the
two youn ger age groups, 15 to 19 and 20 to 24, ac tu ally
dropped (from 1.4 to 0.8, down 43%, and from 3.4 to 2.9,
down 15%, re spec tively), the rates for the older aged groups 
in creased sig nif i cantly in the last two de cades. In the two
de cades be tween 1970 and 1989, the rate has more than
dou bled for the 25-to-29 age group, from 4.1 to 9.1 per
1,000, tri pled for the 30-to-34 group from 6.8 to 20.3 per
1,000, and more than qua dru pled for the 35-to-39 group, 5.2 
to 21.9 per 1,000.

The drop in the rate of birth of un mar ried young women
is prob a bly the re sult of Ar ti cle 2 in the abor tion law that al -
lows le gal ter mi na tion of preg nancy to un mar ried women
(see un der Abor tion be low). Most  abortions of un mar ried
women are con cen trated in the 15-to-24 age group, where a
siz able pro por tion of the sex u ally ac tive women are still not
only un mar ried, but also in un fa vor able con di tions to marry 
or give birth. Since abor tion is also avail able to un wed older 
women, the lower rate of abor tion and higher rate of un wed
moth er hood among older women re flects the need of older
un mar ried women to exercise their right to childbearing.

By Jew ish law, a child born to an un wed mother is le gal,
and there is no stigma at tached to his or her birth right. It is
the mother who car ries the bur den of shame, ac cord ing to
the re li gious rul ing and much pop u lar be lief, and not the
child. Ob vi ously, an in creas ing num ber of women are will -
ing to pay the price or do not feel the stigma.

There is no avail able in for ma tion on the pro por tion of
un wed women who choose to be come preg nant by sex ual
in ter course or ar ti fi cial in sem i na tion. Some in sti tu tions
per form ar ti fi cial in sem i na tion by do nors with no re quire -
ment that the re cip i ent be mar ried, but sev eral court cases
re veal that at least some of women prefer impregnation by
intercourse.

The is sue came into pub li c at ten tion when women sued
the fa thers, some of them pub li c fig ures, for child sup port.
Sev eral such cases in cluded signed con tracts waiv ing child
sup port as part of the agree ment by the men to im preg nate
the women. These con tracts were de clared void by the
courts be cause the court is bound to de cide in the best in ter -
ests of the child even if both par ents agree oth er wise. In sev -
eral cases, there were claims that the women mis rep re -
sented ei ther their fer til ity sta tus or the fact that they were
us ing a spe cific con tra cep tive. The courts de clared this ar -
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gu ment to be ir rel e vant be cause, even if proven true, it had
no bear ing on the interests or the legal status of the child.

Sev eral such in volved fa thers have formed an or ga ni za -
tion, “Fa thers Not by Choice,” and now lobby for the rights
of fa thers. They con tend that the pre vail ing sit u a tion, giv -
ing them no cus tody rights in such cases, and in many cases
no other rights, con sti tutes sex discrimination.

C. Abortion
Sev eral times in the short his tory of Is rael, abor tion has

been a ma jor pub li c and po lit i cal is sue, with highly emo -
tional and ideo log i cal ar gu ments that em body ten sions be -
tween dif fer ent seg ments of the so ci ety, and a dis crep ancy
be tween pub li c pol icy and pri vate prac tices. While play ing
a prom i nent role, the el e ment of women’s rights to their
bod ies was not as dom i nant as in some other coun tries. This
may be be cause the is sue of abor tion touches on other is sues 
highly im por tant to the Is raeli pub li c: re la tions be tween re -
li gion and state, na tional iden tity and as pi ra tions, and the
col lec tive mem ory of the an ni hi la tion of more than half of
the Jewish people of Europe in the Holocaust.

Jew ish re li gious laws, the Halachah, give pre ce dence to
the life of the mother over the life of the em bryo/fe tus un til
that mo ment of de liv ery when the head is fully out. An abor -
tion be cause of dan ger to the life of the mother can be ac -
cepted by re li gious au thor i ties, but only af ter con sult ing a
Halachic au thor ity. All other abor tions are per ceived to be
mur der. Abor tion is pre sented by its op po nents as the on go -
ing de nial of life of its fu ture chil dren to a so ci ety that had
lost one third of its peo ple, 1.5 mil lion of whom were chil -
dren, and con tin ues to suf fer loss of young life by warfare
and terrorism.

It has not helped that the pro fes sional view of fam ily
plan ning ef forts within cer tain or ga ni za tions pro vid ing abor -
tions was pre dom i nantly bio med i cal. As a re sult, women
seek ing abor tions were some times looked down upon as ig -
no rant or fail ing to use med i cally avail able con tra cep tives
prop erly. There was a feel ing that they should have known
better. This view is en coun tered mainly to ward young un -
mar ried women, though in the past it in cluded women of low
so cio eco nomic sta tus who had al ready had sev eral chil dren.
Re cently, this at ti tude was re vived in pub li c dis cus sion by
the in creased demand for abortions from the former USSR
immigrants.

It is also pos si ble that some vested eco nomic in ter ests
were in volved in the op po si tion to le gal iz ing abor tions.
Some pro fes sion als ob jected to pro vid ing abor tions in pub -
li c hos pi tals as a waste of pub li c money, while they or their
col leagues were per form ing them privately for a fee.

Dur ing the abor tion de bate, re pro duc tive health data
was fre quently mis used. Those who ob jected to abor tions
ex ag ger ated the health risk of abor tions—both mor tal ity
and the risk to fu ture fer til ity—as an ar gu ment against it.
This was mainly done by com par ing the mor tal ity and mor -
bid ity rates from in duced abor tions to the suc cess ful pre -
ven tion of preg nancy by con tra cep tive use, in stead of com -
par ing abor tion mor tal ity and mor bid ity with the risk in -
curred by car ry ing the preg nancy to term and its de liv ery.
This ar gu ment is also fa ce tious be cause, de spite the fact that 
Is rael has a very low perinatal mor bid ity and mor tal ity,
these are still much higher than the risks of abortions
performed according to accepted medical standards.

Le gally, abor tion is still de fined as a fel ony in the crim i -
nal code. As with most laws in Is rael, abor tions con tinue to
be reg u lated by Brit ish co lo nial laws. For al most 30 years,
1948 to 1978, the only le gal rea sons for the per for mance of
le gal abor tions were purely med i cal. Nev er the less, il le gal
abor tions were wide spread. Oddly enough, al most all the il -

le gal abor tions were per formed by li censed gy ne col o gists
or gen eral sur geons un der ac cepted med i cal stan dards. Ex -
tremely few cases were pros e cuted, and these only in cases
where a woman lost her life.

Since the mid-1960s, sev eral or ga ni za tions, mainly hu -
man rights ac tiv ists, the Is raeli Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a -
tion, the women’s seg ment of the Histadrut, the la bor un ion, 
the fem i nist cau cus, and or ga ni za tions seek ing to de crease
the po lit i cal power of the re li gious over in di vid u als, have
united in un co or di nated ef forts to change the law. The fact
that there was a vast dif fer ence be tween the law and the
prac tice, and that the main bar rier to seek ing abor tion was
eco nomic, has played a psy cho log i cal role in paving the
way to the change.

In 1977, the Knesset changed the abor tion law (en acted
Jan u ary 1978). The main change was the es tab lish ment of
hos pi tal com mit tees that could al low the per for mance of in -
duced abor tions un der five clauses: age (women un der 17 or 
over 40); preg nancy re sult ing from out-of-wed lock, adul -
ter ous, or un law ful re la tion ships; med i cal con di tions re lat -
ing to the em bryo (ge netic or de vel op men tal mal for ma -
tions); med i cal con di tions en dan ger ing the mother phys i -
cally and/or mentally; and social or economic hardship.

The law stated ex plic itly that pa ren tal con sent is not a
con di tion for per form ing an abor tion on a mi nor and that
seek ing abor tion is free of re gional re stric tions on the dis -
pen sa tion of med i cal ser vices. On the other hand, no phy si -
cian is re quired to per form an abor tion, even a le gally au -
tho rized one. The es tab lish ment of com mit tees in pub li c
and pri vate hos pi tals that were med i cally au tho rized to per -
form abor tions was at the dis cre tion of the hos pi tal man age -
ment. Sev eral hos pi tals did not es tab lish such com mit tees
be cause of re li gious or other ideo log i cal rea sons. The fact
that per mis sion for abor tion is granted by a hos pi tal com -
mit tee does not mean that the hos pi tal is re quired to per form 
the abor tion. The com mit tees are au ton o mous in de ter min -
ing their pro ce dures and reg u lat ing their ac tiv i ties, pro -
vided that each com mit tee in cludes at least one gy ne col o -
gist, one so cial/men tal health pro fes sional, and one woman. 
In most com mit tees, the woman was also the so cial worker,
thus com bin ing two func tions in one per son who also has
lower sta tus in med i cal in sti tu tions. Some com mit tees de -
mand that the pe ti tion ing woman ap pear be fore the com mit -
tee in per son and an swer ques tions; oth ers only re view a file 
pre pared by the social worker. Some committees convene
only once a week, others meet daily; some are known to be
“liberal,” while others are “hard.”

This dif fer en ti a tion be came highly im por tant in 1980,
only two years af ter en act ment of the new law, when re li -
gious par ties suc ceeded in strik ing out Ar ti cle 5 al low ing
abor tions for so cial or eco nomic hard ship. Since then, be -
cause there are no re gional ad min is tra tive re stric tions on
where women can seek an abor tion, women have pre ferred
to ap proach the more lib eral com mit tees. Thus, the de mand
for le gal abor tions among mar ried women, and their per for -
mance, has not changed much in the years fol low ing ab ro -
ga tion of Ar ti cle 5 (see Ta ble 6). Only the rea sons for which
these abor tions were granted have shifted. There was a four -
fold in crease in grant ing abor tions for physical or mental
medical reasons (from 8 to 36%).

As of late 1994, pri vately per formed, il le gal abor tions
are still per formed largely by phy si cians un der med i cally
ac cepted con di tions. The lat est es ti mate by knowl edge able
sources is that their num ber is 5,000 to 7,000 an nu ally,
about 25 to 33% of the to tal num ber of abor tions per formed. 
This es ti mate is for the pe ri od prior to the ar rival of the large 
1990-1991 im mi grant wave from the for mer USSR (see
Sec tion 13D, Na tional, Re li gious, and Ethnic Minorities).
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In 1990, there was an at tempt by re li gious par ties to re -
strict abor tions fur ther by re duc ing the num ber of hos pi tals
au tho rized to have com mit tees and per form abor tions, and
to limit them to pub li c hos pi tals only. Since the right-wing
gov ern ment at the time was fa vor able to this at tempt for
both ideo log i cal and po lit i cal rea sons, a co ali tion of fam ily
plan ning and health pro fes sional or ga ni za tions, the fem i -
nist lobby, and hu man rights activists was needed to defeat
this attempt.

Antiabortion or ga ni za tions are ac tive, es pe cially among 
youth and among women seek ing abor tions. Their pro pa -
ganda dis re gards the data and claims that every sec ond or
third preg nancy is will fully ter mi nated, while the ac tual
num ber is less than one in five, even if one counts the il le -
gally per formed abortions.

The IDF’s at ti tude to ward abor tions is con sis tent with
the wider tol er ance to ward pre mar i tal sex in late ad o les -
cence. In the past, a preg nant sol dier was dis charged
whether she car ried the preg nancy to term or ter mi nated it.
This caused many fe male sol diers who wished to con tinue
their serv ice to hide their preg nancy and have il le gal abor -
tions. This rule was changed, and cur rently a preg nant sol -
dier can seek an abor tion through the IDF and stay in the
serv ice. The rules still give the IDF an op tion to dis charge a 
woman on the ba sis of in com pat i bil ity. As far as is known,
this op tion is used only in the case of re peat aborters and if
other adverse conditions exist.

As noted in Sec tion 9B on un wed moth ers, it seems that
the de crease of un wed moth er hood in the youn ger age
groups is mainly be cause of the avail abil ity of le gal abor -
tions to un wed women. It would have been very in ter est ing
to be able to es ti mate how many “forced mar riages” were
avoided be cause of the avail abil ity of le gal abor tions to un -
mar ried women. Re search in Is rael has shown that among
mar riages that suf fer from abu sive pat terns, the rate of pre -
mar i tal con cep tions is by far the stron gest as so ci ated vari -
able mark ing the dif fer ence be tween them and di vorc ing
mar riages that do not suffer from an abusive pattern.

A sig nif i cant as pect of abor tions in Is rael is their cost.
Prior to the 1978 law, abor tions were very ex pen sive, cre at -
ing ad di tional hard ship for less-well-to-do women. Since
1978, the prices are be tween $250 and $600, be tween 40 to
100% of the min i mal le gal monthly wages. Only abor tions
per formed for med i cal rea sons in one of the pub li c hos pi tals 
are cov ered by the sick funds; the foun da tion for chil dren
run by the Min is try of Wel fare pays for abor tions for

women un der 17; all abor tions per formed on sol diers are
cov ered by the IDF. In all, an es ti mated 65% of all abortions
are paid for by public funds.

Most abor tions in Is rael are first-tri mes ter abor tions by
suc tion and cu ret tage. Most hos pi tals use gen eral an es the -
sia dur ing in duced abor tion in or der to min i mize the psy -
cho log i cal ef fects on the woman. Very few in sti tu tions per -
form sec ond-tri mes ter abor tions (evac u a tion), mainly be -
cause of staff ob jec tions. Mor tal ity and mor bid ity from
induced abortions in Israel is very low.

The large im mi gra tion from the for mer USSR start ing in 
1989 and peak ing in 1990-1991 changed the de mand for in -
duced abor tions and, pos si bly also, the con di tions un der
which some abor tions are per formed. First, it is es ti mated
that these im mi grant Jews will in crease the de mand for
abor tions by about 10% (over their pro por tion in the over all
pop u la tion). Sec ond, since most Rus sian women seek ing
abor tion are mar ried, and the cost of out-of-hos pi tal abor -
tions, pri vately per formed by a li censed phy si cian is rather
high, there is both sta tis ti cal and an ec dotal ev i dence in di -
cat ing these women seek abor tions from USSR-im mi grant
phy si cians who are unlicensed to prac tice med i cine or sur -
gery in Is rael. They charge less for abor tions, are highly
pro fi cient in their per for mance, but sometimes perform
them in medically problematic conditions.

[Trends in Termination of Adolescent Pregnancies
[Up date 2001: Re quests for in duced abor tions from the

hos pi tal au tho riz ing com mit tees, and their out comes, are
re ported to the Cen tral Bu reau of Sta tis tics. Ex am i na tion of
the trend in the 13 years be tween 1985 and 1998 re veal that
for girls up to age 14 and from age 15 to 19, there is a clear
trend of de creas ing de mand for abor tions. Since live births
for these age groups have not in creased, it is ap par ent that
these youths are pro tect ing them selves with greater suc -
cess. The con clu sion of ex perts from sev eral fields in ter -
viewed for a ma jor se ries of news pa pers ar ti cles on this is -
sue was that there is no one cause of this better pro tec tion,
but an ac cu mu la tion of sev eral fac tors: better sex ed u ca tion, 
the avail abil ity of ser vices ded i cated to the needs of ad o les -
cents, and more so cial ac cep tance of ad o les cents’ sex u al ity,
re sult ing in some ad o les cents ap proach ing their par ents for
help in con tra cep tion prior to ini ti at ing co itus. (End of
update by R. A. Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]

D. Population Trends
Uniqueness of the Jewish Population

The Jew ish pop u la tion of Is rael has the high est to tal fer -
til ity rates (TFR, i.e., the av er age num ber of live chil dren
ex pected to be born to a woman dur ing her life time, as cal -
cu lated from the age-spe cific fer til i ties) among the West ern
in dus trial coun tries—2.6 for 1991. This fer til ity is far above 
that of other ma jor Jew ish com mu ni ties, in clud ing East ern
Eu rope and Latin Amer ica, even though both pop u la tions
are de scen dants of sur vi vors of the Ho lo caust (as is a large
seg ment of the Is raeli pop u la tion). This is well above the re -
place ment value and re flects the im por tance of chil dren in
the Is raeli-Jew ish life style, in clud ing but not lim ited to the
or tho dox and ul tra-or tho dox sec tors. Among sec u lar Jew -
ish cou ples in Is rael, it seems like the birth of the first two
chil dren is taken for granted, and fam ily plan ning con sid er -
ations are usually reserved for timing and for addi tional
children.

