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Seducing the Enemy
In December 2012, several media outlets reported that Hamas, the Palestinian terrorist organization that 
rules the Gaza Strip, issued a warning about a new tactic allegedly devised by the Israel Defense Force 
as part of its effort to combat Hamas’ terror activities. The claim was that female soldiers belonging to the 
female Caracal combat unit have been attempting to seduce young Palestinian males along the Gaza border 
in order to lure them to collaborate with the IDF.

While there does not appear to be any evidence to support this claim (to which Israelis generally reacted 
with humor), the tactic of seduction has been utilized in at least one documented case. In 1986, the Mossad 
sent Cheryl Bentov, a married Israeli native, to London for the purpose of developing a romantic relationship 
with Mordechai Vanunu, a former technician at Israel’s nuclear plant in Dimona who betrayed Israel by 
disclosing sensitive information about the country’s nuclear project. Cheryl succeeded in luring Vanunu to 
Rome, claiming that her sister owned an apartment there where they could live together. Mossad agents 
were waiting at the apartment, and they captured Vanunu and brought him to Israel to stand trial. He was 
ultimately convicted of treason and espionage, and sentenced to eighteen years in prison.

What would halacha say about this kind of unconventional military tactic?

BACKGROUND

Rabbi Yochanan taught in the name of Rabbi Shimon, the son of 
Yehotzadak: They [the Chachamim] voted and concluded in the 
attic of the house of Nitza in Lud that for every sin in the Torah, if 
a person is told, “Transgress [this sin], and you won’t be killed,” 
he should transgress [the sin] so as not to be killed, except for 
[the sins of] idolatry, murder, and sexual immorality.

א״ר יוחנן משום ר״ש בן יהוצדק נימנו וגמרו 
בעליית בית נתזה בלוד כל עבירות שבתורה אם 

אומרין לאדם עבור ואל תהרג יעבור ואל יהרג 
חוץ מעבודה זרה וגילוי עריות ושפיכות דמים

According to the Torah, certain aveiros are characterized as worse than others. Generally, we have a rule 
that whenever someone is threatened with death and can save himself by commiting a sin, he is obligated 
to commit the sin in order to save himself. However, there are 3 exceptions to this rule.
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QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Can a Jew seduce someone for a military purpose?

 ■ Which halachic factors can you think of that might impact this decision?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why do you think the Gemara makes these 3 exceptions? Why is a Jew obligated to give up his life rather 
than transgres the 3 sins of idolatry, murder, and sexual immorality?

SEE THIS ORIGINAL PAGE OF TALMUD ON THE NEXT PAGE
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Abaya says: Esther was like “the ground of the earth.” Rava says that [when 
the non-Jew] is interested only in his pleasure, the case is different.

אמר אביי אסתר קרקע עולם היתה 
רבא אמר הנאת עצמן שאני.

She (Esther) didn’t have to give herself over to die, because 
once he (Achashverosh) could force her against her will to 
perform the action, what use would it be to give herself over 
to die? He would have simply not killed her and forced her [to 
have relations with him] anyway.

אין לה למסור את עצמה למית׳ שאחר שאפשר לאנוס 
אותה בעל כרחה ולעשו׳ בה מעשה מה תועיל אם 

מוסרת עצמה להריג׳ הרי לא יהרגוה אלא שיעשו בה 
מעש׳ בעל כרחה

The reason for Karka Olam – regarding not having to die rather 
than commit Gilui Araiyos – is that we learn [the severity of] 
Gilui Araiyos from murder, and by murder itself, one is only 
required to give up ones life if he will be forced to murder with 
his own hands (a.k.a actively). But in a case where he won’t be 
performing the action [of murder] – for example if he is thrown 
on top of a baby and kills it, it is logical that one would not have 
to give up one’s life for that… [similarly] a young girl who is Karka 
Olam (completely passive) would not have to give up her life.

