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Featured Master’s Thesis 
 
 
Katherine Bertash 
 

Katherine Bertash completed both a Master of Arts in Middle Eastern Studies and a 
Master of Public Policy at the University of Chicago in 2011, concentrating her studies on 
the policy intersections of gender, poverty, and crime. She also holds a Bachelor of Arts in 
Middle Eastern Studies and Political Science from Rutgers University. During her time at 
UChicago she organized events and activism with MESSA, V-Day, and other campus 
groups. 
 

After graduation, Katherine moved to San Francisco where she now works as a 
development officer for a global nonprofit that specializes in education and 
entrepreneurship for women and girls in the developing world. She continues to be active 
in local women’s empowerment networks, and her academic and professional interests 
include emphasizing the importance of female change-makers in reducing violence and 
increasing access to economic participation. 
 
 
Synopsis 
 

In under a decade, from 2001 to 2009, Israel cut the number of foreign trafficked 
prostitutes from over ten thousand to less than a hundred.  Advances in national and local 
policing procedures along with tougher penalties for traffickers and an increased support 
network for victims of the ‘Natasha Trade’ would seem to reflect a sea-change in attitudes 
towards sexual coercion. However, the very narrative that was developed to combat this 
struggle, and, indeed, proved fundamental to Israel’s success has now become a major 
stumbling block in the fight against prostitution. 
  

As Bertash asserts in her Master’s thesis, From Natasha to Rebecca: Shifting 
Narratives of Sex Trafficking and Prostitution in Israel, Israel saw the emergence of a ‘slave-
ship’ narrative of prostitution.  The naive young woman from a former Soviet bloc country 
who is taken captive and forcibly kept in permanent sexual servitude makes for a 
compelling story. For one, this narrative has clearly defined victims and villains. More 
importantly, it can easily be mapped on to concerns over national security.  Seal the 
borders, and the problem is resolved.   
  

What the success of Israel’s foreign anti-trafficking program has failed to address, 
writes Bertash, is the general issue of sexual exploitation in Israel.  The coercive aspect of 
prostitution still remains, but, because women who fit in to that ‘slave ship’ narrative do 
not meet the demand for sex, little is done on their behalf.   

 
Therefore, a new model is needed to help Israeli society tackle prostitution in the 

‘domestic trafficking’ of women. These ‘Rebeccas’ lack agency in equal degree to their 
foreign counterparts and require the same degree of intervention. Most importantly, this 
model must confront the one person that the trafficking trade does not address: the John. 
Israeli policy, argues Bertash, needs to come to grips with the lenient treatment given to 
the persons who provide the demand for sexual services. 
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From Natasha to Rebecca :  
Shifting Narratives of  Sex Trafficking and Prostitution in Israel  

By Katherine Bertash 
 

Copyright © 2012 by Katherine Bertash 
All rights reserved. 

 
 
 
 
As sex trafficking of women and girls for prostitution emerged as a global 

phenomenon, few could have predicted the intensity with which it would strike Israel. The 
Israeli government responded to NGO calls for action and moved swiftly to eradicate the 
entrance of new victims to Israel; but in terms of public interests in reference to the state, 
this was because the trafficked woman is remarkable only as an indicator of the nation’s 
own perceived risk. This approach stemmed the supply of women for the sex trade, but 
without diminishing demand gave rise to a new phenomenon of domestically trafficked 
Israeli women. This paper will examine how the state-oriented model of combating sex 
trafficking that worked so well to address foreign trafficking of “Natashas” has become 
ineffective in addressing the harms of prostitution and sexual exploitation of domestically 
trafficked women in Israel.  
 

The narrative constructed to combat sex trafficking that took shape after 2001 
succeeded in cutting the number of foreign trafficked prostitutes in Israel to only a few 
hundred. This narrative was successful because it tapped in to Israel’s concerns over 
American special relationships and military protection. It marked a change in the way in 
which prostitution was understood because it enabled a different kind of “slave ship” 
narrative, where innocent people are stolen and forced to work against their will in a 
country in which they are the illegal migrant. However, the very success of this foreign 
anti-trafficking program did not reflect a success in changing institutional and public 
attitudes towards prostitution and victimhood, merely a desire to seal the borders. It 
ironically made it more difficult to tackle the general issue of prostitution in Israel because 
the people who now meet the demand for prostitutes are those who do not fit into that 
slave ship narrative, even though the coercive aspect of prostitution still remains.  
 

Therefore a new model is needed to help Israeli society tackle prostitution as 
“domestic trafficking” of women who equally lack agency and require the same degree of 
assistance. This model most importantly must confront the one person that the trafficking 
trade does not confront: the john. Israel needs to come to grips with the lenient treatment 
given to the persons who provide the demand for sexual services, and stop believing them 
to be entrapped or seduced by the body they are purchasing without questioning whether 
their services were obtained coercively.  
 

Scholars who have examined the sex-trafficking story of Israel have deemed the 
government’s combined efforts with police and NGOs to be a success. However, scholars 
have focused on the Natasha trade to the specific exclusion of current prostitution of 
domestic women. My paper exposes this contradiction and discusses why one initiative was 
successful and the other is ignored. In my conclusion, I will suggest that refocusing policy 
on johns and away from prostituted women will more effectively drive down domestic 
trafficking and the enemy within.  
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The Literature: 
 

The literature on prostitution in Israel can be divided in to two major areas; the 
first is prostitution in Israel prior to the peak of the Natasha Trade. Pursuant to the fall of 
the Soviet Union and the rise of immigration to Israel, the emergence of new means of 
illegal labor migration also gave rise to a new discourse on “trafficking.” The second phase 
of literature on prostitution in Israel is heavily influenced by this global fixation with the 
sex trafficking phenomenon, including Israel as one of many destination nations. The 
specific works that discuss Israel are outlined below. 

 
There are a few key works that discuss the development of prostitution markets in 

Israel, the first of which is Margalit Shilo’s account of “Prostitution in the Holy City,” 
which addresses the circumstances following the British conquest of 1917—wherein those 
women widowed or orphaned by war began entering prostitution in Jerusalem to 
survive—that led to the government initially concerning itself with prostitution. 
Commentators on the resulting legislation include Shlomo Guberman and Plea Albeck, 
who both outline the development of Israeli law to include legal prostitution from 1936 to 
1951 under “abolitionist” principles. This is especially interesting when combined with the 
work of Cnaan, who discusses the vulnerability of North African immigrants when 
entering prostitution following the wave of immigration in the 1960s. It is interesting to 
note that both Shilo and Cnaan recognize similar key factors in women’s entrance to 
prostitution, most notably the barriers to legitimate social participation caused by 
economic vulnerability. 
 

The next body of research addresses trafficking in Israel as it peaked in the last ten 
years. Donna Hughes’ work on the “Natasha Trade” uses Israel as an example of the 
growth of trafficking of women from the Former Soviet Union, and finally hypothesizes 
from her many examples of nations that focus on demand will be an essential component in 
diminishing the trade. Janet Halley, Prabha Kotiswaran, Hila Shamir, and Chantal Thomas 
include Israel as an example of one of four studies of feminism in contemporary governance 
of trafficking issues, and examines not only the influence that feminists had on the 
development of Israeli trafficking policy, but also whether the critique they apply to issues 
of choice, consent, and harm render Israel not a truly “abolitionist” state even while it 
maintains an abolitionist legal code on prostitution. It should be noted that while they do 
effectively incorporate feminist viewpoints, both of these works only refer to Israel’s 
experience with foreign trafficked sex workers. Deborah Golden discusses the fallout of the 
trade in the resulting assumption of sex worker status among Soviet immigrant women, 
and Sara Helman and Tamar Rapoport address the backlash this assumption creates 
among non-immigrant women. 
 

There are few or no academic works addressing the transition of the sex market in 
Israel from foreign trafficked women to domestically trafficked women, as I intend to do. 
This neglected area of research is the focus of this thesis. Instead of looking at the current 
situation, the majority of the literature continues to retroactively examine the Natasha 
period. In order to discuss this transition in an academic context I am referring to a wide 
body of academic articles that provide a feminist critique to issues of prostitution, johns, 
choice, and consent to sex work. None of these works refer specifically to Israel, but many 
address these critiques from a global perspective. Because they identify factors that are 
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common to prostitution markets in developed countries, their assumptions and problems 
are applicable to prostitution in Israel. 
 

Several articles were instructive in examining the problems of the institutions that 
arose during the Natasha Period, and I drew upon them in my analysis of the government 
action in the transition period. Claudia Aradau addresses the issue of sex trafficking from 
the perspective of a critique on the state-oriented model, showing that states are most 
motivated by migrant status in addressing the criminality of trafficking. In particular she 
highlights the problems that this system creates for the trafficked person; they must be the 
perfect model of a victim so as to be effectively divorced from the other dangerous illegals. 
Jo Goodey, Wendy Chapkis, and Jacqueline Berman further articulate this theoretical 
model, and apply it specifically to the problems within the United States TVPA and 
Trafficking in Persons report, which was the model for Israeli reform, and which fails to 
address all but the most violent or egregious forms of trafficking. They highlight that the 
TVPA ignores the idea of “domestic trafficking” entirely, showing effectively that when 
prostitution is legal and migrant status is not an issue, no domestically prostituted woman 
can sufficiently qualify as a victim according to its standards.  