Also, the sec ond gen er a tion of Jews im mi grat ing from
dif fer ent parts of the world to Is rael change mark edly in less 
than a gen er a tion, so that their fer til ity pat terns re sem ble the 
Jew ish-Is raeli pat tern more than the pat terns in their coun -
tries of origin.
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Table 6

Induced Terminations of Pregnancies Performed in
Hospitals in Israel (1979-89)

Year
Total Number 
of Abortions

Rates per 1,000
Women (Ages 15-49)

Rates per 1,000
Live Births

1979 15,925 17.7 17.0

1980 14,708 18.0 15.6

1981 14,514 17.4 15.6

1982 16,829 19.8 17.4

1983 15,593 17.9 15.8

1984 18,984 19.1 19.2

1985 18,406 18.1 18.3

1986 17,110 16.8 17.2

1987 15,290 16.0 15.4

1988 15,255 15.6 15.2

1989 15,216 15.2 15.1

1990 15,509 14.9 15.0

1991 15,767 15.1 14.9



Time Sequence of Fertility Changes
De spite the just-men tioned facts, the fer til ity pat terns

over the last three de cades do show a gen eral drop in fer til -
ity among all the na tional and most eth nic groups in Is rael,
con com i tant with mod ern iza tion and the rise in both eco -
nomic and ed u ca tional level (see Table 7).

Closer anal y sis of the TFR in var i ous Jew ish eth nic
groups re veals a more com plete pic ture. While there is a
con sis tent drop in the TFR for Jew ish moth ers born in Asia
and Af rica, for moth ers born in Is rael, and those born in Eu -
rope and Amer ica, there is a rise in the TFR un til the first
half of the 1970s and then a de cline. The over all rate of in -
crease for both lat ter groups was sim i lar, 0.3 to 0.4 child per
mother. If these trends—the rise in age at first mar riage, the
de lay of age at first birth, and the low er ing of the de sired
num ber of chil dren—con tinue, the re sult can be a con tin u -
ous de crease of the TFR among Jews in Is rael. It is hard to
pre dict to what lev els they will go and what will be the
forces act ing to speed, slow, or re verse this trend. What ever
the sit u a tion, the TFR of or tho dox and ultra-orthodox Jews
will be a factor.

Factors Shaping Israeli Fertility
Forces shap ing Is raeli fer til ity changes in the last 40 years 

in clude: mo der nity, mainly women’s ed u ca tion; changes in
eco nomic sta tus and per spec tives; en trance of women into
the la bor force; a gen eral down grad ing of the col lec tive/na -
tional el e ments within the pre vail ing ethos; and a con com i -
tant rise in the in di vid u al is tic achieve ment-ori en ta tion com -
po nents. Im mi gra tion was also a fac tor: Jew ish women from
Ethi o pia con trib uted to a TFR rise in 1991, Rus sian im mi -
grants to a drop in 1990, to where the TFR among Jewish
women is below 2.

The pronatalist at ti tude prev a lent in mod ern Is rael ex -
plains the so cial iza tion to ward mar riage and par ent hood
that Is raeli adults feel ill at ease to defy. Willed child less -
ness is not pre sented as a vi a ble op tion and child less cou ples 
are con sid ered to be in need of help.

Fertility Services
A di rect con se quence of this cul tural cli mate is the de -

mand for fer til ity ser vices, and es pe cially in vi tro fer til iza -
tion (IVF), as aids to mar ried bi o log i cal par ent hood. In 1993,
there was roughly one IVF clinic for every 30,000 Is rae lis,
more than in any other coun try over the world, and lower by

more than a fac tor of mag ni tude than the per ca pita rate in the
U.S.A. The re search in fer til ity, and es pe cially in IVF, in Is -
rael is dis pro por tion ately high, and sev eral im prove ments on
the meth ods orig i nated here. Other fer til ity ser vices are also
highly de vel oped in Is rael, but the fo cus is mainly on the bio -
med i cal serv ice, with min i mal re sort to ac com pa ny ing psy -
cho social in ter ven tions. Sev eral at tempts in the lat ter di rec -
tion re port a marked in crease in suc cess rates of the bio med i -
cal in ter ven tions if they are done in con junc tion with the
psychosocial ones. Sur ro gate motherhood is still very rare
and complicated by unresolved legal issues.

Adoption
Mar ried cou ples who go down the fer til ity road to its lim -

its with out suc cess re sort to adop tion. In an ef fort to pro tect
the rights of the adopted chil dren, adop tion pro ce dures in Is -
rael are slow and cum ber some. These ef forts some times
back fire, as chil dren drag for years through in sti tu tions, fos -
ter homes, and the courts with out a sta ble en vi ron ment and
the abil ity to form last ing at tach ments. The pro cesses are
some what eas ier when older chil dren or phys i cally or men -
tally chal lenged chil dren are in volved, but in these cases, the
adop tion process can be much more difficult.

From the side of the pe ti tion ing cou ples, the wait ing and
pro ce dures are some times in tol er a ble, cre at ing a large mar -
ket in adop tion of for eign chil dren. Ro ma nia was a source,
un til gov ern ment cor rup tion and news of HIV in fec tion in
or phan ages blocked this op tion. In sev eral South Amer i can
coun tries, what was a le gal if costly pro cess turned into il le -
gal trade in forged doc u ments, kidnapping, and extortion.Israel: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
The pub li c aware ness of STDs in Is rael in low. Syph i lis,

chla myd ia, gon or rhea, and her pes genitalis are re port able
dis eases, but this reg u la tion is not strictly en forced and not
fully ob served. A struc tural rea son for this may be that Is -
rael does not have STD clin ics spe cial iz ing in both care and
prevention.

In the late 1960s, an ap par ent dou bling in re ported
STDs, be lieved to be caused by the in flux of vol un teers af -
ter the “Six Days’ War,” caused the Min is tries of Health and
Ed u ca tion to rec om men d the study of sex ual knowl edge, at -
ti tudes, and be hav ior. This study, car ried out in the early
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Table 7

Total Fertility Rates of Jews and Non-Jews in Israel (1965-1989)

Period 1960-1964 1965-1969 1970-1974 1975-1979 1980-1984 1985-1989 1990 1991

Jews (total) 3.39 3.36 3.28 3.00 2.80 2.79 2.69 2.58

Mothers born in Israel 2.73 2.83 3.05 2.91 2.82 2.82 2.76 2.70

Muslims 9.23 9.22 8.47 7.25 5.54 4.70 4.70 4.70

Jews (mothers born in Asian
and African countries)

4.79 4.35 3.92 3.40 3.09 3.14 3.09 13.271

Christians 4.68 4.26 3.65 3.12 2.41 2.49 2.57 2.26

Jews (mothers born in Europe,
America (N&S), Australia,
and Southern Africa)

2.38 2.59 2.83 2.80 2.76 2.66 2.31 22.052

Druze and others 7.49 7.30 7.25 6.93 5.40 4.19 4.05 3.70
The Total Fertility Rate (TFR) is the total number of live children born to a woman throughout her fertile period. It is based on the sum of
age-specific fertilities for women between the ages of 14 to 49 and assumes that women of a specific group have the specific age fertility
appropriate for their group when they are at that age.
1 The rise in TFR among Jewish women born in African countries in 1991 is probably due to the wave of immigration of Jews from Ethiopia.
2 The rather sharp drop in TFR in 1990 and 1991 among women born in Europe/America is probably because of the large wave of
immigration from the former USSR where the TFR among Jewish women is below 2.



1970s, also rec om mended the in tro duc tion of a sex-ed u ca -
tion curriculum into the schools.

The cur rent prev a lence of STDs in Is rael for 1993 in an -
nual rates of pre lim i nary no ti fi ca tions were 1.1, 0.0, and 0.3
per 100,000 for syph i lis, gen i tal chla myd ia trachomatis,
and gon or rhea, re spec tively. This is be lieved by re search ers 
to be be low the ac tual rate. For ex am ple, some es ti mates of
chla myd ia in fec tion are as high as 10% of the women of 15
to 49 (2% of the pop u la tion). Es ti mates of the prev a lence of
herpes genitalis are also quite high.

In 1988, a So ci ety for the Study and Pre ven tion of STDs
was formed un der the aus pices of the Is raeli Fam ily Plan -
ning As so ci a tion, with the aims of join ing bio med i cal and
be hav ioral ef forts, in te grat ing pre ven tion with proper early
de tec tion and care, and for in creas ing the aware ness of
STDs and their risk to health among health pro fes sion als. It
holds pro fes sional ori en ta tion and aware ness meet ings and
for mu lates guide lines for better de tec tion and care of var i -
ous STDs. Its ed u ca tional and pub li c ac tiv i ties are con -
ducted within the general framework of the IFPA.

B. HIV/AIDS
Situation Report

Cur rently, HIV/AIDS has a low prev a lence/low in ci -
dence in Is rael. The doc u mented num ber of AIDS cases for
May 1994 was 292—cu mu la tive in ci dence of 56 per mil -
lion—69 of which, 24%, are cur rently alive in Is rael. As of
June 1994, there were 1,152 peo ple re ported as HIV-sero -
posi tive who are not ill with AIDS, a cu mu la tive in ci dence of 
256 per mil lion or 0.026%. It is be lieved that the re port ing of
cases is ac cu rate. Ta bles 8 and 9 sum ma rize the pub lished
data about both AIDS and HIV in Israel for June 1993.

The au thor i ties cite the fact that in ci dence of new AIDS
cases within Is rael is flat as sup port for their claim that the
sit u a tion is un der con trol. They also claim that since half of
the new AIDS cases are pre vi ously known as HIV cases, the 
ac tual num ber of HIV cases is prob a bly twice the num ber of 
AIDS cases re ported from all sources.

How ever, it may be that this per cep tion is only the short -
sight ed ness of pol i ti cians and policymakers who do not re -
al ize that this may be the lower flat part of an atyp i cal hy -
per bolic curve, be low the thresh old of dou bling. Sev eral

facts ap par ent in these ta bles can be a cause for con cern.
First, the pro gres sion from HIV to AIDS may rep re sent the
trans mis sion sit u a tion in the past five to ten years. Sec ond,
30% of the HIV cases are of un known risk fac tor, and al -
most 10% of all the peo ple iden ti fied as HIV-sero posi tive
are also of un known gen der; among those of un known risk
fac tor, 25% are of un known gen der. Since HIV test ing in Is -
rael is mostly vol un tary, and there is no sum ma rized and/or
an a lyzed data about the peo ple who have been tested for
HIV, there is no in for ma tion about over- or undertesting in
im por tant subpopulations like age groups or gen ders. This
results in a puzzle with more holes than picture.

Sociopolitical Issues
There are sev eral trou bling ques tions that re late to HIV/

AIDS be ing a biopsychosocial con struct, in ter lock ing with
sex u al ity and other so cial, po lit i cal, and cul tural issues.

The re spon si bil ity for deal ing with all the as pects of
AIDS has been al lo cated to the Min is try of Health with its
mainly bio med i cal out look. The de ci sions of the Na tional
AIDS Steer ing Com mit tee, which is al ways headed by a
phy si cian, are only rec om men da tions to the di rec tor gen -
eral of the min is try. Thus, de ci sions to im ple ment pol i cies
or ac tions that may have a strong psychosocial com po nent
can be taken up only from its bio med i cal end, re sult ing in a
dis tinct bias with serious and unpredictable results.

A sec ond is sue is more per va sive. On the one hand, there 
is the per cep tion that HIV/AIDS and in fected per sons are
marginalized and stig ma tized. This per cep tion in flu ences
the ways in which peo ple with AIDS or HIV and HIV/AIDS 
is sues are treated. On the other hand, there is a prone ness in
the re spon si bil ity for pub li c health to avoid dis cuss ing the
fact that, in dif fer ent sit u a tions and un der dif fer ent con di -
tions, it may not only be re spon si ble, but es sen tial to un der -
take un pleas ant or even re stric tive mea sures. (In ac cord -
ance with the tra di tional Ju daic ap proach, the ap pli ca tion is
highly de pend ant on unique sit u a tions that need to be
weighed from all side s and in re la tion to all those who are
in volved, even though the laws are gen eral and cover ev ery -
one.) This chain of bias-guilt-avoid ance is hardly suit able
to deal with the sen si tive is sues of HIV/AIDS. It may also
be re spon si ble for the fact that Israel has yet to form a

midrange plan to deal with the disease.
An other is sue is the in flu ence of or -

ga ni za tional struc tures and vested in -
ter ests on the na ture of the ef forts to
stem the dis ease. Such phe nom ena af -
fect the def i ni tion of pre ven tion and the
per cep tion of ap pro pri ate be hav ioral
in ter ven tions; they are also the source
of the phe nom e non that pol i cies are
for mu lated, and in ter ven tions de signed 
and im ple mented, prior to as cer tain ing
the be hav ioral pat terns, psy cho log i cal,
so cial, and cul tural determinants of be -
haviors involved in this disease.

Vested in ter ests come into play, es -
pe cially when deal ing with al lo ca tion
of bud gets, hu man re sources, con trol,
and re search op por tu ni ties. Thus, the
AIDS cen ters that are lo cated in eight
hos pi tals, and that are treat ment-ori -
ented and med i cally con trolled, strive
to re tain the over all re spon si bil ity for
pre ven tion, even of in ter ven tions that
are com mu nity-ori ented and those in
which the be hav ioral, and even cul -
tural components, are predominant.
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Table 8

Cumulative Adult (Age 15+) HIV+ Cases in Israel (June 1993)
Presented by Transmission Category (After Slater P.

Sutton’s Law and AIDS Prevention in Israel)

Males Females Unknown Total

Transmission Category1 N %2 N %2 N %2 N %3

1. Gay and bisexual men 153 100.0 — — — — 153  16.6

2. IV-drug users4  97  78.2  14 11.3 13 10.5 124  12.6

3. Homophiliacs  47  97.9   1  2.1  0  0.0  48   4.9

4. Transfusion recipients   7  53.8   5 38.5  1  7.7  13   1.3

5. Heterosexuals 199  58.0 139 40.5  5  1.5 343  34.7

   Subtotal (known risk group) 503  73.9 159 23.3 19  2.8 681  68.9

6. Unknown transmission 173  56.3  58 18.9 76 24.8 307  31.1

   Total 676  68.4 217 22.0 95  9.6 988 100.0
1 RS (the first author) would have preferred the use of risk practice or risk behavior to the use
of transmission category or risk group. This would have changed the structure of this table.
For example, the use of anal sex as risk practice (with subdivision for gay or heterosexual
groups) could have clarified the relative role of this practice in heterosexual transmission in
Israel, without loss of the ability to calculate the risk to encounter an HIV+ partner in sexual
encounters within specific groups.
2 Percentage of the total number of cases in this specific category.
3 Percentage of this category in the total number of HIV+ in Israel at that date.
4 Including drug users with additional risk factors.



Most of the HIV tests are done on these sites in which
precounseling and postcounseling to the peo ple who test
seronegative is lim ited to printed bro chures. The peo ple
who test sero posi tive re ceive a mix ture of med i cal and so -
cial coun sel ing with lit tle or ga nized sup port and few ed u ca -
tional pro grams. At tempts to al le vi ate the sit u a tion, even
with the help of vol un teer ser vices, meet with sus pi cion on
the one hand, and fi nan cial constraints on the other.

Priority Groups for Preventive Interventions
The pri or i tiz a tion of groups, and de vel op ment of ed u ca -

tional in ter ven tions, have been done with out prior be hav -
ioral and psychosocial stud ies or any or ga nized de ci sion-
mak ing pro cess. Re cently, the topic was dis cussed in an ar -
ti cle with sev eral pub lished com men tar ies rec om mend ing
the use of ep i de mi o log i cal data to de ter mine pri or i ties for
in ter ven tions. This pro posal would not be a step for ward,
be cause it does not give any con sid er ation to be hav ioral
pat terns. It also does not dis tin guish be tween risk-group, at-
risk group, and risk be hav ior. Thus, it did not con sid er he -
mo phil i acs, the high est HIV-seroprevalent risk-group, and
failed to no tice that they are cur rently at a very low risk for
pass ing on the in fec tion, that most of them are un der con -
stant med i cal su per vi sion and coun sel ing for their primary
disease, and that the at-risk group for infection are their
sexual contacts.