טעמא דקרקע עולם לענין דלא מיחייב׳ למסור 
עצמה משום עריות דהא מרוצח ילפינן ורוצח 

גופיה כי מיחייב למסור עצמו ה׳׳מ קודם שיהרג 
בידים אבל היכא דלא עביד מעשה כגון שמשליכין 

אותו על התינוק ומתמעך מסתברא שאין חייב 
למסור עצמו... הנערה עצמה שהיא קרקע עולם 

אין חייבת למסור עצמה

The three sins of idolatry, murder, and sexual immorality are so severe, that a person is required to even die 
rather than transgress them. So we see the Torah places an incredible value upon sexual immorality (Gilui 
Araiyos) and considers one who is inappropriately promiscuous to have committed the gravest of sins.

(It should be noted that as it relates to our question, the only type of Gilui Araiyos that deserves this level of 
severity is in a case where the woman is married, or if the man and woman are related to each other.)

However, in a subsequent Gemara, Chazal reveal that there are different levels of seriousness within Gilui 
Araiyos. The Gemara is seeking to figure out how Queen Esther was allowed to marry Achashverosh. The 
Gemara offers two answers:

Gemara Sanhedrin 74b

Abaya says that there is a factor known as “Karka Olam” that allows us to treat cases of Gilui Araiyos with a 
certain level of leniency, and permit committing the sin of Gilui Araiyos only in dire circumstances (i.e. to save 
one’s own life, or to save the life of another person).

The Rif (Sanhedrin 17b) cites both explanations, indicating that the halacha follows both Abayei and Rava in 
this regard. Namely, even in situations where martyrdom would normally be required, this law does not apply 
in situations of Karka Olam or if the motive is for personal benefit, as opposed to religious oppression.

But what does Karka Olam mean and why is it less serious? There are multiple opinions in the Rishonim.

Ran on Sanhedrin 74b

The Ran explains that practically, Esther could have relations with Achashverosh, because the alternative 
of dying Al Kiddush Hashem wasn’t available to her. Had she refused, Achashverosh would have simply 
forced her against her will. To the Ran, the heter of Karka Olam simply means that Gilui Araiyos is allowed 
when no other option is physically possible.

This line of reasoning would not help justify a soldier seducing an enemy, where they would always have a 
choice to not commit the sin. Therefore, Karka Olam seemingly should not apply here.

Tosfot presents an entirely different approach to the heter of Karka Olam, in the name of the Rivam.

Tosfos on Sanhedrin 74b

KAKRA OLAM 
#1: NO OTHER 
OPTION

KAKRA OLAM 
#2: PASSIVE 
PARTICIPATION

QUEEN ESTHER 
IN THE PALACE

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ What does the Gemara mean by “Karka Olam”?
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[One is required to die rather than commit the sin] only in cases 
where they tell the person to perform an action, for example 
they say “perform Gilui Araiyos” or “kill this person.” But, if they 
force a woman to have relations against her will, or they want 
to throw a person onto a baby to kill it … one does not have to 
die [rather than commit these sins].

ודוקא כשאומרים לו לעשות מעשה, כגון שאומרים 
לאיש לגלות ערוה או שיהרג, אבל אם אונסים 

לאשה לבא עליה, או שרוצים להשליכו על התינוק 
להרגו... אין צריך ליהרג.

The following Rama in paskens like the Rivam:

Rama on Yoreh Dei’ah 157:1

A proof may be brought perhaps from Tanach. Yael, one of the prominent feminine heroines in our history, is 
famous for her assassination of a formidable enemy general named Sisra. Chazal tell us that Yael convinced 
Sisra to rest in her tent, and then she fed him milk and had relations with him in order to make him weary 
so that he would fall asleep, enabling her to kill him easily. Tosfos, amidst their previous discussion in 
Sanhedrin, address the story of Yael, and notes that Sisera did not force himself upon her. Rather, Yael 
initiated the intimate encounter through seduction. 