 
Kathleen Barry, Donna Hughes, and Melissa Farley have extensively outlined the 

harms of prostitution in their research, and they have become prominent academic voices 
in the field. Their works, when referenced, are intended to effectively describe the harms of 
the prostitution market that are not typically interesting to the state. I intend to use their 
feminist critiques of prostitution to articulate the social and legal challenges for women in 
the Israeli prostitution market, and demonstrate how they should warrant as much 
attention as their foreign trafficked counterparts. Janice Raymond and Sheila Jeffreys 
discuss the issue of the johns and the role that they have in disincentivizing governments 
from addressing trafficking, foreign or domestic. These works in particular will help to 
address the reluctance of Israeli johns and their government to see domestic prostitution as 
exploitative and worthy of intervention. 

 
The availability of this relevant material and the strong focus on the issue of 

foreign trafficking in media notwithstanding, there are no works that critique the 
transition of sex markets from foreign trafficked women to domestic trafficked women and 
the failure of the Israeli government to recognize the problem. The absence of this 
literature is remarkable in and of itself because it reflects the way in which international 
sex trafficking was only recognized through an artificial construction of a victim narrative, 
or the “Natasha.” It represents an unwillingness to deconstruct this model of victimhood as 
part of a larger critique of legal prostitution and sex markets, and a cultural unwillingness 
to expand that narrative to domestically trafficked women. It is exemplified in Israel’s 
challenge to recognize the problem of domestic trafficking, because in Israel illegal aliens 
are illegal, but the sale of sex is not. The literature that does attempt to place Israel’s 
challenge in combating international trafficking within a larger discussion of demand for 
prostitution does so from a feminist perspective. I will attempt to use this same feminist 
critique to carry their discussion further to not just the problems for the “Natasha,” but to 
the unexamined realm of the domestically trafficked Israeli prostitute, our “Rebecca.”  
 

In an effort to more effectively gauge the status of the issue, I traveled to Israel in 
the summer of 2010 and arranged meetings to discuss the issue with persons working in 
various capacities to combat trafficking. Two of these individuals were able to speak with 
me in the context of an official interview as experts that work intimately with the policy 
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and criminal justice aspects of trafficking. They included Nomi Levenkron, an anti-
trafficking lawyer at the Hotline for Migrant Workers, and Rachel Gershuni, an anti-
trafficking coordinator at the Israeli Ministry of Justice. They spoke candidly about the 
progression of the primary goals of the efforts of their non-government and government 
organizations in response to the changing landscape of trafficking in the country, and their 
perspectives helped to crystallize the impacts of contradictory policy on victims and their 
advocates.  
 
1. The History of Prostitution in Israel:  
 

The history of prostitution in Israel is similar to most developed nations as it 
reflects the manner in which the “world’s oldest profession” had become a dumping-ground 
for a society’s most marginalized persons. Just as the United States was fretting over the 
corruption of young white women in 1910, British military forces in Palestine during 
World War I saw an emerging market in prostitution of young Jewish women. The 
military occupation of Jerusalem brought with it a market for sex, and a few hundred 
young women—orphaned by the war, disadvantaged by recent immigration from Eastern 
Europe, or otherwise impoverished—were fulfilling the new demand. This phenomenon 
was characterized by religious and social leaders as indicative of a moral degradation of 
society, and the women themselves were represented not at subjects of exploitation by 
their occupiers but as women who had suffered a moral failing and were responsible for 
their own plights. Visiting the Land of Israel in 1924, the secretary of the League of 
Nations committee concerned with the “white slave trade,” had gone so far as to 
characterize the problem of prostitution in Jerusalem as “evil.”1 
 

Not much about the attitude of government officials toward prostitution would 
change in the years following the establishment of the state of Israel and the influx of new 
immigration of Ashkenazi Jews from Western and European countries, in addition to 
Mizrahi Jews from the Middle East, North Africa, and Asia. Maintaining the often racist 
and Orientalist attitudes of their home nations, Ashkenazi Jews viewed their more 
conservative and often traditionalist Mizrahi counterparts as backwards or uncivilized, and 
Mizrahi Jews faced discrimination that led to a significant poverty gap between the 
populations. In the years following peak immigration the prostitution trade would also 
grow, undoubtedly fueled by Israel’s “abolitionist” approach to the sale of sex.  
 

Israel had been following the Mandatory Criminal Code Ordinance of 1936 as its 
primary penal law, and starting in 1951 a series of amendments were made to further 
articulate a criminal code.2 The Penal Law Amendment (Prostitution Offenses) Law was 
added in 1962, and specified that neither the prostitute nor the purchaser of services would 
be viewed as a criminal by the state, but that men benefitting from the earnings of a 
prostitute (pimping) and owning or leasing a place for purposes of prostitution (brothels) 
were in violation of the law.3 This legalization of prostitution fueled a growth in the 
industry both in demand and in entry of those marginalized poor and new immigrant 
                                                
1 Margalit Shilo, “Women as Victims of War: The British Conquest (1917) and the Blight of Prostitution in 
the Holy City,” Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender Issues 6 (2003): 72-83. 
2 Shlomo Guberman, “The Development of the law in Israel: The First 50 Years,” Israel Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs Website, last modified 2003, 
http://www.mfa.gov.il/MFA/History/Modern+History/Israel+at+50/Development+of+the+Law+in+Isr
ael-+The+First+50+Yea.htm. 
3 Plea Albeck, “The Status of Women in Israel,” The American Journal of Comparative Law 
20 (1972): 693-715. 



!

 7 

populations into prostitution. In 1977 a survey of prostitution in Tel Aviv found that a 
majority of prostitutes interviewed were of Middle Eastern or North African origin, and 
noted the influence that family conflict between old cultural ways and adapting to life in a 
new country had pushed them towards prostitution.4 Literature on prostitution growth in 
this period appears to characterize prostitution as a symptom of criminality or delinquency 
endemic in a “free society.” This suggests that there was both some kind of moral 
judgment or failing of her family values to be attributed to a woman’s entrance to the 
industry, and a sense of permanence in that prostitution is a necessary cost of modernity 
and liberalizing of social values, and its fallout (and human casualties) must be tolerated. 
However this perspective acknowledged the greater influence that marginalization of a 
population appears to have on whether prostitution appears to be the most accessible 
means of income, as new or poor groups of people find themselves blocked from full 
“legitimate” social participation.5   
 
2. The Emergence of the Natasha 
 

The dynamic of who was most apt to enter prostitution shifted again in the late 
1980s with the entry of a new group of immigrants to Israel.  As Israel’s identity as a 
functioning and economically independent entity grew in the 1970s after the victorious 
1967 war, so did its opportunities for labor.6 There was a greater demand for housing as 
new immigrants continued to flood in, in addition to greater need for domestic labor and 
for agricultural labor to support the growing farming industry.  As it would turn out, there 
was consequently a greater need for sex workers to satiate both citizen nationals and the 
foreign laborers themselves. Cheaper transnational flights and other means of international 
transportation aided a growth in trafficking of persons all over the world, and Israel was 
no exception. The groups that would be moved to Israel included large populations of 
domestic laborers from mostly South Asia, day laborers from the Palestinian territories 
and surrounding Arab nations, and soon those individuals seeking a variety of means of 
work from the Former Soviet Union, which will hereafter in this paper be referred to as the 
“FSU.”7 
 

The collapse of the Soviet Union would have economic ripple effects around the 
globe, and the issue of the long repressed Soviet Jewry would send its own proportional 
shock waves through the State of Israel.8 The standards for naturalization were relaxed to 

                                                
4 Ram A. Cnaan, “Notes on Prostitution,” Sociological Inquiry 52 (1982): 114-121. 
5 Cnann, “Notes on Prostitution,” 117. 
6 Sever Plotzker, “From Blossoming Socialism to Successful Capitalism,” Yediot Achronot newspaper, April 23, 
2007, 2. 
7 Dan Levin,“Israel Grows Uneasy Over Reliance on Migrant Labor,” New York Times, July 4, 2010. Accessed 
August 10, 2010. http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/05/world/middleeast/05workers.html. 
8 Practice of religions like Judaism was formally banned in the FSU, precipitated by a long history of 
persecution of Jews in Eastern Europe and under the rule of the Czar even before the rise of Communism. 
The State of Israel maintained that all Jews, especially those fleeing persecution, were welcome to become 
citizens, or “make aliyah” to Israel. The process of Aliyah is comparatively uncomplicated with respect to most 
naturalization processes in other industrialized nations, and the new and very much socialist state that 
offered a wealth of social services to its new immigrants attracted ever-increasing numbers of FSU Jewish 
migrants. Generally speaking, in order to immigrate to Israel it is only required that an individual provide 
some proof of Jewish heritage, which could mean ketubot or marriage contracts of parents, or other written 
documentation of some kind of Jewish life cycle event. However having been pushed to the fringes for 
decades meant that such documents would be illegal or well-hidden under the Soviet rule, and the 
requirement for this documentation was relaxed or ignored. This provided a mechanism for many non-Jewish 
soviets to take advantage of the opportunity to leave the FSU and enter Israel. 