The com men tar ies re vealed deep dif fer ences be tween
peo ple who deal with AIDS, bor der ing on a com mu ni ca tion 
gap. Thus, the head of the Na tional AIDS Com mit tee de -
clared a com mit ment to im ple ment a gen eral AIDS ed u ca -
tion ef fort among ad o les cents in schools, while an other
com men ta tor pointed out that there were still no be hav ioral
data point ing to wards that need, and sug gest ing that the ex -
ist ing ep i de mi o log i cal data, al though scanty, fa vored the
tar get ing of ed u ca tional efforts to limited priority sub -
groups within youth.

The es tab lish ing of tar geted pri or ity groups is im por tant
not only be cause of the scar city of fi nan cial and hu man re -
sources, but also be cause of the need to tar get the ed u ca -
tional mes sages to the spe cific needs and con di tions of sub -
groups, if one is to ex pect ing to make an im pact (see be low
in AIDS Ed u ca tion Ver sus Sex Ed u ca tion). The gen eral in -

ter ven tion ef forts aim at the com mon de nom i na tors and,
there fore, may be too diluted and unfocused.

The bal ance be tween tar get ing pri or ity groups for in ter -
ven tions to lower the trans mis sion within those groups, and
sup port for those who are al ready HIV-sero posi tive, and
stig ma tiz ing these same groups, is very del i cate, es pe cially
if the groups are marginalized or stig ma tized to start with.

Re cently, this is sue raised its head when the ed u ca tional
and coun sel ing ef forts within an im mi grant pop u la tion suf -
fer ing from high prev a lence and in ci dence rates, and from a
hetero sex u al pat tern of trans mis sion, were sensationalized
in the me dia. The fear and shun ning re ac tions of small seg -
ments of the pop u la tion, com bined with the sen si tiv ity and
shame within this tra di tional com mu nity, trig gered re ac -
tions to ward the pro fes sion als who were in close as so ci a -
tion with them, and set back some of the preventive efforts.

Contact Tracing and Educational/
Counseling Programs

Ep i de mi o log i cal fol low-up and no ti fi ca tion, sup port for
peo ple who are HIV-sero posi tive, and coun sel ing in ter ven -
tions could be highly ef fec tive, if im ple mented pro fes sion -
ally, com pas sion ately, and dis creetly. This was pos si ble in
Is rael, as no anon y mous test ing is avail able, only con fi den -
tial ones. Un for tu nately, the sys tem did not man age to make 
the es sen tial accommodations to implement such policies.

In one case, when a whole group of im mi grants from a
coun try with a high prev a lence of HIV was screened on en -
try, the rec om men da tion for com bined sup port ive and pre -
ven tive in ter ven tions by case man ag ers work ing within the
com mu nity was post poned for more than two years. As
trans mis sion within the com mu nity con tin ued, while peo -
ple did not come in readily for vol un tary test ing, it is ques -
tion able whether the in ter ven tion can be as ef fec tive as if it
had been im ple mented nearer to the screening date.

This im mi grant com mu nity also posed the chal lenge of
de vel op ing cul tur ally ap pro pri ate ed u ca tional pro grams
and train ing per son nel to de liver them. It also chal lenged
the sys tem with the ne ces sity for cul tural bridg ing, and the
train ing of cul tural me di a tors be tween pro fes sion als whose 
be liefs were em bed ded in bio med i cal mod els, and cli ents
who used a com bi na tion of tra di tional lay beliefs and bio -

medical models.
This was achieved by cre at ing an al li ance be -

tween a group of pro fes sion als and a group of vet -
eran im mi grants who trained to be come both ed u -
ca tional agents and me di a tors while they also acted
as cul tural in for mants and consultants.

AIDS Education Versus Sex Education
This ques tion, al though gen eral in na ture, is es -

pe cially rel e vant in Is rael, a low-prev a lence coun try
in which ad o les cents can be de fined by their mod er -
ate prev a lence of hetero sex u al risk be hav iors when
com pared to the U.S.A. and Eu ro pean coun tries, and 
very low prev a lence of in di vid u als be ing at-fu ture-
risk for HIV in fec tion and not at-immediate-risk.

While to day’s ad o les cents do not face the prob -
abil ity of HIV in fec tion, they do face a much more
tan gi ble risk of preg nancy and STD in fec tion. In
this con text, at tempts to mo ti vate youth by fear of
the small risk of HIV/AIDS or by fear of the fu ture
may backfire.

On a more the o ret i cal ba sis, it is ques tion able
whether it is ap pro pri ate to in tro duce youth to the is -
sues of sex through risks of ei ther a deadly dis ease,
other dis eases, or a preg nancy. It is pro posed that
early sex ed u ca tion, fo cus ing on com mu ni ca tion
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Table 9

Accumulative Adult (Age 15+) AIDS Cases in Israel (June
1993) Presented by Transmission Category (After Slater

P. Sutton’s Law and AIDS Prevention in Israel)

Males Females Total

Transmission Category1 N %2 N %2 N %3

1. Gay and bisexual men 110 100.0 — — 110  45.6

2. IV-drug users4  43  84.3  8  9.8  51  21.2

3. Homophiliacs  28 100.0  0  0.0  28  11.6

4. Transfusion recipients   7  87.5  1 12.5   8   3.3

5. Heterosexuals  26  74.3  9 25.7  35  14.5

   Subtotal (known risk group) 214  92.2 18  7.8 232  96.3

6. Unknown transmission   9  0   9   3.7

   Total 223 18 241 100.0
1 RS would have preferred the use of risk practice or risk behavior to the use of
transmission category or risk group. This would have changed the structure of
this table. For example, the use of anal sex as risk practice (with subdivision for 
gay or heterosexual groups) could have clarified the relative role of this practice 
in heterosexual transmission in Israel, without loss of the ability to calculate the 
risk to encounter an HIV+ partner in sexual encounters within specific groups.
2 Percentage of the total number of cases in this specific category.
3 Percentage of this category in the total number of HIV+ in Israel at that date.
4 Including drug users with additional risk factors.



and de ci sion-mak ing skills, on re spon si bil ity for one’s ac -
tions and health and also for the health and wel fare of one’s
part ner, and on al ter na tive, noncoital sex ual ex pres sions,
would be both more ap pro pri ate for ad o les cents and, in the
long run, more efficient in lowering the transmission rates.

It is also im por tant to note that the dif fer ences be tween
cul tures are not lim ited to “es o teric” im mi grants, but can
also be be tween “sim i lar” in dus trial coun tries. Thus, the
con cept of “safer sex,” which is em bed ded in the ba sic pre -
mises of a so ci ety that is highly in di vid u al is tic and some -
times ad versarial, may be in suf fi cient or in ap pro pri ate in a
cul ture that puts more em pha sis on the sense of com mu nity
and cooperation between individuals.

It is also ques tion able whether ego is tic mo ti va tions,
which are at the roots of safer sex, are suf fi cient in bound ary 
con di tions, where al tru is tic or sec ond ary mo ti va tions are
needed to aug ment the ego is tic ones. Such con sid er ations
will call for al ter na tive ed u ca tional ap proaches. Deal ing
with is sues of mu tual pro tec tion and re spon si bil ity need a
much more elab o rate ed u ca tional ap proach than fo cus ing
on bar ri ers to con dom use or on the me chan i cal skills of its
use. These should be discussed in the wider scope of sex ed -
ucation.

The de ci sion-mak ing, com mu ni ca tion, and pro tec tive
skills learned in sex ed u ca tion are very sim i lar and can be
eas ily ap plied to pro tec tion against HIV/AIDS.

It is some what dis ap point ing that the need for a com pre -
hen sive ap proach to sex ed u ca tion and the ur gency of such
im ple men ta tion are wasted, be cause the in ter ests of some
pol i ti cians meet with those of ed u ca tional en tre pre neurs.
The lat ter pro mote the use of shelf pro grams aimed at the
larg est pos si ble pop u la tions and de signed to of fend as few
peo ple as pos si ble. They are thus fo cus ing on “clin i cal,”
nonoffensive, and nonsexual as pects of HIV/AIDS, de -
mand min i mal train ing of the im ple ment ers, and min i mal
hours for de liv ery. The in ter est of ed u ca tional and health
pol i ti cians is in “magic bul let” in ter ven tions that can be put
in place speed ily and with minimal fuss and objections from 
vocal political minorities.

Such ready-made AIDS-ed u ca tion pro grams al low them
to shirk their re spon si bil ity, while pre tend ing to ful fill it. It is
only fair to say that some of these pol i ti cians do not know
better and be lieve in what they are do ing. The re spon si bil ity
of the en tre pre neur ial pro fes sion als seems to be graver.

[HIV/AIDS Education on the Internet
[Up date 2001: In March 1999, the larg est ed u ca tional

Internet net work in Is rael, Snunit, opened a site ded i cated to
sex u al ity and the pre ven tion of HIV/AIDS. The site was
jointly spon sored by the psy cho log i cal coun sel ing serv ice of
the Min is try of Ed u ca tion and the Na tional HIV/AIDS Steer -
ing Com mit tee. Its name, Yachad (To gether), is sig nif i cant,
be cause it re flects the fact that the site is not ded i cated to pre -
ven tion in gen eral or to HIV/AIDS in par tic u lar, but to cou -
ples and sex ual re la tions (Yachad 1999). The launch of this
site was a po lit i cal event be cause, in or der to be spon sored by
the Min is try of Ed u ca tion and Cul ture, it had to be also ap -
proved by the Na tional Re li gious Ed u ca tional Sys tem. Be -
side in for ma tion, chat rooms, and ques tion-and-an swer sec -
tions, the site in cludes ed u ca tional ac tiv i ties through which
ad o les cents can ex am ine their at ti tudes and val ues, ex press
opin ions about the con tent of sex ed u ca tion in schools, and
ex am ine their ex po sure to risk through sex ual be hav ior. (End 
of update by R. A. Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]

[Epidemiology
[Up date 2001: Most new cases of HIV/AIDS re ported in 

Is rael are still peo ple who were in fected abroad, most of

them in one coun try in which HIV is highly prev a lent and
from which im mi grants are con tin u ously ar riv ing into Is -
rael. At the end of Oc to ber 1999, there were in Is rael 605 cu -
mu la tive cases of AIDS, out of which 155 were still liv ing,
and 2,051 re ported cases of HIV, which had not yet pro -
gressed to AIDS (Na tional TB and AIDS Unit 1999). The
Min is try of Health and WHO es ti mate that Is rael has 50% to 
100% more HIV cases than re ported. Out of the known
cases, about two thirds are men. More than 50% were pre -
sum ably ex posed out side Is rael by hetero sex u al con tacts.
The pro por tion is much higher for women than for men,
69% and 31%, re spec tively. Among those ex posed abroad,
the proportion of men to women is 1:1.

[Re cently, two new phe nom ena have been emerg ing: the 
re port ing of cases of HIV/AIDS among mi grant work ers
and among im mi grants from the for mer USSR. While the
for mer are mainly sex u ally in fected, the lat ter are in fected
through in tra ve nous drug use, and many suf fer also from
ad vanced stages of al co hol ism and un treated tu ber cu lo sis.
Is rael is a coun try with a Na tional Health In sur ance, which
cov ers treat ment of HIV through the most ad vanced di ag -
nos tics (vi ral load) and med i ca tions (cock tail ther apy).
Since im mi grants are en ti tled to health in sur ance from the
mo ment they ar rive and are not tested out side the gates,
there is an in duce ment for peo ple from coun ties that do not
sup ply ther apy to move into Is rael. Re cently, some ex perts
voiced con cern whether this may in crease the bur den in tol -
er a bly on a health sys tem that is in a chronic fi nan cial cri sis.
(End of up date by R. A. Shtarkshall and M. Zemach)]

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
By the end of 2001, a cu mu la tive to tal of 3,333 cases of HIV 
in fec tion were re ported. Is rael is a coun try with a low
endemicity of HIV/AIDS. With the at trib ute of be ing a
coun try of im mi gra tion, in clud ing sig nif i cant im mi gra tion
from Af ri can coun tries, rates of HIV are greatly de pend ent
on the origin of the immigrants.

[An HIV/AIDS reg is try has ex isted since the be gin ning
of the ep i demic. HIV test ing is sys tem atic among blood do -
nors and pris on ers and among se lect groups of im mi grants
from HIV-hyperendemic coun tries. Test ing is con fi den tial
and free of charge for any per son re quest ing the serv ice. Test -
ing is done at all com mu nity clin ics, all across the country.

[Health ed u ca tion pro grams are de vel oped for both the
gen eral pop u la tion and for groups with risk be hav iors.
Treat ment and fol low-up are spe cial ized in re gion ally dis -
trib uted AIDS cen ters, which can pro vide ad e quate fol low -
up and an ti vi ral HAART treat ment to all adherent patients.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 2,700 (rate: 0.1%)
Women ages 15-49: NA
Chil dren ages 0-15: NA

[No es ti mate is avail able for the num ber of adults and
chil dren who died of AIDS dur ing 2001.

[No es ti mate is avail able for the num ber of Is raeli chil -
dren who had lost one or both par ents to AIDS and were un -
der age 15 at the end of 2001. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]Israel: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

A. Concepts of Sexual Dysfunction and Therapy
De spite the fact that sev eral of the found ers of mod ern

sexol o gy in Ger many had ei ther passed through or set tled in 
Is rael af ter the rise of the Nazi re gime to power, sexol o gy
did not emerge in Is rael as a dis ci pline un til the early and
mid dle 1970s. Treat ment for sex ual dys func tions was lim -
ited ei ther to med i cally ori ented in ter ven tions or to an a lyt i -
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cally ori ented psychodynamic ther a pies, which were im -
ported by mem bers of Freud’s Psy cho an a lytic In sti tute who 
im mi grated to Is rael and founded a sim i lar institute with his
blessings in the late 1930s.

The med i cal ap proach fo cused on func tional symp toms
al le vi a tion as a means to solv ing the sex ual dys func tions,
e.g., the use of dilators for vag i nal spasms or numb ing
creams for early ejacu la tion. While the psy cho an a lytic ap -
proach rec og nizes dys func tions, and is sues like ori en ta tion
and gen der con fu sion as sep a rate di ag nos tic cat e go ries, and 
is in ter ested in deep causes and their trans for ma tion, psy -
cho an a lysts did not treat them with the same meth ods and
un der similar basic assumptions as medical practitioners.

The de vel op ment of sex ther apy in Is rael oc curred
mainly af ter Mas ters and John son and is, by and large, an
im port from the U.S.A. Most of the Is raeli ther a pists are
trained there rather than in Eu rope. Cur rently, there is a plu -
ral ism of ap proaches to the treat ment of sex ual dys func -
tions, rang ing from the purely med i cally ori ented through
the com bined  bio psy chosocial ap proach, and the cou ple-
ori ented sys temic ap proach to the psychodynamic.

B. Availability of Diagnosis, Counseling,
 and Treatment

A World Health Or ga ni za tion (WHO) re port counted, at
the end of 1988, 13 cen ters of fer ing sex ther apy across the
coun try. This list was not ex haus tive even for that date, and
since then, more ser vices have opened up in dif fer ent loca -
tions.

Most of the clin ics are still lo cated in pub li c hos pi tals or
spe cial ists’ clin ics of the sick funds. Sig nif i cantly, few of
them have a free stand ing sta tus, and most are an nexed to
de part ments like Gy ne col ogy, Psy chi a try, or Urol ogy, de -
pend ing on the med i cal train ing of the head of the clinic or
on po lit i cal con sid er ations. These ar range ments are typ i cal
of a sit u a tion in which sexol o gy and sex ther apy are still not
con sid ered a full-fledged, professional, and/or academic
 enterprise.