Another seeming precedent is the story of Queen Esther, who approached Achashverosh to invite him to 
a feast where she would plead on behalf of the Jews. The Gemara in Maseches Megilla (15a) writes that 
on this occasion, Esther, for the first time, initiated intimate relations with Achashverosh, and she thereby 
became forbidden for Mordechai, to whom she was married. Seemingly, these two precedents support the 
idea that as long as the woman remains passive during the forbidden act, the union qualifies as Karka 
Olam and is permissible for the sake of saving lives, even if the woman initiates the process.

Several Poskim say that these cases do, in fact, prove that a woman may initiate a sexual encounter to save 
lives because she is passive during the act of sin itself.

However, the Nodeh BiYehuda points out that Yael and Esther may not be perfect proofs because they 
were each in extremely dire circumstances when the entire Jewish nation was in danger. Perhaps it was 
technically forbidden for them to seduce Sisra and Achashveirosh, but was only allowed in their specific 
context, out of extreme necessity for saving the Jewish natino.

The Nodeh BiYehuda rules that although saving a life would normally override committing a passive sin, in 
this case, since the woman would be initiating the encounter, it is no longer considered passive. At that 
stage, the only factor that could justify it is if the alternative is the end of the Jewish nation. Nothing less than 
that would allow for it. So in most cases, the Nodeh BiYehuda would rule against seducing the enemy even 
when lives are at risk, unless all the Jews are at risk as an entire nation.

This opinion of the Rama has tremendous implications for our question about seducing the enemy. If it is 
true that a person may perform any sin to save a life – so long it is a passive transgression – then maybe any 
woman can seduce an enemy for that purpose, provided that she commits the actual sin passively.

That said, it is unclear what the Rivam meant by the word “passive.” Does he mean that in these contexts the 
women did not instigate the Gilui Araiyos – but if a woman were to actively attempt to seduce someone, 
then that would be different and she would have to die instead? Or, perhaps the woman is biologically 
passive in the sexual act, and therefore, even if she were to actively seduce someone, the sin itself would be 
viewed as a passive one?

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why would the distinction between “active transgression” and “passive transgression” make such a 
strong difference?

 ■ How does this understanding of Karka Olam affect our original question about seducing the enemy?

The Rivam compares the case of a woman having relations in a manner of Karka Olam to a person who is 
thrown on top of a baby, and ends up killing the baby. In both case, the person is not actively committing a 
sin. This seriously downgrades the sin’s severity. Therefore, in both cases of murder and Gilui Araiyos, one 
would not have to give up his or her life in order to avoid sinning.

POTENTIAL 
PROOFS FROM 
THE STORIES 
OF YAEL AND 
ESTHER

PASSIVE 
RELATIONS
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D ISC L A I M ER:
The views and opinions presented in this sourcesheet should not be taken as halachah l’maaseh.  

Before applying these halachos to real-life situations, one must consult with a competent halachic authority.

 ■ Normally, a person is not allowed to commit Gilui Araiyos, even to save a life.

 ■ However, the Gemara mentions an exception called “Karka Olam.”

 ■ The Ran explains “Karka Olam” to refer to a situation where the person has no choice but to 
commit Gilui Araiyos; they don’t even have the option of giving up their life Al Kiddush Hashem.

 ■ The Rivam explains “Karka Olam” to refer to a situation where the woman participates in Gilui 
Araiyos only passively. in such a situation, she may commit Gilui Araiyos if this act is necessary to 
save a life.

 ■ Many bring a proof from the stories of Esther and Yael that even if a woman actively instigates a situation of 
Gilui Araiyos, the sin may still be considered passive if she is passive in the act itself. However, the Nodeh 
BiYehuda makes the qualification that seducing a man and instigating Gilui Araiyos is only allowed if it is 
necesasry to save the entire Jewish nation, as was true in the cases of Esther and Yael.

CONCLUSION

QUESTIONS TO 
CONSIDER

 ■ Why would only the destruction of the entire Jewish people allow for an active violation of Gilui Araiyos?