!

 8 

accommodate Soviet Jewry, and soon thousands of people were clamoring for a way, legal 
or not, to leave the FSU and enter Israel.9 Eventually Russia began granting tens of 
thousands of exit visas per year, culminating in the arrival of nearly 890,000 immigrants to 
Israel between 1989 and 2000.10 The result was that former Soviet Jews, generally using 
their common language of Russian, would form their own insulated communities in Israel, 
most of which are in Tel Aviv.  
  

These communities would not only help facilitate the entry of Russian culture into 
Israel, but also that of the FSU’s criminal organizations. The Russian Mafia arrived in 
Israel not long after the Soviet Jews, as many Mafia members were Jewish and legitimately 
entered or otherwise posed as Jews to obtain citizenship.11 Using their foreign contacts and 
the desperation of individuals from their home nations, it was easy for them to set up shop 
as traffickers of foreign women for various forms of labor for profit. “For these 
organizations, trafficking in women represents an attractive source of income, since it 
combines a low risk level with high profits,” unlike resorting to trafficking in weapons or 
drugs which are of comparatively higher risk in a state with an intensive security industrial 
complex.12 Using the information provided by arrested women, it was projected by human 
rights organizations in the 1997 CEDAW report that there were around 10,000 prostitutes 
working in Tel Aviv alone, servicing thousands of men per day.13  
 

The mechanism for transporting women into Israel from the FSU fit what has 
come to be understood as a primary model for sex trafficking around the world. 
Impoverished women seek out jobs mostly in the service sector of a country or area that is 
perceived as being more economically viable. Following the recommendation of an 
acquaintance or recruiter they travel to work in a bar, nightclub, restaurant, as domestic 
laborers, or even to knowingly work as a prostitute.14 In order to conceal their entry the 
women are flown from their home country to a number of stops or driven across borders. 
In the case of Israel their last stop will typically be in Egypt, and once there they are 
smuggled in Jeeps or trucks across the deserts of the Sinai Peninsula and brought in to 
Israel.15 Once there they may be brought to any of the major cities, but most end up in the 
largest metropolitan center of Tel Aviv. Once the woman has arrived, the fraud is revealed 
as the smuggler hands her off to the pimp, and the woman’s identity documents—her 
passport or other ID—are taken from her. She may be told she owes a debt for her travel, 
that her documents and freedom will be restored once she earns her pimp an often 
exorbitant sum.16 She may be threatened with violence, beatings, rape, or her captor may 
threaten the wellbeing of her family back home. In this way trafficking creates a “shadow 

                                                
9 Donna M. Hughes and Tatyana Denisova, “Trafficking in Women From Ukraine” (paper submitted to the 
US Department of Justice, 2002), 13. 
10 Jason Kayser, “A Decade Later, Russian Jews and Israel Have Profoundly Changed Each Other,” Johnson's 
Russia List, December 16, 2001. Accessed August 10, 2010. http://www.cdi.org/russia/johnson/5602-3.cfm. 
11 Kevin Connolly, “How Russia’s Mafia is Taking Over Israel’s Underworld,” BBC, April 3, 1998. Accessed 
August 4, 2010. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/special_report/1998/03/98/russian_mafia/69521.stm. 
12 Nomi Levenkron and Yossi Dahan, “Women as Commodities: Trafficking in Women in Israel 2003,” 
Hotline For Migrant Workers, Isha L'Isha, Adva Center, Hotline For Migrant Workers, accessed August 4, 
2010, hotline.org.il/en_drupal/english/publications.htm. 
13 Committee on the Elimination of Descrimination Against Women, Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women - Israel (United Nations, 1997), 90.  
14 Christina Ling, “Rights Activists Rap Ex-Soviet States on Sex-Trade,” Reuters, November 6, 1997, 1. 
15 “Russian Girls Eager to Work Abroad, Despite the Danger of Sex Trafficking,” Pravda RU, March 31, 
2005, accessed August 4, 2010. http://english.pravda.ru/society/stories/31-03-2005/7977-slaves-0/. 
16 Donna M. Hughes, “The ‘Natasha’ Trade -The Transnational Shadow Market of Trafficking in Women,” 
Journal of International Affairs (2000): 630. 
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market” of women (as well as children and increasingly men) that are otherwise 
unemployable in the legitimate sector and desperate for income.17 Whatever the means, the 
primary mechanisms of trafficking tend to be consistent in that they force mostly women 
and girls to work in prostitution on threat of violence or some other exploitative coercion. 
She will have no freedom to refuse a customer, to rest, to quit, or to have much other 
control over the terms of what can only generously be called her employment. 
 
3.  Development of Institutions in Israel 
 
 It is important to note that the slave ship narrative was of concern to international 
bodies long before transnational trafficking became the dominant mechanism of 
prostitution and other forms of forced labor, and that these bodies would have a strong 
influence on Israel’s own construction of a solution. In 1949 the passage of the United 
Nations Convention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploitation of 
the Prostitution of Others expressed similar concerns about the implied wrongs of 
movement of women for the purposes of sex, and very early in the history of trafficking 
discourse it was clear that sex trafficking and its relationship to prostitution would be 
treated differently than “real slavery,” or exploitation for other purposes. But these state 
institutions were mostly comfortable ignoring those forms of prostitution and coercion 
among poor and non-white or otherwise disadvantaged women, as they saw violence as a 
permanent fixture in underclass life. Even from this early stage in confronting the concept 
of sexual labor there was little effort made to attempt to discuss prostitution within the 
scope of forced labor; “the past willingness to define most prostitution as consensual, the 
stigmatization of prostitutes, and the ambivalence of male-directed law enforcement 
concerning prostitution meant that trafficking for prostitution was separated from ‘real 
slavery,’” and in essence tolerated or ignored.18  
 

A modern explosion in the visibility of the various forms of criminal means used to 
manipulate and channel these laborers in the world market prompted the passage of the 
2000 UN Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially 
Women and Children. This convention defined trafficking as not just smuggling, but labor 
enforced by violence, or inherently exploitative labor, regardless of individuals’ initial or 
continuing consent to remain in harmful working conditions.19 This is an extraordinarily 
broad definition of trafficking, and one that seeks most immediately to provide precedent 
for intervention in the widest possible range of human rights violations, and to prevent or 
remedy the widest possible range of harms. It sought to construct a narrative of trafficking 
that could change the perception of what was a very prolific global pattern in forced labor 
from an accepted practice to one that was harmful and victimizing. 
 

Because it is such an inclusive definition, it does not require that an individual 
instance of harm meet all three separate criteria. States in particular are then apt to choose 
only the issues of smuggling and migration as their most immediate security interest, 
limiting the narrative to only the slave ship model, wherein illegal migration is forced. 
This interest arises from the fact that trafficking, in particular trafficking for the purposes 
of prostitution, is inextricably linked to other criminal elements and perceived physical and 

                                                
 
18 Kevin Bales, Understanding Global Slavery: A Reader (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 127.  
19 Jo Goodey, “Sex Trafficking in Women from Central and East European Countries: Promoting a 'Victim-
Centered' and 'Woman-Centered' Approach to Criminal Justice Intervention,” Feminist Review 76 (2004): 26-
45.  
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moral threats in a society regardless of the migration status of the prostitute. This focus is 
the result of a state preoccupation with risk, and in particular its need to defend itself 
against the specter of violence. For this reason above all other criminal elements the illegal 
migrant is most “interesting” to the state when confronting trafficking, and the foreign 
prostitute represents a triple threat of foreign invasion, sexual corruption, and public 
health risks. Securitization is essentially emergency mobilization of the state in response to 
demonstrated danger or risk of this dangerous “Other,” and it connotes urgency and the 
exceptionalism that states perceive such threat of violence as distinct and must be 
confronted in a deliberate way.20 The assistance of trafficking victims then requires that 
they be designated as a suffering victim, an object of pity harmless to the state rather than 
the dangerous “Other.” The means by which they are to be qualified by the slave ship 
narrative is however far from standardized by either the international community or by the 
state itself.   
 

In the mid-1990s trafficking in developed countries such as Israel had become a 
prominent issue in international media and especially in the United States. In 1998, after 
visiting India and witnessing the destitution of women and children in brothels, US 
Congresswoman Linda Smith would return home to the US to found Shared Hope 
International, an organization dedicated to lobbying for full rescue and restitution of 
victims of trafficking around the world.21 With its emergence in to the American and world 
consciousness, in 2000 the United States Congress passed the U.S. Victims of Trafficking 
and Violence Protection Act (TVPA), which identified trafficking as a form of slavery and 
set out a variety of guidelines that constituted minimums for combating the problem. This 
was accompanied by their first release of the annual Trafficking in Persons Report in 2001. 
This report was meant to place countries on a tiered scale according to their efforts in 
combating their trafficking problem, from those that were taking greatest measures at 1 to 
those that were all but complicit in their trafficking at 3. The implication was that those 
placed on tier 3 would have their foreign aid withdrawn as an enforcement mechanism, a 
consequence that would have severe impacts on Israel.  
 