The clin ics, even those in the pub li c hos pi tals and sick
funds, are very het er o ge neous. A few have sev eral staff mem -
bers from dif fer ent dis ci plines work ing full- or part-time with 
a wide range of ser vices. These can of fer a full bio med i cal
and psychosocial eval u a tion and a va ri ety of ther a pies. Usu -
ally, they will also treat ori en ta tion- and gen der-con fu sion is -
sues,  including eval u a tions for sex change, e.g., the sex ual
func tion clin ics at the Hadassah Med i cal Or ga ni za tion in Je -
ru sa lem and the Sheba Med i cal Cen ter in Ramat-Gan. Most
clin ics fo cus on fewer as pects of the sex ual func tions or of fer
a smaller va ri ety of ser vices. Sev eral sex-ther apy clin ics
evolved in nonmedical fam ily and mar riage ser vices. These
of fer mostly psychosocial eval u a tions and in ter ven tions. One 
of these clin ics started in the early 1990s also of fers sur ro gate
ther apy as part of its ser vices. The male and female surro -
gates are selected and trained by the staff of that clinic.

Two cen ters spe cial ize in re ha bil i ta tive sexol o gy:
Sheba and Beit-Lewinstein Re ha bil i ta tive Cen ter. These
of fer both posttrauma and postdisease treat ment of sex ual
con cerns and functions.

A rel a tively re cent de vel op ment is the ap pear ance of
spe cial ized pri vate-en ter prise sex clin ics that use ag gres -
sive pub lic ity and ca ter mainly to men with erec tile dys -
func tions. These clin ics of fer mainly treat ment by med i ca -
tion, mostly penile in jec tions. There are sev eral re ports that
they of fer rather poor psy cho log i cal and dyadic eval u a tions 
and in ter ven tions, and at least one of them is un der investi -
gation by the Ministry of Health.

A na tional as so ci a tion of sex ther a pists (ITAM) was
formed in the late 1980s in ex pec ta tion of the ther apy-li cens -

ing reg u la tions. This is a rather loose as so ci a tion that did not
take a pub li c ini tia tive in deal ing with de fend ing po ten tial
cli ents against ex ag ger ated publicity claims or misconduct.Israel: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

A. Sexological Research and Advanced
Education

There is not one ac a demic de part ment or ac a demic pro -
gram that fo cuses on sex ual is sues or sexol o gy. All the re -
search and train ing is done un der the names of dif fer ent
“pro fes sions,” with very lit tle in te gra tion and/or in ter dis ci -
plin ary ap proach. One at tempt to form an in ter dis ci plin ary
group ended when the per son who ini ti ated it did not re -
ceive ten ure and moved to Can ada. De spite that, sev eral
stud ies con cern ing sex ual func tion and dys func tion have
been car ried out in clin i cal and lim ited nonclinical pop u la -
tions. Other stud ies in the ed u ca tional, psychosocial, and
health fields have in cluded is sues of sex u al ity, sex ual be -
hav ior, and at ti tudes. The rise of in ter est in HIV/AIDS is -
sues has focused some attention to what is defined as sexual
risk behaviors.

Only one of the four med i cal schools in cludes a course
on sex u al ity and sex ual be hav ior in their reg u lar cur ric u -
lum. The other three do so only as an elec tive or in ter mit -
tently. It is pos si ble to be board li censed in gy ne col ogy and
urol ogy with out any course or in tern ship in the psycho -
social and be hav ioral as pects of sex u al ity. The only spe cial -
iza tion that in cludes some is sues of sex u al ity in the re quire -
ments for board cer tif i ca tion is fam ily prac tice. As a re sult,
at least one of the post grad u ate courses in this spe cialty of -
fers a 32-hour unit on sex u al ity and sex ual is sues in the fam -
ily prac tice and a 16-hour unit on family planning and
contraception.

Sev eral of the uni ver si ties and col leges of fer scat tered
ac a demic courses on sex ual is sues within var i ous fac ul ties,
schools, or de part ments. Such are the courses at the School
of So cial Work of the Uni ver sity of Tel-Aviv, sex ed u ca tion
courses at the Kib but zim teach ers-train ing college, and
others.

The He brew Uni ver sity of Je ru sa lem has sev eral ac a -
demic courses in fam ily plan ning in var i ous de part ments.
One of them is an in ter dis ci plin ary course to train coun sel -
ors in fam ily plan ning, con tra cep tion, and sex u al ity-re lated
is sues. Al though part of the M.P.H. cur ric u lum, this course
is con sid ered to be an in ter ven tion course in the School of
So cial Work, and a skills course in ed u ca tional coun sel ing
and psy chol ogy. Other courses there are those fo cus ing on
the bi o log i cal, so cial, and psychological bases of gender
differ ences.

Sev eral courses in sex ed u ca tion are of fered within uni -
ver sity schools of ed u ca tion. These are nonacademic, in-
serv ice train ing courses held in co op er a tion with the Unit of 
Fam ily Life and Sex Ed u ca tion of the Is raeli Min is try of
Ed u ca tion and Cul ture. Nonacademic courses, mainly in
sex ed u ca tion and fam ily plan ning, are of fered by the Min -
is try of Ed u ca tion and the Is raeli Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a -
tion (IFPA). These take the form of an nual courses or con -
cen trated work shops on gen eral is sues, on spe cial ized pop -
u la tions (e.g., im mi grants and chal lenged youth), or spe cial
is sues (e.g., deal ing with rape and co er cive sex in the ed u ca -
tional sys tem, new methods in sex education, and cross-
cultural issues).

Re cent de vel op ments may her ald some changes. First,
one of the courses in sex ed u ca tion, which is coheaded by
Ronny A. Shtarkshall, is cur rently con sid ered for in clu sion
in the mas ter of arts de gree pro gram by the School of Ed u -
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ca tion of the He brew Uni ver sity of Je ru sa lem. This is a 168-
hour course for train ing fa cil i ta tors for in ter ac tive ex pe ri en -
tial work in sex ed u ca tion. The 56-hour, the o ret i cal-ac a -
demic com po nent of this course will give, if ap proved, four
an nual cred its at the grad u ate level. Sec ond, the IFPA has
ini ti ated within the Post-Grad u ate Train ing Pro gram of the
Sakler Fac ulty of Med i cine of the Uni ver sity of Tel-Aviv an
in ter dis ci plin ary pro gram in pop u la tion, fam ily plan ning,
sex ual health, and coun sel ing. Third, the IFPA board of di -
rec tors and coun cil ap proved cri te ria for the train ing and
rec og ni tion of sex ed u ca tors. These in clude ac a demic stud -
ies, skills train ing, sen si ti za tion and de sen si ti za tion to sex u -
al ity is sues, and su per vised ex pe ri ence. It is ex pected that
these developments will create some change in the attitudes
toward professionalism in sexual issues.

B. Sexological Organizations
In sti tute for Sex Ther apy, Sheba Med i cal Cen ter, Tel

Hashomer, Is rael; Phone: 972-3/530-3749; Fax: 972-3/535-
2888

Is rael Fam ily Plan ning As so ci a tion, 9, Rambam Street,
Tel-Aviv, 65601, Is rael; Phone: 972-3/5101511; Fax: 972-
3/5102589

Min is try of Ed u ca tion and Cul ture, Psy cho log i cal and
Coun sel ing Ser vices, 2 Devorah Hanevia Street, Je ru sa lem, 
Is rael; Phone: 972-02/293249; Fax: 972-02/293256Israel: National, Religious, and Ethnic Minorities

13. National, Religious, and
Ethnic Minorities

A. The Muslims
Mus lim Arabs, the large ma jor ity of Arab cit i zens in Is -

rael, con sti tute 14% of the pop u la tion of Is rael. Their sit u a -
tion is unique: a mi nor ity within a Jew ish state and cul ture
that has been at con tin u ous war with its neigh bor ing Mus -
lim coun tries since its founding.

De spite that, some sense of group au ton omy that tran -
scends in di vid ual rights is rec og nized by the state, as mat -
ters like mar riages, di vorce, and fam ily law are in the ju ris -
dic tion of the Mus lim re li gious courts.

While the na tional and po lit i cal as pi ra tions of Mus lim
Arabs in Is rael may be at odds with the main stream of Is -
raeli so ci ety, it is in ter est ing that both the Mus lim es tab lish -
ment and the pop u la tion ap prove of the Is raeli sys tem that
al lows the re li gious courts of each de nom i na tion to govern
its own population.

The re li gious courts are bound by the civ i l code, which
takes pre ce dence in mat ters in which the re li gious courts
are at odds with it, like the ban on po lyg amy and the le gal
age of con sent for mar riage. Only re cently, the Su preme
Court ruled that the re li gious courts can not ig nore the rul -
ings con cern ing di vi sion of prop erty be tween hus band and
wife, which give women more rights than un der the reli -
gious can ons.

This in dig e nous con trol also gives the tra di tional es tab -
lish ment power over youn ger “up starts.” If there is a move -
ment striv ing to free the Mus lim so ci ety from the strong hold
of the re li gious es tab lish ment, it is much less vis i ble than
among the Jew ish seg ment of the pop u la tion, per haps as a re -
sult of the value placed on a uni form stance as a minority.

There are sev eral other fac tors that af fect sex ual, mar i tal,
and fa mil ial is sues in which the Arab-Mus lim so ci ety dif fers
from the Jew ish main stream. The Jew ish ma jor ity is largely
ur ban with an in dus trial and serv ice-based econ omy, with
high mea sures of mo der nity in clud ing women’s ed u ca tion
and their par tic i pa tion in the workforce. The start ing point of
Arab-Mus lim so ci ety is largely ru ral, its econ omy is based
on farm ing, and the de ter mi nants of mo der nity are rather
low. This is rap idly chang ing, but there is still a wide gap. In

re cent years, both ac a dem ics and some small ac tiv ist or ga ni -
za tions have bro ken the uni fied front by pub lish ing stud ies
about mar riage pat terns, sex ual vi o lence, and other dis puted
is sues, and wag ing pub li c cam paigns against phe nom ena
like mur der for the honor of the fam ily. These reports provide 
a good background for discussion of such issues.

Marriage as a Public Transaction 
Between Families

The tra di tional view of mar riage in the Arab, mainly
Mus lim, so ci ety is of mar riage as a trans ac tion be tween
fam i lies, con cerned mainly with strength en ing the eco -
nomic and po lit i cal power of the ex tended fam ily/tribe, the
Chamulah. Love and sex ual sat is fac tion have very lit tle to
do with mar riage, but pro cre ation is very im por tant. This is
typ i cal of ru ral so ci et ies, de pend ing on land for wealth and
pres tige and on unity for its pres er va tion. Mar riages are ar -
ranged be tween fam i lies, some times against the will of the
bride or the groom.

Bride pay ment, Mohar, is paid ac cord ing to the de sir -
abil ity of the bride and the pu rity of the name of the fam ily
daugh ters and the sta tus of her fam ily. The col lec tion of ap -
pro pri ate Mohar, es pe cially for a highly de sir able bride
from a pres ti gious fam ily, is a very heavy bur den on young
men if they do not have the sup port of their well-to-do fam i -
lies or if they are poor. Thus, the prac tice of ar ranged mar -
riages with high Mohar has acted not only to pre serve the
wealth, but to keep the youn ger men in line and pre serve the
so cial sta tus quo. The pay ment of the Mohar has also rep re -
sented sym bol i cally the fact that the bride’s fam ily was los -
ing a la bor force, while the groom’s fam ily was gain ing one, 
as well as a po ten tial mother of chil dren. There fore, the fer -
til ity of the bride’s mother, her aunts, el der sis ters, and cous -
ins has been a fac tor in her de sir abil ity and her Mohar. This
con trib utes to the fact that the preg nan cies and child bear ing
of each woman in the Chamulah is the busi ness of every
other woman. Women move into the hus band’s ex tended
fam ily, but her family of origin is still responsible for her
proper conduct.

Inbreeding
Sev eral mech a nisms ex ist to fa cil i tate keep ing the

wealth, es pe cially land own er ship, within ex tended fam i -
lies. One is re cip ro cal mar riages: Fam i lies ex change two
pairs of their off spring, one male and one fe male from each
fam ily. These male-fe male pairs are of ten a brother and sis -
ter or first cous ins. This saves the dowry pay ments for both
fam i lies, but also cre ates dou ble-kin ship lines. A sec ond
mech a nism is the mar riage of first cous ins, sec ond cous ins,
un cle and niece, or aunt and nephew, al though this is not as
com mon to day as in the past. The re sult is that 45% of all
mar riages in the Arab so ci ety in Is rael are between rela -
tives; 25% are of first-degree kin.

This hap pens de spite the de crease in ar ranged mar riages 
and their trans for ma tion into rit ual for mal iza tion of vol un -
tary pair for ma tion. This seem ing par a dox can be ex plained
by the fact that, de spite mod ern iza tion, the Arab so ci ety is
still a closed one with low mo bil ity. The avail able choices
for mar riage are lim ited and usu ally come from the same
vil lage built around extended families.

The health im pli ca tions of these phe nom ena can be dire.
Sev eral vil lages, which are so cially or geo graph i cally iso -
lated, suf fer from an ex tremely high in ci dence of spe cific
ge netic de fects. Ef forts are be ing made to lower the rate of
ge netic de fects, even among the mar ried rel a tives, by ap -
pro pri ate genetic counseling.

One such de fect within the do main of hu man sex u al ity is 
the ex ist ence of a large num ber of pseudohermaphrodites of 
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the dihydrotestosterone (DHT) or 5-al pha reductase de fi -
ciency. First re ported and stud ied in the Do min i can Re pub -
lic, this re ces sive gene mu ta tion has been traced to one fam -
ily that mi grated from the Syr ian moun tains about 150 years 
ago and con tin ued to inter marry. A brief at tempt to study
these peo ple and their en vi ron ment, while ex tend ing them
med i cal help, was cut short by the re al i ties of the Is raeli-
Arab con flict. It was as cer tained that the ex tended fam ily is
aware of the sit u a tion and of the pe cu liar ity of these chil -
dren. Yet, it was never clear whether this is an in ter nal fa -
mil ial ter mi nol ogy or a pub li c one. They al most in vari ably
strive to be come men be cause of the dom i nance of males in
the Arab so ci ety. The very few individuals who live as
females are servants within their own families.

Polygyny
An other as pect of mar riage among Mus lim Arabs in Is -

rael is polygyny. The Is lamic re li gion al lows a man four
wives and as many con cu bines as his house hold can sup -
port. In re al ity, it was very rare that a man had more than two 
or three wives. One of the cus toms was for the older and
dom i nant wife to choose a youn ger one for the hus band,
usu ally one that she could dominate.

Po lyg amy is banned by Is raeli law. This ban was en -
acted mainly as a meas ure af firm ing women’s equal ity, as a
re ac tion to the cus tom of Jews who im mi grated from Is -
lamic coun tries. Ac cep tance of the law by Mus lim Arabs in
Is rael was al most uni ver sal un til 1967, when it be came pos -
si ble for men to have an other wife ei ther from or in the West
Bank or Gaza dis trict. De spite this, most Mus lim Arabs
obey the law and there are very few prosecuted cases of
polygamy.

Perceptions of Male and Female Sexuality
In Is lamic cul tures, the sex u al ity of men and women is

per ceived as mov ing in dif fer ent di rec tions dur ing a life -
time, a pic ture some what in ac cord ance with some mod ern
sexological de scrip tions of the early peak ing of male and
later peak ing of fe male sexual prowess.

Ac cord ing to this Mus lim view, men’s sex u al ity is un -
con trolled in their youth be fore they marry. This is the time
to keep guard on them, but also to al low them to fool around
with women of ill re pute. This is also the time to go to war or 
to for age (where women are seen as the spoils of war). Af ter
mar riage, as men grow older, their ap pe tites, while un di -
min ished, be come more con trolled be cause of their added
wis dom. In men, wis dom, cun ning, and cool con trol over
sit u a tions is usu ally associated with age.

The sex u al ity of a women is be lieved to be low in her
youth and she is per ceived as in no cent. It is only af ter los ing 
her vir gin ity that the sex u al ity of women will grow and may
get out of con trol. There fore, mar ried women are to be
guarded at all times. A man’s in abil ity to sat isfy his woman
or to keep her in line is a very bad re flec tion on the hus -
band’s man hood, in ad di tion to bring ing shame to the
woman’s family of origin.

Family Honor
Two con cepts are strongly as so ci ated with fam ily honor.

The first is the pub li c proof of in tact fe male vir gin ity at mar -
riage; the sec ond is pun ish ment for its de file ment. In a tra di -
tional wed ding cer e mony, the fam ily of the bride, usu ally the
mother and/or aunts, are ex pected to re ceive the sheet with
the signs of hy men blood on it and ex hibit it in pub li c. Con -
trary to pop u lar be lief, this is not only a sign for the in tact ness 
of the bride’s honor, but also proof of the groom’s virility.

