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Gender in Israel: caught between religious law and modern law
Judge Zila Zfat, Israel
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Since its establishment in 1948, the state of

Israel has had the image of a country in which
women enjoy full equality. This image, due to the
liberal and socialist ethos, is, however, somewhat
misleading

The status of women in Israel has been
influenced by several social and historical factors
related to the conflict between state and religion,
which characterize the political scene.

When thinking of politics of religion and
state and their effect on gender relations, the case
of Israel is unique in many respects; In Israel, the
Women's Equal Rights Law of 1951 guarantees
the equal treatment of men and women. But the

long-running conflict between religion and state

often undermines legally established principles of
gender equality. Secular principles govern much of
public life, thereby granting women and men the
same rights while also subjecting them to the same
obligations. On the other hand, matters related to
personal law are administrated by the country's
religious courts — including Jewish rabbinic courts,
Islamic Sharia courts, Christian courts and Druze
courts. In many of these courts, patriarchal norms
and traditions still prevail.

Even though Israel has been existed for 62
years, there has never been formal separation
between religion and state in Israel's legal and
political structure and religion is intertwined in all
levels of governance, political society, and civil
society; the struggle against religious exclusive rule
over marriage and divorce and in other matters has
been on the agenda of women's organizations since
the British mandate on Palestine with not much
success; religious laws' exclusive jurisdiction is still
maintained in matters of marriage and divorce and
civil marriage is non-existent in Israel; civil society
in Israel is extremely diverse and heterogenic, yet
the significance of the ethno-religious component
is shared by most groups on various levels, ranging
from issues of identity (both formal, personal and
group identity) to issues of internal governance and
authority, and more.

In our discussion, we will first present a
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concise historical review of this political context,
as well as a discussion of the socio-cultural
background against which issues of women,
religion and state should be considered. This will
be followed by a more detailed review and legal
and social analysis of women’ s status in Israeli
society. We will then proceed to discuss Israeli civil
society, focusing on marriage and divorce unique
legal system. (Zba+2010)
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A member of the International Association of
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Lecturer in the Israeli bar institution of further

training and in other forums.

Former Position & Degrees

January 2006 — appointed as a District Court Judge
January 1997 — appointed as a Family Court Judge
1983-1997 — Practice law as a lawyer at Zfat & Zfat
law firm

October 1983 to present — Member of the Israeli
Bar

1982 — Graduate Bar Ilan University Law School —
LLB

1975 — Graduate Bar Ilan University, Faculty of
Science, Microbiology — B.Sc
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