However, unlike the sympathetically broad qualifiers for trafficking listed in the 
2000 UN convention, the TVPA “specifically exempts a small class of abused and exploited 
migrants-‘victims of severe forms of trafficking’-from punitive immigration and welfare 
reforms measures.”22 Only a very narrow group of women trafficked into Israel could be 
designated as clearly victimized and would then be eligible for assistance under United 
States standards. The discourse of who was clearly victimized was set by the media in the 
terms designed to sell the issue to a widest audience, “the nexus of gendered and racialized 
innocence and heinous crime serves as a central representation: young, innocent, ‘white,’ 
east European girls, tricked, kidnapped and forced into prostitution.”23 The securitized 
state in particular relies heavily on these widely socially accepted “pitiable” distinctions. It 
is when women transgress these categories by their failure to be the model of a perfect 

                                                
20 Claudia Aradau, Rethinking Trafficking in Women: Politics Out of Security (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2008), 42-44.  
21 Shared Hope International 2008 Website, accessed August 4, 2010, 
http://www.sharedhope.org/learn/history.asp. 
22 Wendy Chapkis, “Trafficking, Migration, and the Law: Protecting Innocents, Punishing Immigrants,” 
Gender and Society 17 (Dec. 2003): 924. 
23 Jacqueline Berman, “(Un)Popular Strangers and Crises (Un)Bounded: Discourses of Sex- Trafficking, The 
European Political Community and the Panicked State of the Modern State,” European Journal of International 
Relations 9 (2003): 40.  
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victim, or their trafficker the perfect villain, that they are then quickly removed from the 
protected class. 
 

It is for this reason that the creation of the TIP report became first a great help and 
now in many ways a severe hindrance to groups working to combat trafficking of women 
in Israel. The imposition of severe foreign policy consequences by the United States meant 
that “even absent manipulative intent, human rights can very easily become a casualty of 
states' eagerness to demonstrate their anti-trafficking credentials to others… largely 
dominated by an aggressive unilateral monitoring regime, the compulsion to be viewed as 
doing something about trafficking is strong and universal.”24 However, even within the 
context of the standards of the TVPA, it is difficult for this report to designate a 
meaningful standard by which Israel’s government can hold itself accountable beyond 
regulating migration; it frequently interchanges terms of sex trafficking, sex slavery, and 
the general violations of migrant abuse and smuggling. Even within the TIP report, “in 
some accounts, all undocumented migrants assisted in their transit across national borders 
are counted as having been trafficked. In others, ‘trafficking’ refers exclusively to victims of 
sexual slavery. In some instances, all migrant sex workers are defined as trafficking 
victims.”25 As such, the only criteria for a positive evaluation under the TIP report seemed 
to be a demonstration of Israel doing something about it, whatever “it” was.  

 
4. NGOs and their role in policy reform: 
 
 This was the problem that confronted a variety of concerned individuals in Israel 
who had seen the explosion in the sex industry that accompanied the rapidly escalating 
debate over foreign labor in Israel. Israel Women’s Network first initiated the research 
effort on trafficking in 199726 and those individuals who assisted in this initial effort would 
go on to form the Hotline for Migrant Workers in 1998. It is important to note that the 
first groups that approached trafficking were those that were concerned with migration 
issues, which suggests just how critical creation of this brand of victimhood narrative was 
for recognizing trafficking as a crime.  
 
 At the time there was no official government tabulation of the number of illegal 
immigrants, and especially none of women trafficked for the purposes of prostitution. Most 
numbers determined by their research then came not from identifying women currently 
trafficked in at the border, but by the number that were deported out.27 They found that 
nearly all women arrested as illegal migrants were from the FSU, and the women on 
average spent only 50 days in the Neve Tirze women’s prison before being deported to 
their home country. Israel Women’s Network found that not only were there thousands of 
women being trafficked in to perform thousands of sexual acts per day, but at any given 
time there would be 100 of these women waiting at the women’s prison by the airport for 
deportation.28  
 

                                                
24 Anne Gallagher and Elaine Pearson, “The High Cost of Freedom: A Legal and Policy Analysis of Shelter 
Detention for Victims of Trafficking” in Human Rights Quarterly 32 (2010): 80. 
25 Chapkis, “Trafficking, Migration, and the Law,” 926.  
26 Hilit Cohen, “Violence and Harassment - Trafficking of Women,” from Israel Women’s Network Website, 
accessed August 10, 2010, http://www.iwn.org.il/innerEn.asp?newsid=171.  
27 Levenkron and Dahan, “Women as Commodities,” 18.  
28 Elisabeth Eaves, “Israel not the promised land for Russian sex slaves,” Reuters, August 23, 1998. 
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Advocates like IWN legal advisor Rachel Benzimen quickly pointed out the crux of 
the problem: “there is no law against trafficking people, and no law against prostitution,” 
and prosecuting for other inclusive crimes like theft, deceit, rape and battery would not 
slow the flow of women in to Israel.29 At this point, not a single trafficked woman had been 
called to testify against her trafficker, and NGO workers and accompanying legal counsel 
were quick to realize that some key needs would have to be met before they could begin to 
address trafficking at its source.30  
 

The United States Trafficking in Persons Report would unexpectedly aid these 
groups in Israel’s own fight against sexual exploitation. The country narratives in the 
report were taken from the State Department’s correspondence with those groups in each 
of these countries that had the ability to measure their trafficking problems. These would 
often include government agencies’ own reports, and where there were none (as in Israel) 
the State Department would contact individuals or NGOs known to be actively working on 
the problem. These groups had gathered their information through figures received from 
the Neve Tirze prison for women, and from the 474 foreign women who had been through 
the deportation process there in 2000. Using a team of volunteers they interviewed 30 of 
these women, who were either in prison or in hiding before they were to testify against 
their traffickers.31 One individual contacted was Nomi Levenkron, an attorney at HFMW 
who had begun the long and arduous process of identifying victims and in coordination 
with the authorities, assembling prosecution against traffickers and pimps. With her help, 
as well as the testimony of other experts and especially the findings of both Isha L’Isha and 
Hotline for Migrant Workers, in the first 2001 report Israel was placed on Tier 3, which 
indicated “countries whose governments do not fully comply with the minimum standards 
and are not making significant efforts to do so.”32  
 

Israel had been dependent on US diplomatic and economic support since its 
founding, and the implications of having its substantial foreign aid budget reduced or 
removed entirely sent the Israel lobby in Washington into a furor. The Israeli government 
began hunting for those “concerned individuals” who had contributed to a document that 
while vague in nature, was incredibly damaging to the relationship between Israel and the 
United States. As the result of lobbying pressure, the following year (2002) the only 
countries apart from Turkey, Russia, and the UAE left on Tier 3 in the report were mostly 
those with which the US had no critical or meaningful diplomatic relationship. Israel had 
been moved to Tier 2, which meant that the government had not yet reached TVPA 
standards but was making some efforts to do so. There is little evidence to suggest that in 
as little as one year the situation in Israel and other nations on that list so improved that 
they were able to move up to an acceptable minimum of intervention in trafficking, despite 
State Department reports that Israel had since “aggressively pursued anti-trafficking 
initiatives… extensively coordinating with us on practical measures and policy 
strategies.”33 Nonetheless, the concept that the United States had both distinct and reactive 

                                                
29 Ibid. 
30 Michael Specter, “Traffickers' New Cargo: Naive Slavic Women,” New York Times, January 11, 1998, 
accessed August 4, 2010, http://www.nytimes.com/1998/01/11/world/contraband-women-a-special-
report-traffickers-new-cargo-naive-slavic-women.html. 
31 Levenkron and Dahan, “Women as Commodities,” 10.  
32 United States Department of State, Trafficking In Persons Report 2009 (Washington, DC: Office of 
Electronic Information, 2009). 
33 Nancy Ely-Raphel, “Transcript: Trafficking in Persons Report Produces Success Stories,” United States 
Department of State, June 6, 2002, accessed August 10, 2010, http://usinfo.org/wf-
archive/2002/020605/epf312.htm. 



!

 13 

interests in trafficking in Israel was incredibly valuable to those individuals working to 
stop it.  
 