Sex ther a pists work ing with Arab pop u la tions en coun -
tered the male fear of slight ing one’s own man hood and
fam ily honor by fail ing to per form. On the other hand, there

are re ports that the lit er ary de scrip tion of shy ness and re luc -
tance, sig ni fy ing a vir ginal na ture that are ex pected to be
con quered by force, are part of the con struct of women’s
per cep tion of the first in ter course. The emerg ing pic ture is
that of a rit ual cho re og ra phy where each part ner has to play
his or her tra di tional role in or der to bring it to its full destiny 
and honor both families.

Even in ru ral and highly guarded so ci et ies where mar -
riages are ar ranged, young peo ple find their ways to as so ci -
ate with each other. In re cent years when schools be came
coeducational, when there is greater free dom of move ment,
and when Arab youth are at tend ing uni ver si ties to gether
with a ma jor ity of Jew ish stu dents at the age of 18—they do
not serv e in the army—it is much harder to avoid ro mance
and a cer tain amount of sex ual play be tween youth. As al -
ready men tioned, fam ily ar range ments are many times a
for mal iza tion of self-selection.

De spite this change, the sym bolic mean ing of vir gin ity
is still im por tant. Two sex ual prac tices help young peo ple to 
keep the hy men in tact while en gag ing in sex: interfemoral
and anal in ter course. The first is more risky to the woman as 
she may be come preg nant, and also the man may catch her
off guard and pen e trate the hy men. The sec ond avoids both,
but in the area of HIV/AIDS may be in ad vis able. No re -
search has been pub lished on this sub ject among Is raeli
Mus lims, al though there is enough an ec dotal in for ma tion to 
say that both practices are prevalent.

“When the fam ily honor is shamed, it has to be cleansed
with blood.” This is true not only of is sues of honor re lat ing
to women, but also in other cases of honor, in clud ing blood
feuds and rit ual re venge. Both the an nals of the courts and
fic tion are filled with such stories.

In cases of sex ual honor, there are some re veal ing fea -
tures. First, when fam ily honor is shamed in mat ters of sex
and mar riage, the women car ries the main bur den of pun ish -
ment and men rarely are blamed. One pos si ble rea son for
this is that kill ing a man will touch on an other mat ter of
honor and start a blood feud that may last for gen er a tions.
Sec ond, when a trans gres sion is made pub li c, it is the
woman’s fam ily that car ries the bur den of cleans ing it with
blood and kill ing the al leged trans gres sor. It was found that
in many in stances, the women of the fam ily ei ther in cite the
men to ac tion, or even ac tively par tic i pate in its prep a ra -
tions or the ac tual deed. This is un der stand able in the light
of the fact that an un pun ished trans gres sion re flects mainly
on the good name of the women of the fam ily, thus re duc ing
the chances of the un wed ones to marry or to re ceive a good
Mohar.

In 1992, a group of Mus lim women ac tiv ists pub licly ag -
i tated against this prac tice for the first time. They even dem -
on strated in pub li c against it, an un prec e dented ac tion. It is
still un clear whether Jew ish fe male and male ac tiv ists, by
join ing in this cam paign, will strengthen or weaken it.
There is cer tainly strong ex pressed sym pa thy from Jews
toward this campaign.

Un like the prac tice in some Is lamic coun tries, the courts
in Is rael do not ac cept the honor of the fam ily as a mit i gat ing 
cir cum stance. On the con trary, they have ex pressed their
lack of sym pa thy for such cus toms and fol lowed it with the
max i mum pun ish ment un der Is raeli law, which is a life
sentence.

Fertility Patterns and Their Secular Trend
The to tal fer til ity rates (TFR) of Mus lim Arab women in

Is rael (4.65 in 1993), is the high est among the na tional re li -
gious groups com pos ing its pop u la tion. Still, it has also un -
der gone the most marked de cline in the last three de cades
(see Ta ble 7). The drop in TFR from 9.23 to 4.65 in 35 years
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is pro por tion ally lower than that of the Chris tian Arab
women (50% and 52%, re spec tively), but in terms of ab so -
lute fam ily size, it is much greater. Chris tian women are
hav ing, on the av er age, only 2.6 chil dren less as com pared
to 35 years ago, and their TFR is the low est among the stud -
ied groups (2.09 in 1993), while Mus lim women are hav ing
on the average 4.6 fewer children.

An at tempt to study the con tri bu tion of dif fer ent in de -
pend ent vari ables to this fer til ity change has re vealed an in -
ter est ing pic ture in volv ing the cu mu la tive ef fect of seven
in de pend ent vari ables. At the time of the study (1988), the
in de pend ent vari ables that were the most strongly as so ci -
ated with both the de sired and achieved num ber of chil dren
were the mother’s age group, her ed u ca tion, and a tra di -
tional ar ranged mar riage with pay ment of a Mohar. Two
other in de pend ent vari ables were as so ci ated with only one
of the stud ied vari ables: Ur ban or ru ral lo cal ity was as so ci -
ated only with the de sired num ber of chil dren, while par tic -
i pa tion in the workforce was associated only with the
achieved number of children.

Ed u ca tion seems to be the stron gest of the as so ci ated
vari ables, the dif fer ence in de sired fer til ity be tween the two
ex treme ed u ca tional cat e go ries be ing al most two chil dren,
and be tween the achieved fer til ity at a rel a tively young age
(28.5) by one child. The type of mar riage is a vari able show -
ing the sec ond stron gest as so ci a tion. The dif fer ences in the
de sired and achieved fer til ity be tween the two types of mar -
riages are 0.6 and 0.5 chil dren, re spec tively. The other vari -
ables, even when sig nif i cant, showed much smaller dif fer -
ences. Prom i nent in their lack of as so ci a tion with ei ther the
de sired or achieved fer til ity were re li gi os ity and mar i tal
lifestyle (who gives up aspirations for the sake of the
family).

The com bi na tion of the in de pend ent vari ables to gether
show a better over all ex plan a tory power for de sired fer til ity
than it did for the achieved fer til ity. One pos si ble ex pla na -
tion of this dis crep ancy is the fact that the anal y sis was done 
with rel a tively young women who were still at an in terim

stage of achiev ing their fer til ity as pi ra tions. An other ex pla -
na tion is that the study was deal ing with cog ni tive con -
scious vari ables that as so ci ated with the ver bal de sired
fer til ity, while achieved fer til ity is more as so ci ated with un -
con scious fac tors that are not available for this kind of
analysis.

Contraceptive Use
Sev eral stud ies have dem on strated that the avail abil ity

and use of con tra cep tives, in them selves, were only weakly
as so ci ated with the achieved fer til ity, the use of con tra cep -
tives, as an in ter me di ate vari able me di at ing be tween the de -
sired fer til ity and the achieved one, be ing the be hav ioral
means to space preg nan cies or to ter mi nate fer til ity. Ta ble
10 com pares the use of con tra cep tives among the Jew ish
pop u la tion and Mus lim Arabs. In or der to get a better anal y -
sis, the study dis tin guished be tween women who do not use
con tra cep tives be cause they are cur rently not ex posed to
ad di tional preg nan cies, and those who do not use them for
other rea sons. The for mer are preg nant women, women
who try to con ceive, infertile women, or those who do not
practice sexual intercourse.

The first sig nif i cant fact, in terms of fer til ity rates, is that 
the pro por tion of “non-ex posed” women among the Mus -
lims is much higher than among the Jew ish women, 29.4%
as com pared to 20.6% of all the women, re spec tively. The
bulk of the “non-ex posed” are preg nant women and those
try ing to con ceive. This means that at any one time, roughly
40% more Mus lim women were in the pro cess of hav ing
chil dren (see Table 11).

The num ber of “non us ers” among the “ex posed” is also
very sig nif i cant, 21.3% of the “ex posed” Mus lim women
com pared with 11.3% among the Jew ish women—15.1%
as com pared to 9% of the to tal num ber of women, re spec -
tively. This num ber is very im por tant be cause it marks the
per cent age of women among the “ex posed” who do not
want to con ceive, but do not use means of pro tec tion from
preg nancy. There fore, these women may be a po ten tial au -
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Table 10

Comparison of the Use and Non-Use of Contraceptives Among Married
Jewish and Muslim Israeli Women (Aged 22-44 Years, 1988)

Number of
Women

Percent of
Total

Percent of
Exposed

JEWISH WOMEN

Users of contraceptives 1192  70.6  88.8

Non-users of contraceptives among exposed (non-use for reasons of fear,
reluctance, principle, family opposition, no intercourse, or ill-defined)

 152   9.0  11.3

Subtotal exposed 1344  (80.0) 100.1

Non-exposed non-users of contraceptives (non-use because pregnant, want to
become pregnant, recently delivered, infecund, or no intercourse)

 346  20.6

Total non-users of contraceptives  29.6

Total number of women 1680 100.2

MUSLIM WOMEN

Users of contraceptives  258  55.5  78.7

Non-users of contraceptives among exposed (non-use for reasons of fear,
reluctance, principle, family opposition, no intercourse, or ill-defined)

  70  16.1  21.3

Subtotal exposed  328  (70.6) 100.0

Non-exposed non-users of contraceptives (non-use because pregnant, want to
become pregnant, recently delivered, infecund, or no intercourse)

 137  29.4

Total number of women  465 100.0



di ence for fam ily plan ning ef forts. An other such group not
shown here is the women who ac tu ally at tempt to avoid
con cep tion, but who are us ing in ef fi cient meth ods. Their
per cent age is also higher among the Mus lim than Jew ish
women. The con clu sion is that when look ing only at the
women who do not de sire con cep tion at a given mo ment,
there is a strong need for fam ily plan ning ef forts among the
Mus lim Arabs in Israel in order to allow them to realize
their desires.

Fundamentalist Islam and Women’s Status
In the last ten years, the fun da men tal ist Is lamic move -

ment has gained power among the Mus lim Arab pop u la tion.
The change is ev i dent in both so cial phe nom ena and in the
rise to power of the Is lamic move ment in the lo cal elec tions.
More women are seen wear ing the tra di tional cha dor cov er -
ing a woman from hair to toe at both high schools and uni ver -
si ties. In pre vious years, such garb was lim ited to older ru ral
women. Many mosques are be ing built in com mu ni ties, boys 
and girls are sep a rated in the schools, and there are overt at -
tempts, some of them not so del i cate, to bring women “back
to their place,” ban al co hol, per mis sive dresses, erotic films,
and so on. The Is lamic fun da men tal ists, who are po lit i cally
most an ti-Is raeli, are sim i lar in sev eral respects to some Jew -
ish ultra-orthodox groups.

Sexual Violence Against Women and Children: 
The Deep Silence

The is sue of sex ual ex ploi ta tion, co er cion, and vi o lence
against women and chil dren in the Arab sec tor has only re -
cently been dis cussed in pub li c; a first study has been pub -
lished on the mat ter and cri sis cen ters have been opened.

Be cause sev eral char ac ter is tics of Arab so ci ety, es pe -
cially in the sex ual arena, make it against the self-in ter est of
women, chil dren, and con cerned care tak ers to make pub li c
ac cu sa tions or seek help in sit u a tions of abuse, cri sis sup -
port is mainly pro vided by tele phone hot lines that al low the
caller com plete an o nym ity. A vir gin woman who loses her
vir gin ity, for what ever rea son, has a lower value in mar riage 
and a taint on the abil ity of the fam ily to guard the vir tue of
its daugh ters (which may re flect on the mar riage value of
other fe male mem bers of the fam ily). If a mar ried woman is
raped, the per cep tion of nonvirgin women as tempt ers may

cause peo ple to blame her for what hap pened and not the
man (over whom women may have sex ual pow ers). A raped 
boy or man may keep quiet in or der not to raise doubts about 
his man hood, which is highly val ued in that so ci ety, and
there fore in his abil ity to marry. Thus, the rape cri sis cen ters 
that have coun sel ing, in ter ven tion, and hot line pro grams in
Arabic re port that their con tacts in the Arab sec tor are pre -
dom i nantly by phone, and that fewer call ers will agree to
iden tify themselves, make contact, or press charges, as
compared to the Jewish sectors.

B. Ultra-Orthodox Jews
The ul tra or tho dox, or Haredim, have an am biv a lent ex -

ist ence as non-Zi on ist Jews, rec og niz ing only di vine rules
yet liv ing within a Jew ish state. In some sense, it is more dif -
fi cult for them in Is rael than in the Di as pora un der the rule
of non-Jews. Ju da ism, as a na tional as well as an in di vid ual
re li gion, pre scribes rules of con duct not only within the pri -
vate do main, but also in the pub li c one. These rules do not
ap ply to non-Jews, so it is only among Jews of dif fer ing
prac tice that many con flicts arise about public observance
of certain rules.

Many of the ul tra or tho dox live within a de fen sive spir i -
tual per im e ter, try ing to iso late them selves and their chil dren
from the en croach ing in flu ence of sec u lar temp ta tions. They
have a sep a rate ed u ca tional sys tem that, al though fi nanced
by the gov ern ment, is to tally out side of its ed u ca tional su per -
vi sion. Most of their youth do not go to the army, a highly sig -
nif i cant ex pe ri ence in the life of sec u lar and or tho dox Is raeli
youth, which has an im pact on dyadic, gen der, and sex ual is -
sues. They also of ten feel strongly that sec u lar Jews do not
un der stand the im por tance of their way of life and, be ing in
con flict with them over their own needs, hate or rid i cule
them. They, there fore, shun strang ers, even the ul tra or tho -
dox who be long to other sects or com mu ni ties. As their com -
mu ni ties are very closely knit ted, their life re volv ing around
the syn a gogue, the rit ual bath, and other public functions, it
is very difficult to penetrate into their life.

It is even more dif fi cult to pen e trate into is sues of sex
and mar riage that are not dis cussed in pub li c. A very few
win dows have been opened into these ar eas in both fic tion
and non fic tion, writ ten by peo ple who were for merly ul tra
or tho dox, in a study by a woman an thro pol o gist among re li -

gious women, and in sex ual counseling
and therapy.

[Com ment 2003: Da vid S. Ribner
(2003ab), a pro fes sor of so cial work at
Bar-Ilan Uni ver sity in Ramat Gan, Is rael,
has iden ti fied six per va sive in flu ences on
the sex ual be hav ior of Haredi Jew ish cou -
ples, sum ma rized briefly here:

• [Ho li ness and sanc ti fy ing in ti macy.
Be cause the Haredim see sanc tity as
in fus ing every as pect of hu man ex -
pe ri ence, all sex ual be hav ior must be 
in ten tion ally sanc ti fied. By its very
 nature, sex ual be hav ior can not be
neu tral. A Haredi cou ple must con -
sciously fo cus on cre at ing an at mos -
phere of ho li ness through proper
thoughts and some time-and-circum -
stance lim its on be hav ior—the Sab -
bath eve is a pre ferred time for sex -
ual re la tions which must al ways take 
place un der the cover of a sheet. As
Ribner (2003a, 55) notes, “At tempt -
ing to in still a feel ing of sanc tity
while flooded with all the sen sory in -
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Table 11

Use and Non-Use of Contraceptives among Married Israeli Muslim
Women According to Exposure/Non-Exposure to Pregnancy

and the Reason Given for the Exposure/Non-Exposure
(Aged 22-44 Years, 1988)

Number
of Women

Percent
of Total

Percent of 
Exposed

Users of contraceptives 258  65.5  78.7

Non-use on reasons of principle  25   5.4   7.6

Non-use because of reluctance, fear, ill-defined  45   9.7  13.7

Non-users of contraceptives among exposed
(principles, opposition of family, reluctance,
ill-defined)

 70  15.1  21.3

Subtotal exposed 328  (70.6) 100.0

Fertility-targeted non-use
(pregnant, want to become pregnant, or
delivered recently)

115  24.7

Infecund or no intercourse  22   4.7

Non-users non-exposed 137  29.4

Total number of women 465 100.0



puts of phys i cal in ti macy may prove a daunting goal in -
deed, one often doomed to failure.”

