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By Laura Rosbrow

Within a week, the lives of Israeli women changed dramatically for the 
better. Two important legal decisions were made that helped women 

fight against sexual harassment and discrimination. On December 30, 
2010, former Israeli president Moshe Katzav was convicted of rape, sexual 
harassment and assault. The district court sent a clear, affirming message 
to women and survivors of domestic violence around the country: Even 
presidents cannot get away with acts of sexual harassment. Later that 
week, on January 6, 2011, the Supreme Court ruled that enforced gender 
segregation is illegal on Orthodox mehadrin (gender segregated) bus lines, 
but accepted the Transportation Ministry’s recommendation that voluntary 
gender segregation should be allowed. The decision states that people can 
sit wherever they choose on Israeli buses, including mehadrin lines. 

Both decisions are critical victories in the struggle to make women feel 
safe in Israel. As we celebrate these triumphs during March, International 
Women’s History Month, let us ask how these decisions improved women’s 
lives and what women should seek to achieve next?
Women’s rights groups, after years of fighting to bring Katzav to justice, 
celebrated the Katzav ruling as a pivotal day for women’s rights and the 
rule of law. Groups like the Association of Rape Crisis Centers in Israel 
immediately felt the empowering implications of the ruling. Michael Roxin, 
executive director of ARCCI, told The Jerusalem Post that ARCCI reported 
an increase in the number of women reporting sexual violence incidents, 
saying, “There is no doubt that this is a big step forward for this issue.”

Dorit Abramovitch, Coordinator of the Coalition of Women’s Organizations, 
was similarly proud of the victory. In an essay, titled, “Time Will Tell - The 
Impact of the Katzav Ruling from a Feminist Perspective,” she describes 
how moved she was as a survivor of sexual abuse.

“On the day that the former president’s sentence was rendered, my hands 
trembled and my eyes welled. It was a great victory not only for the brave 
complainants against Katzav, but for everyone whose body and soul has 
known sexual terror perpetrated by a person of greater authority than oneself 
– in my case, within my family.”

Yet for all the strength this moment gave women, particularly survivors 
of sexual violence, it still did not change some bias against women in 

such incidents. For example, 
Menachem Ne’eman, former 
president of the Haifa District 
Court and a former district court 
judge, told Israel National News 
after the ruling that, “Although 
immodest dress by women cannot 
be blamed as the cause of the 
Katzav rape case, more modesty 
would reduce sex offenses.” 
However, he added that, “Today’s 
pro-feminist society does not 
allow for or encourage such 
restrictions against women.”

This poses one of the fundamental 
debates about sexual harassment 
between men and women: What 
causes it? Is it men’s fault for 
violating women? Or is it women’s 
fault because they act in ways 
that attract male violence? Should 
there be restrictions on women’s 
freedom of expression?

The Israeli Supreme Court 
ruling on gender segregation on 
Orthodox mehadrin bus lines 
poses similarly complicated 
questions about the cause of 
sexual harassment and the 
parameters of women’s freedom 
in the public sphere. Although 
most people celebrated the 
court’s conclusion that enforced 
gender segregation is illegal 
on mehadrin bus lines, many 
questioned the court for allowing 
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