And there is much evidence to suggest that the TIP report was one of the factors 
that had effectively galvanized a federal response to the pressures of NGOs. Whereas the 
Israeli government was content to allow prostitution of foreign women to exist as a 
perhaps distasteful but legal component of its society, the TIP report established 
trafficking of women to supply sexual services as a social harm and a violation of human 
rights that necessitated intervention. This construction of the narrative of harm gave 
crucial traction to the mission of those NGO workers and government officials who used 
the TIP to force the government to adopt this narrative, which in turn justified creation of 
new departments and budgetary allocations to them. In 2000, the Parliamentary Inquiry 
Committee on the Trading in Women was created, and was headed by MK Zehava Gal’on. 
An amendment was made to the penal code prohibiting the fraud component of trafficking 
in this same year, and 2000 would see its first police file opened on a trafficking case. By 
2001 Hotline for Migrant Workers had opened 25 files, and had 9 cases awaiting 
prosecution.34  
 

Still, there were already symptoms that the intent of the TVPA standards would 
not penetrate as far as its specific requirements for successfully suppressing trafficking and 
adhering to the new narrative. The solution in the eyes of the government was still not to 
punish the pimps but rather to expel the illegal immigrants who made up the workforce of 
the illegal establishments. Gideon Ezra, Deputy Minister at the Ministry of Internal 
Security, characterized the nature of the government’s assessment of the issue in his 
statement at a seminar in 2001:  “It is necessary to raid the brothels, to catch the 
prostitutes, and to deport them from the country as quickly as possible. Every woman 
deported brings us closer to solving the problem.”35 In the same year the women 
complained repeatedly that the police were unresponsive to their reports of crimes being 
committed, and were unwilling to investigate. Frequently pimps were used as informants 
in pursuit of other convictions in criminal circles, and police often were directly instructed 
not to intervene. When lawyer Nomi Levenkron and HFMW could not sufficiently 
convince the police to cooperate, they sued them in civil court.36 It also exposed and 
embarrassed the nearly 50 men immediately arrested, and while it may not have been the 
most effective measure to provoke sensitivity from police in other cities, it sent a clear 
message that the police themselves were part of a larger pattern of social behaviors that 
protect and condone violence against women.37 

                                                
34 Levenkron and Dahan, “Women as Commodities,” 10. 
35 Levenkron and Dahan, “Women as Commodities,” 10. 
36 In Jane Doe vs. Israeli Police, the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Labor in addition to the 
police were sued over the various ways in which they had failed to enforce the law or forced a woman into 
circumstances that made her stay illegal by not granting her the appropriate visas. It was this measure 
coupled with media publicity that opened up the investigation that would indict police officer Oskar Cis, a 
Beersheba police officer that had directly assisted traffickers and pimps.  
37 It is not just policing that continued to lag behind; the courts have failed to set speedy trial dates between 
the time that a woman comes to a shelter and when they go to trial, violating the supreme court decision 
establishing the requirement of set a court date within 14 days of arrival. Many women wanted to go home as 
soon as possible or be rehabilitated, but could do neither till after the trial, and become continually 
discouraged by the delays. Having to repeat their stories several times was stressful and gives way to 
inconsistencies that can mean the release of a pimp. Often they lie about their own identities and 
circumstances leading up to their entering in to prostitution, as they fear common biases about sex and 
prostitution will make them appear to be a less reliable witness. The women are discouraged from testifying 
by the length of the process, fear of their trafficker in the courtroom, insecurity in testifying in their native 
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 Just as problems with forcing police to accept the slave ship narrative continued to 
emerge, this pattern of mere superficial acceptance of prostitutes as victims likewise 
appeared in courts. Often the women did not fit the restrictive image of the perfectly 
innocent victim, and perhaps made decisions with a naiveté that a court could perceive as 
making a woman responsible for her predicament. “When prostitution is legal the 
prosecution's case depends on proving that the woman did not consent… that women often 
do initially consent to traveling or even being in prostitution, it makes the case much more 
difficult to prove.”38 Likewise the traffickers themselves did not always reflect an image of a 
perfect villain, as they may often be older established men, disabled, or increasingly, 
women. Not wishing to criminalize the behavior of johns and even pimps who were 
citizens over the complaints of prostitutes, who were illegal aliens, the NGOs saw law 
enforcement as treating the issue mostly with indifference.39 40 
 

The strain on the courts in managing the illegal immigration issue finally prompted 
the Israeli border patrol division Magav Ramon, under the oversight of Israeli police unit 
Etgar, to appeal to the army’s US connections at the Department of State. This in turn 
motivated the US government to pressure Egyptian cooperation with Magav forces on the 
border in the Sinai Peninsula under threat of sanctions. This represents a very direct 
incarnation of the state-centered approach to anti-trafficking, and the preoccupation with 
eliminating trafficking as a form of illegal migrant control effectively reduced the number 
of illegal transactions per night on the border from 4-5 in 2003 to almost zero by the next 
year.41  
 

In 2004, due largely to foreign aid funds from the United States and repeated 
requests from NGO workers stressing the strain on their own donation-funded resources, 
the government-run Ma’agan shelter for trafficked women was created in Tel Aviv.42 The 
same year the NGOs pressured the government to provide state-funded medical services 
for those women in the shelter and in the detention center, and were successful in these 
efforts. This measure was notable in that these services included treatment for the 
immediate physical traumas of repeated sexual abuse, and for resulting STDs, pregnancies, 
and other conditions resulting from poor nutrition, isolation, and limited hygiene. This 
                                                                                                                                                 
language or in Hebrew or English, and threats from crime organizations that side with the defendant. Even 
with the establishment of the shelter, criminals have gone to lengths that included planting a woman in the 
federal shelter to have her discourage other women from testifying. Additionally women often fear that even 
if they are protected in Israel, they will have to face those who recruited them and their corresponding 
connections to their trafficker upon their repatriation. 
38 Hughes, “The “Natasha” Trade,” 8. 
39 Levenkron and Dahan, “Women as Commodities,” 3.  
40 HFMW brought the story to the media to expose the lack of police ability to patrol and enforce, and the 
willingness of the police to hear testimony and not delay processes needed to arrest suspects began to slowly 
improve. In 2003 the Ministry of the Interior created a special budget to provide legal aid to trafficked 
persons as the result of another individual case, Yelena Zaritzkia vs. the Minister of the Interior. In this case 
HFMW argued successfully that the previous arrangement where “women were represented by lawyers 
hired by the pimps and traffickers themselves” was in short, “defective.” This Supreme Court decision 
encouraged the creation of a law that assured the women representation by the Legal Aid Bureau in both 
trials pertaining to their trafficking cases and those proceedings regarding the Entry to Israel Law. 
41 Leah Gruenpeter Gold and Nissan Ben Ami,“National NGOs report to the annual UN Commission on 
Human Rights: Evaluation of National Authorities activities and Actual facts on the Trafficking in Persons 
for the purpose of prostitution in Israel,” Commission on Human Rights, 60th Session, United Nations 
(Machon Toda'a, 2004): 20-21. 
42 Hotline for Migrant Workers, “A Decade of Activism for Migrants' Rights - facts and figures,” accessed 
August 4, 2010, hotline.org.il/en_drupal/english/publications.htm. 
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was the initial acknowledgement that during these women’s time in prostitution, there 
were violations that threatened their health and safety in a very real and preventable way, 
and that their condition constituted a crime against their human rights and not just 
immigration statutes. It seemed that the primary message of the narrative of harm had 
finally begun to stick.  
 
 In 2006 the bill for the Prevention of Human Trafficking was passed through the 
Knesset, becoming the first anti-trafficking law to specify trafficking of persons as a crime. 
This provided new legal mechanisms for police to arrest suspects and for lawyers and 
courts to prosecute and convict them, and also concretely redefined the women rescued 
from prostitution as victims and not criminals, attempting to institutionalize the anti-
trafficking narrative constructed by the TVPA as Israeli legal code. It was written by 
Rachel Gershuni, the anti-trafficking coordinator at the Israeli Justice Ministry, and was 
drawn directly from the needs expressed by the NGOs for the victims, using her own 
experiences with the gaps between government and non-government bodies in recognizing 
the crime.43 This bill not only included the prohibition of the actual sale and purchase of 
persons for labor, but described the ways that a person may become enslaved or forced to 
work with no freedom to quit, or “creation of ownership by their owner.”44 The Ministry of 
the Interior conducted a complete overhaul in the way it approached these women, and 
that year Israel would become the first country to issue visas strictly for the purposes of 
rehabilitation of trafficked persons. With these improvements and the continued efforts of 
NGOs in ushering victims through the process, in 2007 convicted traffickers began to go 
to prison. In 2009 multiple non-government shelters were opened for all foreign trafficked 
individuals seeking exit from prostitution as the recognition of the issue awakened in the 
Israeli public consciousness.45 
   
4. An Incomplete Solution 
 
 The overall number of trafficked women dropped sharply after reform in border 
patrol, decreasing from around 3000 in 2001 to around 300 in 2006. As of this year, due to 
the coordinated efforts of NGOs, volunteers, lawyers, and government officials in 
pressuring and improving federal practices, Rachel Gershuni states there have been no new 
illegal entries of trafficked women this year. Attorney Nomi Levenkron estimates that 
there are fewer than 100 foreign trafficked women left, and that communication 
mechanisms are well established to provide them a means of finding assistance and exit. By 
most assessments, Israeli institutions had succeeded in adopting the constructed narrative 
of victimhood and using it to develop effective new policies and practices to halt trafficking 
of foreign women into the country for the purposes of prostitution. 
 