• [Time and the sched ul ing of in ti macy. Strict Jew ish ob ser -
vance for bids any phys i cal spousal con tact dur ing men -
stru a tion and the fol low ing week. This ‘two weeks on/
two weeks off’ pat tern of con tact char ac ter izes mar i tal
life un til meno pause, with un in ter rupted con tact per mit -
ted dur ing preg nancy and nurs ing. In ter course is strongly 
rec om mended on the Sab bath eve and the ‘mikve’ night
(fol low ing the woman’s rit ual bath that marks the end of
the two-week menstrual-related abstinence.

• [Mod esty in sex as in all else. Any pub li c con tact or dis -
play of phys i cal af fec tion is pro hib ited. This means that
Haredi chil dren grow up with out ever see ing any ex am -
ples of pa ren tal af fec tion. Sex ual thoughts and fan ta sies
about one’s spouse are also for bid den. Sex ual in ter course 
must take place in the dark, al though the cou ple may use
some in di rect light dur ing fore play. It is not ac cept able
for the hus band to look di rectly at the wife’s gen i tals. The 
cou ple should be cov ered with a sheet dur ing in ter course, 
but noth ing should come be tween them. These mod esty
re quire ments of ten pres ent ma jor ob sta cles for new ly -
wed Haredi cou ples, and even cou ples mar ried for some
time, in shift ing from an asex ual life style to marital rela -
tions with strict modesty requirements.

• [Be ing to gether and be com ing sex u ally ac tive. The
abrupt shift from to tal ab sti nence to the ini tial phys i cal
con tacts of mar riage pose “a daunt ing chal lenge fraught
with un knowns in a num ber of ar eas” for new ly wed
Haredi. In ad di tion to the to tal lack of any op por tu nity to 
see some one of the other sex not com pletely clothed, ei -
ther in per son or in print, the lit tle or no in for ma tion
about one’s own sex ual anat omy, the spouse’s sex ual
anat omy, and what to ex pect in sex ual arousal, “can cre -
ate a po tent prob lem-pro duc ing con text. Dif fi cul ties in
their purely phys i cal realm may be as ba sic and as pain -
fully awk ward as nei ther hus band nor wife know ing the
lo ca tion of the vag i nal open ing” (Ribner 2003a, 58). In
ad di tion, with min i mal dat ing and con ver sa tion be fore
the wed ding, emo tional intimacy and sexual communi -
cation with the spouse become problematic.

• [Com mu ni ca tions and the lan guage of in ti macy. Ev ery -
day life in a Haredi com mu nity clearly mil i tates against
any ex po sure to or ac qui si tion of lan guage to de scribe
the sex ual parts of one’s own body and the body of the
other sex. Haredi women are en cour aged to avoid be ing
ver bally ex plicit about their own in ti mate de sires and to
use non ver bal clues. Men have more lee way in this than
women, but it is dif fi cult for ei ther men or women to be
con scious of sex ual de sires when both have been taught
to re press any sex ual thoughts or fantasies about their
spouse.

• [Sex ual iso la tion. With no tele vi sion, of ten no ra dio, no
mov ies, no sec u lar nov els, and not even in noc u ous fam -
ily or women’s mag a zines to read, the Haredi cou ple is
pro tected from any sex ual in for ma tion from the out side
dur ing the en tire course of their mar riage. The rules of
mod esty prac ti cally elim i nate any pos si bil ity that ei ther
spouse will share his or her sex ual con cerns or ques tions
with a friend, rel a tive, rabbi, or phy si cian. (End of com -
ment by R. T. Francoeur)]

Arranged Marriages: Potential, Yichus, 
Health, and Money

Mar riage in the or tho dox tra di tion is one of the most re -
vered in sti tu tions. Many if not most of the re li gious rit u als
are fa mil ial, and it is as signed a most im por tant role in trans -
mit ting the Ju daic val ues from one gen er a tion to an other.

Al though Ju da ism al lows di vorces, they are highly stig ma -
tiz ing; striv ing for the in tact ness of the fam ily and keep ing
the peace within it are highly valued.

In the ul tra-or tho dox tra di tion, mar riages are ar ranged,
ei ther through mar riage bro kers, or through in ter ested par -
ties in large fam ily cir cles, or among friends. Four fac tors
are highly im por tant in ar rang ing mar riages. They are not
nec es sar ily the same for men and women, but they in ter act
in more than one way. First, and prob a bly the most im por -
tant fac tor for a man, is his po ten tial in Halachic schol ar -
ship. As mar riages are ar ranged around the age of 18 to 20
for men and 16 to 18 for women, a re al ized po ten tial is rare.
The heads of the re li gious acad e mies or sem i nar ies—the
ye shi vas—will be look ing for a suit able match for their
most prom is ing stu dents. These will be de cided by the sec -
ond and third qual i ties: Yichus, for which the near est trans -
la tion is lin eage and fi nan cial se cu rity. The first yichus con -
cern fo cuses on find ing a woman who is her self from a fam -
ily of Halachic schol ars, and thus will not only lit er ally
sup port her hus band in his strug gle for scho las tic ex cel -
lence, but also in crease the chances of bear ing and rais ing
chil dren who will be such schol ars. This set of yichus is sues
also in cludes all the qual i ties of the lin eage, not only the he -
red i tary ones, but also ones like the “name” of the fam ily,
past di vorces of other fam ily mem bers, and other such fac -
tors. The sec ond yichus con cern looked for in women is the
abil ity of her par ents to sup port the con tin u ing stud ies of the 
hus band in the yeshivah for years to come. Such sup port is
con tracted for in mar riages and may place a heavy bur den
on the par ents, as they can last for three, five, ten, or even
more years. Dur ing that time, the par ents can ex pect to sup -
port not only the young cou ple, but be tween three to six
chil dren. The qual ity of yichus is also a de ter mi nant in the
men’s el i gi bil ity, but not the fi nan cial one, if they are
scholars. The financial status is important in men who are
not scholars and who are in business or in trade.

An other highly val ued fac tor is health, that of the bride
and groom, and the health of their fam i lies. Thus, fam i lies
strive to hide any “prob lem atic” health prob lems like men -
tal health, de vel op men tal dis abil i ties, ge netic dis or ders, or
subfertility. They may hide such a son/daugh ter, even to the
point of de ny ing full care be cause of denial mechanisms.

Many things can de tract from the value of a per son in
mar riage, even hav ing a brother or sis ter who has be come
less re li gious. Thus, gos sip can be very harm ful, and whis -
per cam paigns per ni cious. The ad mo ni tions against dis -
qual i fy ing gos sip about brides and grooms are se vere,
which at test to the im por tance of the issue.

Sons and daugh ters of the big rab bin i cal fam i lies usu ally 
marry only within “proven” lines. Some times three or four
such fam i lies re marry for sev eral gen er a tions. Such mar -
riages ac quire the pro por tions of al most royal events.

Thus, mar riages are viewed mainly not as an is sue of
the heart, but ra tio nal ar range ments whose main pur pose is 
to es tab lish a vi a ble, so cially, and fi nan cially se cure unit
with a good po ten tial for re pro duc tion, con tin u a tions, and
excel lence.

Rules of Conduct Regulating Intercourse
As stated be fore, in Ju daic tra di tion, sex is an en tity that

in trin si cally is nei ther good nor bad, but has a high po ten tial
for both. The na ture of sex is de pend ent on its mean ing, con -
text, and practices.

For or tho dox peo ple, and cer tainly for the ul tra or tho -
dox, the con text and prac tices are highly im por tant and in -
ter min gled. The cen tral role of in ter course is pro cre ation in
the spirit of the bless ing “Pro cre ate and mul ti ply and fill the
earth,” al though the Halachic ba sis for the rules and reg u la -
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tions cov er ing the mitzvah to pro cre ate are an chored else -
where. On the other hand, it is im por tant to note that sex is
prac ticed as one of the mar riage ob li ga tions of the hus band,
not only for pro cre ation. Thus, con tra cep tion may be al -
lowed ei ther for spac ing or for end ing preg nan cies, if one of
sev eral rea sons rec og nized by the Halachah oc cur, even be -
fore the pro scribed num ber of chil dren is reached. Dur ing
such pe ri ods, when pro cre ation is not its rea son, sex con tin -
ues to be a mitzvah.

In terms of mean ing, sex, as most other things, should be
prac ticed for the glory of God and his cre ation. There are
sev eral de grees of el e va tion in prac tic ing it, but if striv ing
for a higher step dis turbs one from ful fill ing the mitzvah it -
self lit er ally, then that per son is re ally sin ning and should
change his or her ways. This some times has mean ing in sex
ther apy, as the ther a pist en coun ters a phe nom e non in which
sex ual dys func tion is ex plained by the need to strive for an
elevation of the sexual act.

The con text of prac tic ing sex is re stricted to the bound -
aries of mar riage and to the pre scribed pe ri od of the month
that is de ter mined by the woman’s men strual pe ri od (see be -
low). The rules of con duct gov ern ing the ac tual act of in ter -
course are nu mer ous, from the amount of light which is al -
lowed into the room (only in di rect), through the place of re -
li gious books dur ing the act, through po si tions that are
rec om mended and acts that are pro scribed, to men tion just a 
few. A most-pro scribed act is, of course, the spill ing of se -
men in vain, which de ter mines the fact that con doms and
with drawal are re li giously banned. There is a dis cus sion
whether, if in the course of trans gress ing other laws, the use
of con doms is al lowed for pro tec tion against AIDS. An -
other rule of con duct that is per fectly nat u ral and un der -
stand able to those prac tic ing Ju da ism in its ul tra-or tho dox
vari a tion is that women are pro hib ited from di rect ver bal
ini ti a tion of in ter course, al though they are allowed other
means of initiation, including indirect verbal ones.

It is im por tant to note that plea sure is con sid ered an in -
te gral part of the act, and it is the duty of the hus band to
“please” his wife. This raises sev eral in ter est ing is sues,
some of which have a mean ing in sex ual coun sel ing and
ther apy. First, what is the mean ing of pleas ing or plea sure
in the dif fer ing minds of men and women? This will de ter -
mine if at all, what, when, and how, they ask for some thing
in prac tice. This also poses a prob lem for a non or tho dox
ther a pist who may in ter pret plea sure ei ther in a cul tur ally
in ap pro pri ate man ner, or ne glect to in clude in di vid ual
vari a tions and needs within the ste reo typ i cal in ter pre ta -
tion. A sec ond ques tion is what pro por tion of the cou ples
prac tice in ter course strictly ac cord ing to the rules, how
prev a lent are the private variations to the public norms and 
how far they go?

Purity Laws: Periodic Abstinence, the Public-
Private Dualism of Sexual Intercourse, 
and the Social Control Over Fertility

Pu rity laws re strict the pe ri od in which a cou ple can
prac tice in ter course to about half of the month. The ces sa -
tion of not only in ter course, but any di rect or in di rect phys i -
cal con tact be tween hus band and wife is de ter mined by the
on set of men stru a tion; this is called the Nidah pe ri od. To -
ward the end of her men strual pe ri od, but not less than five
days from its on set, the woman has to check with white
cloth at the ex ter nal open ing of the cer vix, whether she is
still bleed ing. When there are no signs of bleed ing any
more, she has to count seven “clean” days; at the eve ning of
the last day, she has to cleanse her self in the “mikveh,” lit er -
ally a pool, which is the pub li c rit ual bath. On that same
night, her husband is to approach her for intercourse.

This em pha sis on pu rity and the high vis i bil ity of the du -
al ism be tween im pu rity-pu rity in women’s live s, raise sev -
eral is sues that can be viewed from dif fer ent aspects.

Writ ings by re li gious peo ple di rected mainly at non -
observant peo ple ar gue in a mix ture of apol o getic and ag -
gres sive modes that these laws pro tect the health of women
in the time when her body is most vul ner a ble to in fec tions
through sex ual in ter course, and that the pe ri odic ab sti nence
cre ates a healthy sex ual ten sion be tween hus band and wife,
and not only in creases the bond be tween them, but also puts
some mean ing into it. There are also claims that re stric tions
on in ter course, and the tim ing of the first in ter course af ter
the ab sti nence, act not only to in crease fer til ity, but also to
the low er ing of birth de fects. Lit tle ev i dence has been com -
piled that will be ac cepted as sup port ing the bio med i cal
claim, in fact, and some of the ev i dence is cited wrongly or
out of con text. As for the psy cho log i cal and dyadic claims,
this may be true for some cou ples, but may be to tally the op -
po site for oth ers. Ronny A. Shtarkshall ob served in a bi ased 
pop u la tion of help-seek ing cou ples that the pu rity laws
were some times the fo cus of strong suf fer ing on the side of
women and a cause for con flict. Some women, for ex am ple, 
com plained that the ban of touch ing was un bear able, es pe -
cially when in a low or de pressed mood or when one is ill or
suf fer ing. This was also true when the hus band or an ad o les -
cent child is suf fer ing. Women also com plained that in ter -
course at the end of the Nidah pe ri od had a “me chan i cal” as -
pect to it, which causes both in di vid ual and in ter per son al
dif fi cul ties. The fact that this me chan i cal as pect of the in ter -
course— ful fill ing a mitzvah—may have been only per -
ceived or partially true is unimportant here. The important
aspect is that it could cause difficulties and that it has to be
addressed.

A highly im por tant point of view is the fem i nist dis -
course that in cludes these laws as one of the de ter mi nants of 
the sta tus of women in the Jew ish re li gious so ci ety. De spite
the fact that this dis course to tally ig nores the fact that pu rity
laws also ap ply to men and to sperm emis sion, in a highly
elab o rate way, they point to some very important issues.

First is the is sue of fear of con tact with a Nidah woman
un know ingly, which gov erns the rules of con duct of many
or tho dox men who will re frain from any ca sual touch or
shak ing hands with women. Thus, every woman is sus pected 
to be im pure un less proven oth er wise. This may be the ex pla -
na tion for grand moth ers some times be ing more “touch ing”
than moth ers when boys are con cerned, and the readi ness of
the ad o les cent boys to ac cept this physical contact.

Sec ond is the height ened aware ness of ad o les cent girls
of their bod ies, its po ten tial for im pu rity, and the need to ex -
am ine it reg u larly. On the other hand, ad o les cent boys are
in tro duced to the fe male is sues from a to tally “im per sonal”
point of view, through learn ing about it in their Halachic
stud ies. The fact that boys also be come aware of their own
bod ies through the need to keep a con stant watch over them -
selves as not to spend se men in vain (which in cludes noc tur -
nal emis sions), and thus be in dan ger of de fil ing the re li -
gious scrolls, is not al le vi at ing the po ten tial harm that such
aware ness may impose on the development of girls.

It is im por tant to em pha size that this dis course is mostly
lim ited to non re li gious cir cles and to re li gious women of
North Amer i can or i gin. Writ ings about these is sues from
this point of view, or from re lated ones, by or tho dox women
are gen er ally not available.

An im por tant point that is raised by both re li gious men
and women, some times from dif fer ent per spec tives, is the
pub li c na ture of in ter course and of fer til ity that is dic tated
by the use of the mikveh. Some re cent ethnographic/anthro -
pologic lit er a ture de scribe the feel ings of women who go
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back home af ter vis it ing the mikveh, feel ing in the look of
every per son in the street, es pe cially the men, the knowl -
edge of the ex pected in ter course. Thus, a very pri vate act
ac quires a very pub li c as pect. Both men and women in ther -
apy for ei ther low ered fer til ity or for sex ual is sues fre -
quently com ment on the fact that go ing to the mikveh is a
pub li c proc la ma tion of the fail ure to con ceive in a so ci ety
where both in ter nal fa mil ial and ex ter nal pres sures for pro -
cre ation are very high, es pe cially on young cou ples. Men
and women com monly com ment on the fact that it is pub li c
knowl edge even be fore that, when peo ple, es pe cially par -
ents and in-laws, can tell when they re frain from touch ing
each other or mak ing con tact, even in di rectly, through a
dish. This may have several implications (see discussion of
therapeutic issues below).