 And yet when trafficking was defined as a crime in Israel in 2006 under the 
Prevention of Human Trafficking Law, it did not include the means or motivation for 
overall policing of sexual exploitation to be improved, or for police to intuitively expand 
their conception of trafficking beyond the slave ship model to apply its principles to other 
equally exploited persons. Police still tended to respond to what they have been told is the 
basic narrative of trafficking of foreign women, and only cracked down hard because of 

                                                
43 Rachel Gershuni, interview by Katherine Bertash,  July 8, 2010, Jerusalem.  
44 Nomi Levenkron, “ ‘No Harm Was Caused to the Deceased,’ The Response of the Legal System to Human 
Trafficking in 2007,” Hotline For Migrant Workers (2007), accessed August 4, 2010, 
hotline.org.il/en_drupal/english/publications.htm. 
45 Hotline for Migrant Workers, “A Decade of Activism for Migrants' Rights - facts and figures,” 5.  
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public pressure. They seem to have not improved with respect to sensitivity of victims 
during raids on brothels, using their judgment to investigate circumstances that may 
deviate slightly from the prescribed model, and especially not with regard to proactive 
investigation as they would for drugs or guns. Additionally, traffickers and pimps who 
were prosecuted under the new 2006 law rarely received the full sentence,46 reflecting a 
reluctance to enforce the law as seriously as it was intended.47 This all suggested that 
when trafficking became the principle violation, as prostitution of women is completely 
legal, perpetrators were more likely to plea out to greater personal advantage. This also 
suggested that punishing pimps and traffickers might have not been the most effective way 
to combat the crime.48   
 
 A legal analysis of the reforms in Israel in 2006 found that this new system “is highly 
problematic in that it generates uncertainty, tolerates violence, abuse and induces 
exploitation of women… yet it also enables moments of humane treatment of sex workers 
while not buying in to the liberal discourse of free choice.”49 This new law and the systems 
it implemented provided some crucial mechanisms for women already victimized to obtain 
assistance, but prostitution and the damage it caused were still as prominent as ever. Most 
importantly the consistency in the price and number of sex transactions as polled by 
volunteers and local health organizations suggested to NGOs that actual supply of 

                                                
46 The 2006 law prescribes penalties of up to 16 years’ imprisonment for sex trafficking of an adult, up to 20 
years’ imprisonment for sex trafficking of a minor, up to 16 years’ imprisonment for slavery, and up to 7 
years’ imprisonment for forced labor. In 2007 the actual penalty was only 2.8 year’s actual imprisonment and 
an eighteen-month suspended sentence, and individual penalties ranged from nine months’ imprisonment to 
seven years, with 78% of cases resulting in plea bargains. 2004 the average period of imprisonment for human 
trafficking previous to the law was 3.4 years; the range of sentences was from five months to eight years. In 
2005 the average prison sentence increased to 4.6 years, and the range was from four months to eighteen 
years. However after the passage of the law in 2006 the average penalty fell sharply to 2.9 years, and the 
range of sentences varied widely six months to thirteen years. 
47 The enforcement action required women to have identity cards in brothels and other measures that would 
be interpreted by police as further regulation of already legalized prostitution; this initially led trafficked 
women to be transferred to private escort agencies, saunas, and massage parlors, and an increase in trafficked 
women with forged Israeli identity cards in official brothels. Police had not abandoned their initial methods 
of raids as the only means of proactive investigation, and as any paraphernalia could constitute evidence in a 
trafficking case, the women were forced to not use condoms with customers at great risk to their own 
personal health and safety. 
48 The 2006 law also mandated that a fund was to be established to support the fight against human 
trafficking, prevention of the phenomenon, and the rehabilitation of its victims in a way that would take 
advantage of the criminals’ own illegal profits from the sex industry. The law required that convicted 
traffickers would also endure fines and seizure of property and accounts in addition to jail time, which would 
be forwarded to a special fund dedicated to the above-mentioned goals and managed by a committee of 
experts. As of 2009, “although the regulations state that the committee must meet at least twice a year, no 
representatives have as yet been appointed and the committee has never convened.” The fund absorbs the 
victims’ money and returns only a portion to the victims only after they file a rehabilitation plan. This 
measure, while in principle is supposed to provide a regulated means for compensation, adds extra steps 
between the woman winning her case and achieving a positive outcome as well as more opportunities for 
inefficiencies and bureaucracy holdups. Complicating these matters are those individuals who became 
pregnant during their time as prostitutes, and the additional help needed establishing citizenship for their 
new babies. Often these children also require additional medical care as the result of the mother having been 
physically abused, deprived of food and medical care, enduring attempted forced abortions or drug use during 
her pregnancy. 
49 Janet Halley et al., “From the International to the Local in Feminist Legal Responses to Rape, 
Prostitution/Sex Work, and Sex Trafficking: Four Studies in Contemporary Governance Feminism,” Harv. 
J.L. & Gender 29 (2006): 405. 
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prostituted women did not decrease.50 It begged the question: if there were no more 
foreign trafficked women, who was meeting this demand? 
 
5. “Do you think there is such a thing as domestic trafficking?” 
 
Lawyer Nomi Levenkron insisted on my answer to this question before allowing our 
interview to begin. She explained, “Government loves categories, and is content to ignore 
that which does not fit in to them.”51 In this case, she referred to the category of trafficked 
persons as something that the Israeli government would only recognize as being composed 
of foreigners. However as the numbers of foreign prostitutes dwindle, Israeli women are 
now being forced in to prostitution to fill the void left by foreign women.52 Her question 
was intended to highlight the fact that despite this trend, Israeli police “flatly deny” that 
there is such a thing as domestic trafficking. They are as reluctant to investigate matters of 
forced prostitution of Israeli women as they initially were to address the trafficking of 
foreign women, in particular because it deviates from the slave-ship trafficking narrative 
they have been forced to accept over the previous years, as well as the State-focused, 
security-oriented model set out by the TVPA.53  
 
 Despite improvements in legislation and precedents set that attempt to hold police 
and other enforcement authorities accountable, the slave ship narrative of trafficking has 
proven brittle and inflexible, and cannot effectively transfer to serve women who are 
domestically trafficked. As prostitution remains legal in Israel, without diminishing 
demand the harms of the sex trade have now transferred to other equally marginalized, 
non-migrant Israelis.  
 
 Once again the paradigm of who is the most exposed to sexual exploitation in Israel 
has shifted, this time to citizen national women who are poor, victims of violence, 
homeless, and very often are addicted to drugs. The nonprofit group Elem, which works 
with at risk youth, has found an increase in the use of drugs by juveniles in Israel, as well 
as an accompanying increased exposure to sexual violence, including sexual exploitation 
and prostitution.54 There are few resources for women who were not victims of foreign 
trafficking, and with a decrease in the supply of young women from abroad, women who 
are “forgotten by society” fill the void.55 The few shelters that offer a place for prostituted 
women to sleep, shower, and obtain social services operate consistently at or over capacity. 
The Door of Hope shelter in Tel Aviv, one of a few privately run shelters, is in near-
constant danger of closing, and can only operate for 5-6 hours a day so as not to provoke 
retribution from the organized crime groups that run the nearby brothels.56  
 

                                                
50 Isha L'Isha, “Isha L'Isha,” Fighting Against Trafficking in Women Project Website accessed Auguest 4, 
2010, http://www.isha.org.il/default.php?lng=3&pg=1&dp=2&fl=7. 
51 Nomi Levenkron, interview by Katherine Bertash, July 12, 2010, Tel Aviv. 
52 “Tel Aviv shelter provides refuge for sex workers,” Integrated Regional Information Networks Website, 
July 22, 2008, accessed February 20, 2011, http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/488f180c1e.html.  
53 Michal Zebede, “Traffickers target Israeli girls to replace foreign sex slaves,” Haaretz, August 16, 2009, 
accessed December 14, 2010, http://www.haaretz.com/news/traffickers-target-israeli-girls-to-replace-
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 The market for sex had not been diminished by increased measures to block 
international trafficking, and so the demand for prostitution is now met by at-risk Israeli 
women who are as vulnerable or nearly as vulnerable to exploitation as illegal migrants. 
The changes encouraged by American anti-trafficking legislation and the corresponding 
Trafficking in Persons Report are insufficient to meet this new challenge because they rely 
on the previously discussed state and security-focused slave ship narrative. The successes 
of this model appear entirely intransitive to enforcement agencies and actors, highlighting 
the contradiction of an anti-trafficking program that is migration-focused and not women- 
or victim-focused. 
 

The most prominent problem in policing for Israel is the fact that prostitution is 
legal. The harms of trafficking are recognized, but the identical harms in prostitution are 
comfortably ignored. Prostitutes tend to be primarily seen as criminals and a symptom of a 
society’s ills rather than victims of coercion and fraud.57 In order to identify where 
particular blockages exist with respect to gender violence in the public justice pipeline, it 
requires a distinct discussion of the meaning of consent, and especially of coercion. Israeli 
society itself is still in the same dynamic process as most nations of reconciling its attitudes 
towards women, sex and particularly the blame structure of gendered violence. Israel in 
particular also combats gender issues that have arisen over disputes over religiosity and 
plurality in the public sphere, and how they translate to ideas of morality in civil penal 
code. Ideologically, legalization is a means for market-regulating mechanisms to improve 
the lives of laborers, and this was certainly the intent for abolitionist Israeli lawmakers 
who chose to legalize prostitution.  
 

Indeed there is a misconception that because these women work in a “legitimate” 
sector, they are not slaves like their foreign trafficked counterparts, but sex workers who 
hold a degree of agency that they could ostensibly claim under legalization. However even 
where legalized prostitution exists as it does in Israel, the social environment in which it 
exists has rarely developed to such a level of enlightenment about gender equality that the 
lax laws will do more than enable pimps and traffickers to act with impunity and reinforce 
to johns that the notion that the female body is a commodity available for consumption.58 
There is, as a result, little evidence to suggest that legalization does much to combat 
trafficking and forced prostitution or inclusive negative social attitudes about sexuality and 
consent.  
 

Prostitution especially, as “the world’s oldest profession,” tends to be viewed as a 
social constant, something that can never be eradicated because it is contrary to the nature 
of men and their perceived sexual needs to suggest that sex not be always available to 
them through some means. Where they do not obtain sexual satisfaction for free, there is a 
sense of entitlement that it must be provided for a price, with total impunity for the buyer. 
As such, the major driving factor in trafficking and prostitution overall tends to be male 
demand. In a system where women’s bodies are to be rented for a price, traffickers will find 
a way to deliver the product at the lowest possible cost to themselves as providers, and 
with greatest anonymity and ease to the buyer. There are certainly women who would 
voluntarily work as prostitutes, and the law prohibiting pimping and brothels but 

                                                
57 Kathleen Barry, “Prostitution of sexuality: A cause for new international human rights,” Journal of Loss and 
Trauma 2 (January 1997): 46.  
58 Donna M. Hughes, “Legalizing Prostitution Will Not Stop the Harm,” Coalition Against Trafficking in 
Women Website, February 1999, accessed August 20, 2010, 
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permitting individual sale by independent prostitutes was meant in spirit to accommodate 
these individuals. But certainly it is cheaper and the profit margin higher to force 
individuals to work for free.  
 

For this reason Israeli anti-trafficking organizations find it important to oppose 
prostitution as a legitimate industry because “wherever there is prostitution there is 
exploitation, to a lesser or greater extent, even when it occurs under the auspices of the 
state and even when ‘market forces’ are allowed to act freely.”59 Barry agrees that 
regardless of legal context the practice of prostitution in unequal societies is inherently 
exploitative “when the human being is reduced to a body, objectified to sexually service 
another, whether or not there is consent, violation of the human being occurred.”60 Because 
this form of labor happens under such distinct degree of coercion and exploitation, it is 
disingenuous to treat it as a pure choice in work. It is important here to reference the 2006 
Anti-Trafficking Law’s point that slavery manifests itself as a “creation of ownership” 
rather than the purchase of a person from a slaveholder. Because these women are 
“prostituted” by their pimp and not by their own individual agency, one can see how this 
kind of ownership is created even where money does not change hands for rights over the 
individual woman. This violation within trafficking requires a thorough examination of the 
disproportionate way in which poor women are affected by the socialization of men’s 
sexuality, and especially how this affects their ability to exit the industry. 
 
6. The John 
 

In Israel this particular problem of the dominance of men’s sexuality in the social 
sphere is marked by the nation’s own distinct history with gender equality and sexism. 
Klein suggests that its experience as a country under fire means that as the nation’s 
legitimacy is questioned by outside forces, values of society are under pressure to remain 
stable and secure. Though women enjoy equal legal rights and are also required to serve in 
the army under the nation’s mandatory conscription policy, he notes that Israel’s dominant 
military culture also highlights a prominent culture of masculinity. The drive to serve is 
high despite the fact that service is compulsory, and it is no coincidence that completing 
service after high school presents a kind of rite of passage into adulthood and equal status 
among other Israelis. The culture of machismo presented through this unifying military 
brotherhood and shared experience is unshakeable, and reinforces values of in-group 
loyalty and confidentiality.61 This solidarity is bolstered by creating bonds that are 
exclusive to men within the Israeli military and other homosocial groups which, “create 
common understandings based on heterosexuality and strengthen solidarity by 
objectifying the ‘other,’ the woman portrayed as an anonymous figure and as a body 
without personality.”62 Not only are women’s bodies without personality, but ideally also 
without demands or needs of their own. The prostitute represents the perfect embodiment 
of this agentless ideal female sexual object, and reduction of all women to this status helps 
men in modern societies to solidify cultural feelings of secure masculinity and cultural 
                                                
59 Nomi Levenkron, “Legalization of Prostitution, Myth and Reality: a comparative study of four countries,” 
Hotline for Migrant Workers Website, accessed August 4, 2010, 
hotline.org.il/en_drupal/english/publications.htm. 
60 Kathleen Barry, The Prostitution of Sexuality: The Global Exploitation of Women (New York: New York 
University Press, 1995), 23.  
61 Uta Klein, “Our Best Boys” The Gendered Nature of Civil-Military Relations in Israel,” Men and 
Masculinities 2 (1999):56. 
62 Liora Sion and Eyal Ben-Ari, “Imagined Masculinity: Body, Sexuality, and Family among Israeli Military 
Reserves,” Symbolic Interaction 32 (Winter 2009): 37. 
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legitimacy. Threatening this dominant narrative of masculine social and sexual hierarchy 
with a new narrative of harm is then seen as threatening to all men as a whole. And so 
attacks on the behavior of johns cause men in societies with prostitution problems the 
world over to close ranks and insulate the buyers and the larger culture from punishment.  
 

These effects can be seen by the extent of the demand, as foreign workers, Jewish 
men, Arab men, and especially religious Orthodox Jews all comprise the Israeli sex trade’s 
clientele. Men coming from sexually conservative societies frequently express the need for 
an outlet where they are be able to commit adultery without wronging persons of their 
own group or religion.63 Because the johns are themselves most frequently Israeli citizens 
in good standing, the government and police believe that it would not be worthwhile to 
intervene or to upset the majority population. To accept a narrative that criminalizes 
purchase would require authorities to seemingly turn on all men and the johns within their 
ranks to a politically disastrous effect.  
 

A broad definition of coercive labor and trafficking like that of the UN convention 
would appear to more adequately assist citizen national women engaged in prostitution, 
but it would require rewriting the dominant narrative of trafficking to show that the most 
common form of prostitution purchased by men (street prostitution under the management 
of a pimp or brothel) is dangerous and exploitative enough to be considered trafficking. 
This would unfortunately make a majority of johns who patronize these services complicit 
in a grievous and internationally condemned crime, an idea that both the state and the 
patriarchal influences in society find unacceptable. The security of the behavior of johns 
relies on a promise of anonymity not just for the transaction, but the ability to excuse 
themselves from any resulting harms inflicted on the prostitute through their patronage. 
Though they are the sole reason for the existence of the market, the law and the social 
mores of the culture of masculinity choose to see them as passive participants in the sex 
trade. They feel they are simply there to buy a service they need, and are not responsible 
for the abhorrent conditions under which the sex industry operates. This is certainly why 
prostitution remains legal in Israel.  
 
 This violation of women’s bodies and sovereignty within the context of coercive and 
forced labor highlights the disproportionate ways in which poor or otherwise marginalized 
women are affected by this unwillingness to confront sexual violence or unwillingness to 
even acknowledge it as violent. It additionally emphasizes that for the previously 
prescribed security-oriented model of intervention, their victimization must take a form 
that a society can effectively morally distance from the more socially acceptable forms of 
the commoditization of sexuality. This is because the sale of sex can be recognized as 
violence not just by governments and the public, but perhaps even by unwilling johns. And 
so those cases that warrant attention are only those that are the most horrifying, the most 
graphic or titillating, and certainly only those committed against the most ideal victims. 
And as the violence of trafficking no longer needs to be imported, and is instead working 
its way into the most intimately familiar parts of our societies, victims that seem effectively 
alien and pitiable are increasingly harder to come by.  
 
 The solution seems to then be to not only focus on those situations which are 
sufficiently severe to warrant intervention under such narrow definitions, but to break 
down the constraints of the prevailing narrative of victimhood. This requires further 
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articulation of the various forms of trafficking to encompass the many varieties of coercive 
labor and outline methodologies and punishments relative to the separate crimes of 
kidnapping, rape, fraud, theft, and coercion, and not just the threat of illegal migrants and 
permeable borders. As Aradau terms it, “the subject of a politics of pity needs to be 
divorced from a construction of danger,”64 meaning that the actions themselves should be 
compelling enough to warrant intervention, regardless of whether or not the prostituted 
woman was irresponsible or naïve, or not strictly “innocent,” or not existing in a situation 
that can be commonly read as “slavery.” A more multifaceted approach to trafficking and 
coercive labor by Israeli authorities may have the ability to calm moral panic as well as 
enable the state to more effectively identify those individuals and risks against whom it 
should secure itself and its constituent population. 
 
 Groups like Isha L’Isha and Hotline for Migrant Workers are seeking to make 
prostitution itself illegal in a manner that would criminalize the johns for purchasing 
services but not prostitutes for selling. This measure will effectively lift the veil of 
anonymity from johns, force accountability to a society that had previously been more than 
happy to turn a blind eye, and deconstruct the contradictions of a society where 
exploitation of legal residents is permitted but illegal migrants is not. Increasing the social 
cost, the embarrassment and inconvenience of purchasing sex will ideally drive down 
demand, and reinforce that men’s sexuality is not so insatiable that it requires exploitation 
of vulnerable persons. The proposed bill, drafted by Nomi Levenkron, is met with 
considerable opposition from conservative groups that view the men as victims of women’s 
sexuality and again choose to see the johns as passive: “The women are the guilty ones in 
the prostitution industry, and men are just the victims, because women tempt them.”65  
 
 This bill represents not just expanded rights for prostituted women, but a push to 
reverse the cultural narrative of a woman’s body as temptation to sin and men’s urges as 
unquestionable. It seeks not just the actual imposition of a criminal code for those acts that 
are complicit in women’s victimization, but also in the thinking of those that would 
otherwise look the other way. This can even begin with words, as in previous legal 
language, “pejoratives ‘prostitute’ or ‘whore’ [were] used for the women, while the men 
are called ‘customers’ or ‘clients,’”66 allowing the buyers to believe that they are simply 
neutral consumers of a service, and that the criminals or deviant elements in the market are 
the women. Proponents of this bill seek directly to emulate the efforts of Sweden to outlaw 
prostitution, effectively driving down demand by making the costs for a john when he is 
caught higher than the willingness to engage in the risk of purchasing services. The result 
was that the number of prostitutes fell by half, even though none of the johns convicted 
under the new law served any prison time.67 This solution does not require that a society 
completely sidestep its struggles with attitudes regarding gender equality and sexuality, 
but rather means a stopgap to immediate victimization of women in the meantime.  
 