Fertility Patterns
Al though the high num ber of chil dren born to ul tra-or -

tho dox fam i lies is ob vi ous and an ac cepted fact which in flu -
ences both per cep tions and pol i tics, there is lit tle hard data
on the fer til ity pat terns of the ul tra or tho dox. This re sults
from a com bi na tion of ad min is tra tive re stric tions and rea -
sons em bed ded in the ul tra-or tho dox cul ture. While the re li -
gion of the par ents is noted on the birth cer tif i cates of new -
borns, there is no no ta tion of re li gi os ity on doc u ments that
are the ba sis for all the sta tis ti cal cal cu la tions of birth rates,
age-spe cific birth rates, and TFRs. Thus, sec u lar, tra di tional, 
or tho dox, and ul tra-or tho dox Jews are in the same cat e gory.
As the ul tra or tho dox tend to live in geo graph i cally co he sive 
com mu ni ties, it is pos si ble to get a handle on their fer til ity
through sta tis ti cal re gions. The TFR for Jews in the city of
Je ru sa lem, which has a high pro por tion of ul tra or tho dox
(30% by mu nic i pal elec tions), is al most two chil dren higher
as com pared to the TFR for Jews in the two other big urban
centers—Tel-Aviv and Haifa—3.72 as com pared to 1.86
and 1.91, respectively.

It is ap par ent even to na ive ob serv ers that the fer til ity
pat tern is to tally dif fer ent both in spac ing and in TFR, as it is 
com mon to en coun ter fam i lies with six to nine chil dren and
not un com mon to en coun ter fam i lies with ten to 14 chil -
dren. Young cou ples usu ally aim at hav ing the first child as
soon as pos si ble, within the first year of mar riage. Stud ies
have shown that this is such a prev a lent and in ter nal ized
norm that cou ples rarely dis cuss this is sue. As a woman’s
men stru a tion and preg nancy are pub li c knowl edge, lov ing
and con cerned pres sure is brought to bear on cou ples early
in the mar riage. Par ents and in-laws are some times un aware 
that such pres sures can be dev as tat ing both to the fer til ity
and to the sexual functioning of the young couple.

Even in a fer til ity sur vey, it was dif fi cult to look at the ul -
tra or tho dox sep a rately, be cause their women tended to
avoid be ing in ter viewed and were, there fore, under repre -
sented. The rea sons for re fusal, es pe cially when the in ter -
view touched on is sues of chil dren, fer til ity, and fam ily
plan ning, are per fectly un der stand able from in side their
cul tural en vi ron ment. First and fore most, chil dren and fer -
til ity are one of the most pre cious things in the life of
women. In a so ci ety where the fu ture and plan ning for the
fu ture are the pre rog a tive of God, any tam per ing, even a
ver bal one can be con strued as tempt ing fate or court ing
pun ish ment. Sec ond, there is the fear of be ing mis un der -
stood and/or stig ma tized by out sid ers, es pe cially non re li -
gious Jews. Third, there is the fear of the evil eye resulting
from jealousy.

Contraception Versus Family Planning
De spite the strong em pha sis on pro cre ation, the Jew ish

Halachah al lows con tra cep tion on the ba sis of in di vid ual

needs and cir cum stances. As the prin ci ples of the Halachah
do not rec og nize gen eral rul ings, each in di vid ual case has to 
be de cided by a Halachic au thor ity on the ad vice of med i cal
opin ion. On the other hand, there is a very strong pub li c op -
po si tion to fam ily-plan ning ser vices. The del i cate dif fer en -
ti a tion be tween fam ily plan ning and the use of con tra cep -
tives lies in the realm of pur pose. While fam ily plan ning, as
such, is a trans gres sion, the use of con tra cep tives for reli -
giously recognized purposes is allowed.

The re li gious rules gov ern not only the use of con tra cep -
tives, but also the types of con tra cep tives to be used. As al -
ready men tioned, two types of con tra cep tives are al most to -
tally banned: male con tra cep tives and nonreversible con -
tra cep tion, whether male or fe male. Among tem po rary
fe male con tra cep tives, cur rently the most ac cept able ones
are com bined birth-con trol pills (for women with break -
through bleed ing), the IUD, and di a phragm. Again, there
are per sonal vari a tions, and med i cal opinions are sought
and lis tened to.

The pub li c opin ion against fam ily plan ning and con tra -
cep tive ser vices is such that ul tra-or tho dox women, even
those with strong need that will prob a bly be ac cept able to
the Halachic au thor i ties, re frain from seek ing help. The tip
of the ice berg was seen when women lis ten ers started writ -
ing to a weekly ra dio pro gram, “Not a Chil dren’s Game,”
de voted to re pro duc tive health and fam ily plan ning is sues.
A psychosocial anal y sis of the let ters re vealed that about
half of the women writ ing in were from the ul tra-or tho dox
com mu nity. Half of those were vo cif er ously and al most vi -
o lently against the pro gram as pro mot ing pro mis cu ity and
be ing antinatal; the other half were women des per ately
seek ing help in dire sit u a tions. Re li gious au thor i ties con -
sulted by the pro duc ers as sured them that these women
could and should re ceive help ac cord ing the Halachah. It
was also ev i dent that these women will be able to ac cept
help only if it will be within the re li gious ten ets. They were
con fi den tially re ferred to both med i cal and re li gious au -
thor i ties in the rel e vant geo graph ical area. This public-pri -
vate dichotomy is sometimes typical of the religious com -
munity.

Transgressions
The fact that peo ple ad here to many re li gious rules and

live within a re li gious com mu nity does not mean that they
do not trans gress on any of its laws and rules. Trans gres -
sions on an in di vid ual ba sis are var ied and should be only
rec og nized and not dis cussed in such a pa per. On the other
hand, when cul tural, eth nic, or other tra di tions within a re li -
gious com mu nity are in con trast with re li gious rules, or are
in con tra dic tion of the rules that these same peo ple pro fess,
these should be looked into.

One such ex am ple was men tioned above, when pub li c
and spousal pres sure pre vented women who prob a bly de -
served con tra cep tion within the Halachah from seek ing and 
re ceiv ing help.

An other ex am ple that re lates to con tra cep tion was noted 
in a study that ex am ined the fam ily-plan ning prac tices of a
very or tho dox com mu nity of im mi grants from Ye men.
While the women com plained about un wanted preg nan cies
and the num ber of chil dren, the hus bands claimed that fam -
ily-plan ning ser vices should not be ap proached be cause of
re li gious rea sons. A study by fam ily phy si cians re vealed
that the most prev a lent fam ily-plan ning prac tice in this
com mu nity, one that the ma jor ity of cou ples used, was
with drawal—a grave sin according to the religious rules.

One can only con clude that, as strong as re li gious rules
are among or tho dox groups, cul tural tra di tions some times
mod u late them in un ex pected ways.
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Issues in Sex Therapy
Nonobservant ther a pists work ing in ar eas with a con -

cen tra tion of ul tra or tho dox must re solve sev eral ther a peu -
tic, eth i cal, and per sonal/pro fes sional issues.

First is the dif fer ence be tween the ther a peu tic par a digm
and the ba sic ten ets of the cli ent(s) and their sub cul ture. In
es sence, one can say that the place of sex in the worldview
of the cli ents dif fers in some im por tant points from that of
the ther a pist and the ther a peu tic approach.

While the ba sic ap proach of sex ther apy to sex is in di -
vid ual- and cou ple-ori ented, he do nis tic, and pres ent-ori -
ented, the ap proach of many of the cli ents is cer tainly dif fer -
ent. While plea sure and ful fill ment are not ex cluded from
the con stel la tion, they are cer tainly not at its cen ter. The
cen tral themes of sex among the or tho dox are its func tion in
pro cre ation and the pres er va tion of the fam ily; de spite the
strong shroud of se crecy and pri vacy, sex has sev eral “pub -
li c” as pects to it, es pe cially within the ex tended fam i lies;
through the cen tral ity of pro cre ation, sex acquires a strong
future aspect to it.

In this do main, one can also in clude the egal i tar ian ap -
proach of sex ther apy, im plicit in many of its ten ets and in -
ter ven tions. In the ul tra-or tho dox point of view there is a
strong asym me try in terms of ini tia tive, re spon si bil ity, and
the duty of hus bands for the sex ual act and the ful fill ment of
their wives.

A sec ond is sue can be viewed as en vi ron men tal. While
one of the ba sic means of sex ther apy is to lower the bur den
of per for mance from the part ner who car ries it and the in tro -
duc tion of nonperforming sex, among the ul tra or tho dox,
who view pro cre ation as a cen tral aim of in ter course, there is
not only an ob jec tive cri te rion for per for mance, but also a
reg u lar al most pub li c view ing of it, at least to other women—
the vis its of the wife to the mikveh.

A third is sue is a more in di vid ual one. The use of ex plo -
ra tion, in ven tive ness, and flex i bil ity is an im por tant part in
the ther a peu tic in ter ven tion. Here the ther a pist en coun ters
var i ous de grees of ri gid ity/flex i bil ity as in any other pop u -
la tion. The unique ness is the con nec tion that the cli ents are
mak ing with the re li gious rules of con duct, a very pow er ful
bar rier to pos si ble change. An ap proach that is em bed ded in
their be lief sys tem is that trans gres sion is a mat ter of choice, 
and it is an individual choice between sins.

The res o lu tion of these is sues lies in the rec og ni tion by
ther a pists that any ther apy can not buck the ba sic be lief sys -
tem of the cli ent and that changes can mostly be ef fected
within that sys tem. In the case of work ing with ul tra-or tho -
dox per sons, the ther a pist must ad here to some self-im -
posed rules and re stric tions. Some of these are harder than
oth ers. Such is the agree ment to con sult rab bin i cal au thor i -
ties on is sues within the ther apy, when the cli ent de mands it, 
and to abide by their spe cific de ci sion in work ing with the

spe cific cli ent for which the ques tion was asked. This raises
is sues like di vided or shared au thor ity and the use of con sul -
ta tions as es cape routes. Other is sues are the spe cial ized
knowl edge needed even to ask Halachic ques tions and the
use of the therapist’s own rabbinical authority in phrasing
them.

The ba sic rule seems to be the abil ity to feel true re spect
from out side and to grasp mean ings from in side of a cul ture
that is ba si cally alien to the ther a pist’s worldview.

It is dif fi cult and in ad vis able to talk about prev a lence of
sex ual prob lems, not only be cause there are no ad e quate
sta tis tics, but be cause the rea sons for seek ing help may be
to tally dif fer ent from that of the gen eral pop u la tion. The
main com plaint is subfertility, which is later di ag nosed as a
pri mary sex ual dys func tion or the wish to have more chil -
dren in the case of secondary ones.

C. The Kibbutz Movement
The kib butz move ment com prises 2 to 3% of the Jew ish

pop u la tion of Is rael, a seem ingly small ish part of the pop u -
la tion to be dealt with sep a rately. But this move ment of col -
lec tive com mu ni ties, the first of which was founded 80
years ago, played an im por tant role in the de vel op ment of
Is raeli so ci ety. Sev eral fea tures of this sub cul ture are highly 
im por tant for the dis cus sion of sex u al ity of youth, fer til ity
pat terns, and con tra cep tion. The first is that, even with the
cur rent changes in life style, and the fact that most kibbutzes
have changed sleep ing ar range ments so that chil dren sleep
at their par ents’ apart ments in stead of the com mu nal chil -
dren’s homes, kib butz youth live a life much more in de -
pend ent of adult con trol in gen eral, and pa ren tal con trol in
par tic u lar, from early ad o les cence on than any other group
of Is raeli youth. Sec ond, de spite the fact that the kib butz so -
ci ety is not as egal i tar ian as peo ple used to think, it is ap par -
ently very much so in many as pects. Third, the kib butz so ci -
ety em pha sizes self-re li ance and in ter nal lo cus of con trol in
many as pects of life by min i miz ing eco nomic sec ond ary
mo ti va tions. It is, there fore, not sur pris ing that people take
charge of their lives in many aspects, including sexual re -
sponsibil ity and sexual health.

On the other hand, in a seem ingly con tra dic tory vein, so -
cial pres sures to con form are very high within the kib -
butzes. It seems that the stron gest ef fects oc cur when so cial
pres sures and the pow ers of the in di vid ual act in the same
direction.

Intercourse During Adolescence and 
Young Adulthood

When com par ing ur ban to kib butz youth, it is ap par ent
that be yond 10th grade (age 16), both kib butz men and
women re port more pre mar i tal in ter course than oth ers; they 
also start at a youn ger age. This dif fer ence is more pro -

nounced for women than for men—the rate of re -
ported in ter course for kib butz men is ei ther sim i lar or
slightly higher than that of ur ban young men. In con -
trast to ur ban youth, the ra tio of kib butz men and
women re port ing in ter course, among those who ini ti -
ated it, was about 1:1 for all grades. Whether this is an
egal i tar ian norm of re port ing, or of ini ti at ing in ter -
course or both, needs fur ther stud ies. These re sults
have been ver i fied in sev eral in de pend ent studies over 
a period of about 25 years.

As re ported ear lier, it seems that since the mid-
1960s, the age of sexarche in Is rael is go ing down for
those who prac tice pre mar i tal in ter course (see Ta ble
2). This is true for both youth in both so cial set tings,
and is es pe cially marked for ur ban women. How ever,
as Ta ble 12 shows, there is an in ter est ing dif fer ence
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Table 12

Comparison of Sexarche Between Urban and Kibbutz
Women Who Reached Age 16 at Different Time Periods

Age at
Sexarche
(Years)

The Period at Which the Women Reached Age 16

1963-1969 1970-1975 1976-1982

Kibbutz Urban Kibbutz Urban Kibbutz Urban

14-15   0.8%   0.8%   1.8%   1.8%   6.2%   1.9%

16-17  22.0%  14.2%  41.2%  22.0%  47.4%  26.0%

18-19  66.2%  48.4%  81.8%  60.1%  86.0%  70.1%

20-21  89.8%  80.1%  94.1%  85.2%  98.6%  92.9%

22+ 100  % 100  % 100  % 100  % 100  % 100  %
Editors’ Note: Percentages are approximations from the original line graphs.



be tween ur ban and kib butz women. In all three co horts of
ur ban women, there is a break in the curve and a rise in the
slope be tween ages 16 to 17, and 18 to 19. Among kib butz
women, this is true only for the older co hort, those who
reached age 16 be tween 1965 and 1969. The two youn ger
co horts of kib butz women, who reached age 16 in 1970
through 1975 and 1976 through 1982, show a straight line
be tween ages 14 to 15 to 18 to 19 (sig nif i cant at the 0.01
level for all three cohorts).

The “break” in the curve for ur ban women can be ex -
plained by the low er ing of pa ren tal/so cial con trol for
women who leave for the army at the end of 12th grade.
There are sev eral pos si ble ex pla na tions for the fact that for
the kib butz women the curve is straight: first, kib butz
women may be re ly ing more on in ter nal lo cus of con trol
and, there fore, are less in flu enced by the pa ren tal/so cial
con trols; sec ond, less pa ren tal con trol be ing ex erted on
kib butz youth than on ur ban youth; and/or more ac cept ing
and egal i tar ian norms of sex u al ity among kib butz youth
that al low more women both to prac tice in ter course and to
re port it. Sev eral in di ca tions in the data and in the gen eral
struc ture of kib butz life indicate all of these factors may be
acting to gether.

Fertility Patterns
A su per fi cial anal y sis shows sim i lar i ties be tween fer til -

ity pat terns of ur ban and kib butz women; closer anal y sis re -
veals a much more in ter est ing pic ture. First, when com par -
ing the TFR of kib butz women to the seg ments of the pop u -
la tion closer to them in com po si tion, those of Amer i can-
Eu ro pean or i gin, one finds that kib butz women have more
chil dren. Sec ond, when con trol ling for re li gion and com -
par ing sec u lar ur ban women with sec u lar kibbutzes and re -
li gious (not ul tra-or tho dox) ur ban women with re li gious
kibbutzes (a small mi nor ity), one can see that in each sec tor, 
the kib butz women have 0.5 more chil dren. Third, the pat -
terns of fer til ity are dif fer ent. Kib butz women marry older,
give birth at a later age, and lag be hind the ur ban women in
num ber of chil dren un til about age 30, although they con -
tinue to have children until a later age.

An other dif fer ence is that the in ter val be tween giv ing
birth is lon ger for kib butz women, when con trolled for re li -
gi os ity, ed u ca tion, eth nic or i gin, age, still birth, and nat u ral
or in duced abor tion. Kib butz women had in ter vals two
months lon ger be tween the first and sec ond child, and three
months lon ger be tween the third and fourth child. The two
lat ter dif fer ences point to a rel a tively high de gree of plan -
ning and control of fertility.