7. Deconstructing the Post-Natasha 
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 Johns and indeed the Israeli government are both unwilling to acknowledge the 
purchasing of sex as criminal because they labor not only under a belief in the legitimacy of 
male sexuality, but under a number of myths regarding prostitution. The primary myth is 
that these women entered in to prostitution of their own free will, and are likewise not 
victimized by their pimps, and actually even enjoy their work.68 However women who 
engage in prostitution are frequently subject to “the choice of no choice,” where they are 
coerced in to prostitution as means of bare minimum survival, to eat, to fund drug 
addictions, or support their families. For most prostituted persons, turning to prostitution 
represents a situation in which a woman has lost access to a full range of educational and 
professional opportunities, and is desperate for income. If prostitution should ideally be a 
legitimate form of labor that people can choose of their own free will, then it should be 
extremely alarming that most people currently involved in it are those who were in so 
many ways denied access to participation in any other market. In this case no choice refers 
not to having one’s action forced or denied on direct threat of violence, but the passive 
removal of alternatives. If a woman is denied entry to any other alternative means to make 
the money she needs to survive, the idea that a choice between prostitution and starvation 
is a pure non-coercive choice breaks down. 
 
 It is because of this dispute over choice that governments express an extreme 
reluctance to acknowledge that forced labor coerced through violence exposes women to 
the exact same daily conditions and dangers as labor coerced through extreme poverty. 
Even for two women who exist in identical circumstances, one smuggled and forced in to 
prostitution in Israel from abroad can be classified as a “slave,” while one who is in 
prostitution as the result of coercion, deception, fraud, the abuse of power, abduction, 
threats, violence, and economic leverage such as debt bondage but was not trafficked in 
from abroad is simply a “prostitute.” In the eyes of the law she is then the only one to 
blame for her situation. The law perceives her as having the ability to exit the industry at 
any time if she is unhappy, even though across countries around 92% of women in 
prostitution say they want to leave the industry, and clearly do not do so despite the fact 
that a majority have been repeatedly assaulted, raped, and meet the criteria for post-
traumatic stress disorder.69  
 
 This misconception can be exemplified through an incident in Israel where the law 
did manage to punish a man pimping out underage girls, addicting them to drugs and 
otherwise taking advantage of their desperation. And yet the media needed to point out 
that, “there were some mitigating factors: that [the plaintiff]'s apartment served some of 
these girls as a refuge from terrible family or institutional situations; that he never used 
violence or force against them; and that he took responsibility and expressed regret for his 
actions.”70 This kind of perverse rhetoric categorizes providing children to be raped by 
adults in exchange for money and feeding them drugs to encourage dependency as acts of 
kindness and charity to girls that would have otherwise already been seen by society as 
lost causes. This is an excellent example of how lack of clear use of violent force somehow 
downgrades the harms suffered by prostituted women in the eyes of the public. As long as 
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the dialogue of trafficking remains couched in a slave ship narrative, then solutions will 
only shrink the number of women who are classified as sex slaves, and will not diminish 
the number who are treated as sex slaves. It will be successful only in providing cover for 
pimps and traffickers to exploit increasing numbers of non-migrant women and encourage 
others to see them as disposable. 
 
 Where policy is concerned, most of the Western world has fallen back on another 
tragic fallacy, that “criminalization forces prostitution into the underworld. Legalization 
would bring it into the open, where abuses such as trafficking and under-age prostitution 
can be more easily tackled.”71 The unfortunate reality of legalization is that it does not 
empower women, but “simply dignifies the sex industry…. And they haven't thought 
through the consequences of legalizing pimps as legitimate sex entrepreneurs or third 
party businessmen.”72 The consequences of legalization are clearly shown in assessments of 
countries that have a legal sex industry, including the Netherlands, where legalization of 
prostitution was found by NGOs to increase the number of foreign women trafficked in, or 
at best, did nothing to decrease it.73 Countries like Israel with no legal consequence for the 
sale of women are havens for pimps and traffickers. They operate almost identically to 
countries where prostitution is “underground,” as government and state actors such as 
police have little incentive or accountability to flush out illegal operators. The State can 
then be seen as having done something productive about trafficking by pasting a veneer of 
legitimacy over the actions of pimps and traffickers as businessmen, making it ever more 
difficult for a prostitute to disprove the many myths that surround her situation.  
 
 The perception of prostituted Israeli women, many of whom immigrated or who are 
from families that immigrated from the same former Soviet nations from which many other 
women were forcibly trafficked, is that they too represent the invasion of a deviant other 
and are equally “frightening,” even though they are legal migrants or born citizens.74 
Golden infers that likewise all women who are immigrants, especially Russian immigrants, 
are perceived by Israeli society as prostitutes. And when they are sexually victimized, they 
are distanced from the accepted narrative of harm as “cautionary tales,” people to avoid 
instead of Israeli women in need.75 This condemnation of persons who seem to be acting 
outside of social norms as sexual deviants is suggested by Helman et al. to be politically 
transitive, as women who protest social expectations of behavior or contest government 
policies or other social orders face the frequent insult of being compared to or labeled as 
prostitutes.76 Threatening men who patronize prostitutes and the government that shields 
them not only excuses the perceived violation of value security that the prostitute 
represents, but challenges government’s inherent right to claim and maintain control. The 
Israeli government was only compelled to act against prostitution where it pertained to 
illegal migrants because of this interpretation. In order to effectively act against the 
violations of prostitution of non-foreign women, the narrative of coercion that would 
compel them to turn their attentions to Israeli men must be even stronger.  
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 Up until this point any drive behind reformation of laws and practices to combat 
trafficking in Israel was bolstered by the government’s desire to maintain a productive and 
reciprocal diplomatic relationship with the United States. But now that these advocacy 
groups and activists within the government have gained traction, it is clear that any 
further impetus to reduce the amount of Israeli women impacted by prostitution will have 
to come from within. Public opinion and pressure is extremely influential in Israeli civil 
society, and NGOs have further capitalized on public attention to transfer support for anti-
trafficking measures to anti-prostitution measures. They attempt to demonstrate the 
tangible harmful effects of prostitution, and various groups have begun to get more 
creative with rallying support for the bill that would criminalize purchase of sex services 
and reduce demand, a bill which has been sitting dormant in the Ministry of Justice for 
more than two years. They set up a shop front in Dizengoff Center, a mall in Tel Aviv with 
women for sale in the front window in an attempt to bring the invisible world of 
prostitution in to the public and give faces to the nameless women whose stories they are 
being asked to accept as a new narrative of trafficking.77 These efforts focus on humanizing 
women in prostitution, giving an identity to the often-abstract discussion of women that a 
man is supposedly harming by legally purchasing sex. 
 
 Israel’s experience with economic development, migration and prostitution 
provides a unique opportunity to observe the various global methods that have been used 
to combat sex trafficking in action, and to identify those methodologies that were 
insufficient or led to more comprehensive solutions. Through Israel’s experience with 
combating sex trafficking one can see how addressing the problem of sexual exploitation 
through concentrating on immigration and smuggling was at best temporarily effective. 
Without addressing demand, the market for prostituted women simply transferred to the 
supply of otherwise socially and economically vulnerable Israeli women. By initiating 
measures to criminalize purchase of sexual services, Israel has the ability to provide an 
effective example of a country that will successfully break out of the dominant model of 
anti-trafficking measures and successfully reduce harms inflicted by the sex industry. It 
may then also be able to assert even in a deeply gendered, stratified and politically-charged 
culture not only that men are accountable to their communities, their country and even to 
themselves, but that women are not for sale.  
 

The progression of the issue of sex trafficking in Israel demonstrates that the 
creation of a victimhood narrative was necessary to allow for successful intervention to 
stop the transfer of women in to the country for the purposes of prostitution. However, 
once Israeli authorities were forced to accept this narrative and enforce the new 2006 anti-
trafficking law to that effect, they were unwilling to address the problem of domestically 
trafficked women who suffer equal coercion and harm under legal prostitution. The 
limitations of the slave ship narrative results in a securitized state-oriented methodology 
that failed to address the source of sexual exploitation: legal prostitution that enables johns 
and the demand they generate for sexual services. Expanding this narrative to include 
domestically trafficked women and using it to refocus efforts on reducing demand may 
provide the most comprehensive and lasting solution to sex trafficking in Israel. 
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