When look ing at the dif fer ences be tween var i ous types
of kib butz ide ol o gies and di verse life styles that emerged
dur ing re cent years—like young chil dren sleep ing at home
in stead of at com mu nal chil dren’s homes—it was found
that the per sonal dif fer ences be tween women within kib -
butzes con trib ute to the dif fer ences in TFR, much more than 
the dif fer ences between kibbutz movements.

Contraception
Does the fact that the kib butz so ci ety: sup plies all the

ma te rial needs of its mem bers, in clud ing health needs;
shows high prev a lence of egal i tar ian at ti tudes to sex ual be -
hav ior of men and women; and puts a high value on plan -
ning and con trol, in fact low ers some of the bar ri ers to fam -
ily plan ning and to ef fi cient con tra cep tion that are so prev a -
lent among many other groups? If this is the case, then the
use of con tra cep tives among kib butz women, mar ried and
un mar ried alike, should be con sis tently higher than for ur -
ban women across all other vari ables like re li gi os ity, ed u ca -
tional level, ethnic origin, and birth order of the children.

As early as first in ter course, kib butz women show a dif -
fer ent pat tern from ur ban youth: 43% of sec u lar kib butz
youth used some kind of con tra cep tive at sexarche, about
half of them—21% of all the women prac tic ing pre mar i tal
in ter course—used the pill on first in ter course. This num ber
is much higher than the rate for sec u lar ur ban youth: 27%
and 13%, re spec tively. The sig nif i cance of this dif fer ence
be comes more pro nounced if one notes that it was al ready
dem on strated that kib butz women reach sexarche at a youn -
ger age than ur ban youth, and that age at first in ter course is a 
strong de ter mi nant of the ability of youths to protect them -
selves.

When com par ing non or tho dox kib butz women and ur -
ban women dur ing their mar ried life, it is clear that kib butz
women are more ef fi cient and more con sis tent contra -
ceptors. Only 15% of kib butz women did not use any con -
tra cep tive prior to the first preg nancy, com pared to 40% of
the ur ban ones. Dur ing that pe ri od, only 12% of the kib butz
women re lied on with drawal as com pared to 19% of the ur -
ban ones. The rates of pill use are re versed, 50% com pared
to 26%, respectively.

Af ter first preg nancy, the dif fer ences are even more
pro nounced: 90% of kib butz women con tra cep t and only
8% use with drawal or rhythm, com pared to 28% non -
contra ceptors and 26% with drawal or rhythm con tra cep -
tors among ur ban women. These dif fer ences re main pro -
nounced in higher birth or der in ter vals. Among vari ables
that might ex plain dif fer ences in con tra cep tive use prior to
first preg nancy within the kibbutzes, the only ones with
sig nif i cance were the birth co hort—older co horts us ing
fewer con tra cep tives and less-ef fec tive ones prior to the
first preg nancy, and eth nic or i gin—women of Asian-Af ri -
can origin using less-effective contraceptives.

When com par ing con tra cep tive use in 1987-1988, kib -
butz women prog ress from 79% ef fi cient contraceptors
prior to the first preg nancy, through 81% af ter the first and
sec ond preg nancy, to 89% af ter the third preg nancy. Ur ban
women prog ress from 24% through 62% to 64%, re spec -
tively. Not only is there a dif fer ence, but the pat tern is dif -
fer ent. It seems that ur ban women con tact agen cies that help 
them use ef fi cient con tra cep tives only af ter giv ing birth to
the first child, while the ma jor ity of kib butz women do so
prior to the first pregnancy.

Jux ta pos ing the pat terns of con tra cep tive use with the
pat terns of fer til ity, and tak ing into ac count that kib butz
women who start hav ing chil dren at a later age and with lon -
ger birth in ter vals end up with more chil dren over a lon ger
fer tile pe ri od, it seems that the group is very close to that of
the ideal contraceptors—women who use con tra cep tives
ef fec tively to have as many chil dren as they want at the time 
that they choose. This is also sup ported by in for ma tion
about much fewer re ported un planned preg nan cies, most of
which seem to be while using very safe methods.

D. Immigrants and Immigration
Is rael is, as in di cated, an im mi grant so ci ety, al beit with

some strong in ter nal and ex ter nal co he sive forces. There
are some in di ca tors that dem on strate that these forces are
act ing to ward cre ation of a com mon meet ing ground, in
which some unique char ac ter is tics develop.

Nev er the less, two groups of re cent im mi grants give us
the op por tu nity to look at is sues and pro cesses that both im -
mi grants and the host so ci ety un dergo when faced with the
phe nom e non of peo ple from an alien cul ture trans planted
into an established one.

One can claim that the im mi grants from the for mer So -
viet Un ion (USSR) and those from Ethi o pia have noth ing
in com mon. The Ethi o pian im mi grant group is small even
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by Is raeli stan dards, the re cent wave ar riv ing since 1991
be ing 20,000 peo ple and the whole com mu nity num ber ing
50,000. More than half a mil lion im mi grants, 10% of the
to tal pop u la tion of Is rael, have ar rived from the USSR
since 1989. The “Rus sians” came from a mid-in dus trial
Eu ro pean coun try with a high lit er acy rate, mainly from
ur ban ar eas, hav ing a high rate of ac a demic profession -
aliza tion, and with many fam ily ties with the es tab lished
old-tim ers’ so ci ety. As a mat ter of fact, the May flower
found ing par ents of the Is raeli so ci ety and state im mi -
grated from Tsar ist Rus sia and its en vi ron ments at the end
of the 19th cen tury and the be gin ning of the 20th. The im -
mi grants from Ethi o pia came from a coun try with a rich
but iso lated cul ture, non-in dus tri al ized, with low lit er acy
rates, mainly from ru ral-ag ri cul tural ar eas with low mo bil -
ity, an ex tended family structure, and very little family ties
with the old-timers’ establish ment.

On the other hand, both groups had un der gone, through
the dual pro cess of em i gra tion/im mi gra tion, be ing up rooted 
from one’s orig i nal cul ture and trans planted into a new alien 
one. But the sim i lar i ties may even go deeper. Both groups
came from so ci et ies that had very strong ex ter nal so cial
con trols. While among Jews in Ethi o pia, the con trols were
mainly fa mil ial and “tribal”—the forces of tra di tion within
a small, iso lated, and some times per se cuted group—those
of the USSR were po lit i cal and in sti tu tional. Also, at the
time of their im mi gra tion, both orig i nal so ci et ies were un -
der go ing some very strong pro cesses of dis rup tive tran si -
tions. So one is faced with a unique chance of look ing at two 
groups of im mi grants un der go ing a very sim i lar pro cess,
but with somewhat different starting points and cultural
contexts.

In ter est in the im mi grants from Ethi o pia and the for mer
USSR is not one of ex plor ers ob serv ing ex otic cul tures with
mixed emo tions, nor of am a teur ish an thro pol o gists whose
hid den agenda is as sert ing their own cul tural su pe ri or ity.
We are in volved and vested par tic i pant-ob serv ers, with a
strong in ter est in ame lio rat ing the dif fi cult pro cess of im mi -
gra tion and ac cul tur a tion. Ronny A. Shtarkshall is al ready
an in ter vener-ob server in volved in the study and develop -
ment of integrating interventions.

Be cause these im mi gra tions are quite re cent, the ini tial
pro cesses of cul tural in te gra tion, some of which are very
pain ful, are still go ing on. Sen si tiv i ties are high and the po -
ten tial for stig ma ti za tion is fright en ing. Hence, one can not do 
more at this time than in di cate that care ful and sen si tive work
with these im mi grant groups may well in the fu ture pro vide a
rich source for ma jor new in sights into the prin ci ples and
func tion ing of a cross-cultural sex education program.Israel: Glossary

Glossary
These are some He brew and Arabic words that are fre -

quently used in the text, mainly for lack of an ap pro pri ately
equiv a lent term in Eng lish (some of these terms are ital i -
cized through out the text).

Halachah: The ac cu mu lated body of re li gious laws, dis -
cus sions, rules of con duct, in ter pre ta tions, ju di cial de ci -
sions, and pre ce dents that gov ern the life of an or tho dox re -
li gious Jew. Gen er ally, the Halachah cov ers all the as pects
of life of a re li gious Jew from birth to death, re li gious and
sec u lar, pub li c and pri vate. The more or tho dox a per son is,
the more strict is the ad her ence to the Halachic rules and the
more involved are the interpretations.

Haredim: A gen eral name given to ul tra-or tho dox com -
mu ni ties by sec u lar peo ple. Most peo ple who use this name
do not dis tin guish even be tween the ma jor vari a tions of ul -
tra-Or tho dox Judaism.

Mikveh: Lit er ally, a place where flow ing wa ter will
col lect, the name of the rit ual bath that serves for rit ual pu -
ri fi ca tion of both women and men when this is re quired ac -
cord ing to re li gious reg u la tions. It is mostly dis cussed, es -
pe cially by the sec u lar pop u la tion, in re la tion to the pu ri fi -
ca tion of women at the end of their im pure pe ri od—Nidah. 
It should be noted that men should also pu rify them selves
if they spill se men, and that many re li gious rit u als re quire
that men pu rify them selves in the mikveh.

Mitzvah: A com bi na tion of a re li gious law, per sonal ob -
li ga tion, and a priv i lege. The He brew name for the re li -
gious rules. The orig i nal bib li cal ones num bered 613 (not a 
small num ber in it self), but their de vel op ment and in ter -
pre ta tion in the Tal mud in creased their numbers several
folds.

Mohar: Bride pay ment. Tra di tion ally paid by Mus lim
grooms to the bride’s fa ther. Mohar can be paid in money or
cat tle. It is al most never paid with land.

Nidah: A pe ri od de ter mined by the men strual pe ri od and 
seven days af ter it, dur ing which women are im pure and un -
touch able. The root of the word also means ban or ban ish -
ment.

Shabbat: The sev enth day. Among or tho dox and ul tra
or tho dox, it is strictly kept. Not only is no work al lowed, but 
things like light ing a fire or an elec tric in stru ment, driv ing
or rid ing in a car, pick ing a flower, writ ing, and tear ing pa -
per are banned. Al though very holy and strictly ob served,
one is al lowed to do most of the things if the pur pose is to
save live s. One of the things that is not only al lowed, but
rec om mended on Shabbat night, is intercourse.

Yeshivah: A high re li gious acad emy or a sem i nary.
Yichus: lin eage.Israel: References and Suggested Readings
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Critical Acclaim for
The Continuum Complete International Encyclopedia of Sexuality

1. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vols. 1-3 (Francoeur, 1997)

The World As so ci a tion of Sexol o gy, an in ter na tion al so ci ety of lead ing schol ars and eighty pro fes sional or ga ni za tions
de voted to the study of hu man sex ual be hav ior, has en dorsed The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity as an
im por tant and unique con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing and ap pre ci a tion of the rich va ri ety of hu man sex ual at ti tudes,
values, and behavior in cultures around the world.

Re cip i ent of the “1997 Ci ta tion of Ex cel lence for an out stand ing ref er ence in the field of sexol o gy,” awarded by the
Amer i can Foun da tion for Gen der and Gen i tal Med i cine and Sci ence at the Thir teenth World Con gress of Sexol o gy,
Valencia, Spain.

Rec om mended by Li brary Jour nal (Oc to ber 1, 1997) to pub li c and ac a demic li brar i ans look ing to up date their
col lec tions in the area of sex u al ity: “An ex traor di nary, highly valu able syn the sis of in for ma tion not avail able
else where. Here are in-depth re ports on sex-re lated prac tices and cul ture in 32 coun tries on six con ti nents, con trib uted
by 135 sexol o gists world wide. . . . For all academic and larger public collections.”

Picked by Choice (As so ci a tion of Col lege & Re search Li brar ies/Amer i can Li brary As so ci a tion) as Best Ref er ence
Work and Out stand ing Ac a demic Book for 1997: “Al though this en cy clo pe dia is meant as a means of un der stand ing
hu man sex u al ity, it can also be used as a lens with which to view hu man cul ture in many of its other man i fes ta tions.
. . . Con sid er ing cov er age, or ga ni za tion, and au thor ity, the com par a tively low price is also no ta ble. Rec om mended for
ref er ence col lec tions in universities, special collections, and public libraries.”

“Most im pres sive, pro vid ing a wealth of good, solid in for ma tion that may be used by a wide va ri ety of pro fes sion als
and stu dents seek ing in for ma tion on cross-cul tural pat terns of sex ual be hav ior . . . an in valu able, unique schol arly work 
that no li brary should be with out.”—Con tem po rary Psy chol ogy

“. . . en ables us to make transcultural com par i sons of sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iours in a way no other mod ern book
does. . . . Clin ics and train ing or ga ni za tions would do well to ac quire cop ies for their li brar ies. . . . In di vid ual ther a pists 
and re search ers who like to have their own col lec tion of key pub li ca tions should cer tainly con sid er it.”—Sex ual and
Mar i tal Ther apy (U.K.)

“. . . schol arly, straight for ward, and tightly-or ga nized for mat in for ma tion about sex ual be liefs and be hav iors as they are 
cur rently prac ticed in 32 coun tries around the world. . . . The list of con tri bu tors . . . is a vir tual who’s who of schol ars
in sex ual sci ence.”—Choice

“. . . one of the most am bi tious cross-cul tural sex sur veys ever un der taken. Some 135 sexol o gists world wide de scribe
sex-re lated prac tices and cul tures in 32 dif fer ent coun tries. . . . Best Ref er ence Sources of 1997.”—Li brary Jour nal

“What sep a rates this en cy clo pe dia from past in ter na tion al sex u al ity books is its dis tinct dis sim i lar ity to a ‘guide book to 
the sex ual hotspots of the world.’ . . . An im pres sive and im por tant con tri bu tion to our un der stand ing of sex u al ity in a
global so ci ety. . . . fills a big gap in peo ple’s knowl edge about sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iors.”—Sex u al ity In for ma tion 
and Ed u ca tion Council of the United States (SIECUS)

“Truly im por tant books on hu man sex u al ity can be counted on, per haps, just one hand. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia 
of Sex u al ity de serves spe cial at ten tion as an im pres sive ac com plish ment.”—Jour nal of Mar riage and the Fam ily

“. . . a land mark ef fort to cross-ref er ence vast amounts of in for ma tion about hu man sex ual be hav iors, cus toms, and
cul tural at ti tudes ex ist ing in the world. Never be fore has such a com pre hen sive un der tak ing been even re motely
avail able to re search ers, schol ars, ed u ca tors, and cli ni cians ac tive in the field of hu man sex u al ity.”—San dra Cole,
Pro fes sor of Phys i cal Med i cine and Re ha bil i ta tion, University of Michigan Medical Center

2. The In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity, Vol. 4 (Francoeur & Noonan, 2001)

“. . . a mas ter piece of or ga ni za tion. The feat of suc cess fully com pil ing so much in for ma tion about so many coun tries
into such a co her ent and read able for mat de fies sig nif i cant neg a tive crit i cism.”—Sex u al ity and Cul ture, Paul Fedoroff,
M.D., Co-Di rec tor, Sex ual Be hav iors Clinic Fo ren sic Pro gram, The Royal Ottawa Hospital, Ottawa, Canada

3. The Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity (Francoeur &
Noonan, 2004)

“. . . [a] trea sure trove. . . . This unique com pi la tion of spe cial ized knowl edge is rec om mended for re search col lec tions
in the so cial sci ences . . . as well as a sec ond ary source for cross-cul tural re search.”—Li brary Jour nal, March 15, 2004, 
p. 64

“. . . a book that is truly his toric, and in many ways com pa ra ble to the great sexological sur veys of Havelock Ellis and
Al fred Kinsey. . . . Many works of un de ni able im por tance are in tended to speak about hu man sex u al ity. But in this
en cy clo pe dia we hear the voices of a mul ti tude of na tions and cul tures. With cov er age of more than a quar ter of the
coun tries in the world, . . . not only will the Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sex u al ity re main a
stand ard ref er ence work for years to come, but it has raised the bar of sexological schol ar ship to a rig or ous new
level.”—John Heidenry, ed i tor, The Week, and au thor of What Wild Ec stasy: The Rise and Fall of the Sex ual
Revolution

For more review excerpts, go to www.SexQuest.com/ccies/.


