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A B S T R A C T

The politicization of the Holocaust has been reflected in Israeli culture from the late 

1940s in cinema, literature, theater, and poetry; in the last several decades, it has 

also been depicted on Israeli television. Most of the representations of the Holocaust 

in the first decades of Israel’s existence were dramatic. But from the 1990s onward, 

Israelis also began to address the subject through satire. The case studies in this 

article focus on the satirical skits performed on episodes of The Chamber Quintet 

(Hahamishia Hakamerit; Matar Productions, Channel 2-Tela’ad, Channel 1, 1993–1997) 

and Wonderful Country (Eretz Nehederet; Keshet Productions, Channel 2-Keshet, 

2003–2014). Diverging from arguments that these humorous skits addressing the 

Holocaust disrespect the Holocaust and its survivors, this article maintains that they 

instead articulate the powerful position the Holocaust holds as a constituting event 

in the consciousness and identity of younger generations in Israel.

 In the Israeli collective memory, the trauma of the Holocaust is not focused solely 
on events that occurred in the past. Th e sensitive relationships between Israel 
and the Arab nations, the decades-long Jewish-Palestinian conflict, the threat 
of annihilation, the continuing terrorist attacks and intifadas—all these have 
created an atmosphere of constant vigilance and ongoing anxiety. Th e Arab-Israeli 
conflict’s length and violent nature also contribute to its wide-ranging and profound 
infiltration into Israel’s sociocultural fabric.1 Since the state’s earliest days, in 
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addition to this fundamental condition of anxiety, the Holocaust’s politicization 
in Israel has intensified even more the place of the trauma in the everyday personal 
and collective psyche, by rendering the Holocaust a continuing event that aff ects 
the present and future. Since Israel’s founding, the Holocaust has been connected 
with the Jewish-Arab conflict,2 creating cultural-media representations that draw 
parallels between Arabs and Nazis, between Israel’s wars and the possibility of a 
“second Holocaust.” Researchers contend that Holocaust memory was and remains 
a crucial factor in perceptions of the reality of the conflict. It intensifies anxiety 
levels among Jewish Israelis and their sense of victimhood. Th e politicization 
of the Holocaust has caused the trauma of the Holocaust to be integrated with 
the Israeli present-day reality and replicated within it through the protracted 
Jewish-Arab conflict. Th is in turn has engendered a collective awareness of fear, 
insecurity, and constant anxiety stemming from the sense of existential danger.3

Th e politicization of the Holocaust has been reflected in Israeli culture from 
the late 1940s in cinema, literature, theater, and poetry; in the last several decades, 
it has also been depicted on Israeli television.4 Most of the representations in 
the first decades of Israel’s existence were dramatic. But from the 1990s onward, 
Israeli artists also began to address the subject through satire. Th e case studies 
in this article focus on the satirical skits performed on episodes of Th e Chamber 
Quintet (Hahamishia Hakamerit; Matar Productions, Channel 2-Tela’ad, Channel 
1, 1993–1997) and Wonderful Country (Eretz Nehederet; Keshet Productions, 
Channel 2-Keshet, 2003–2014). Comedic approaches to the Holocaust have 
appeared on other Israeli TV satires, but Th e Chamber Quintet and Wonderful 
Country are the main programs to deal with the politicization of the Holocaust. 
Analyses of Israeli TV satires about the Holocaust have appeared in only a couple 
of studies.5 Th is article will analyze the textual and subtextual narratives of the skits 
from the politicization perspective, while reviewing them in the larger context 
of the politicization of the Holocaust in Israeli culture.

Diverging from arguments that these humorous skits addressing the Holocaust 
disrespect the Holocaust and its survivors,6 this article maintains that they instead 
articulate the powerful position the Holocaust holds as a constituting event 
in the consciousness and identity of younger generations in Israel. It is seared 
into their souls, and its memory forms an integral part of their identity. Th eir 
profound emotional connection to the Holocaust indeed drives them to create 
these humorous skits, which do not diminish the Holocaust but rather critique 
the politicization of Holocaust memory in Israel. Th is essay reveals how artists 
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who are members of the second and third generations of Holocaust survivors7 use 
humor in connection to the Holocaust as a rhetorical strategy—to reveal a new 
intellectual, ideological, and aesthetic point of view of the cataclysm’s collective 
memory, one that is distanced from traditional discourses of the Holocaust in 
Israeli culture.

Politicization of the Holocaust in Israeli Culture

In Israeli culture the complex story of the Arab-Jewish conflict that accompanied 
Zionist settlement in Israel as early as the late nineteenth century was, aft er 
the Holocaust, oft en phrased simplistically. From the late 1940s until the late 
1970s, the ways in which the Holocaust became integral to the Arab-Israeli 
conflict in formal political discourse (interviews with politicians, media-covered 
meetings, and so on) were strongly reflected in Israeli cultural representations. 
In both types of discourse, a distinct parallel between Arabs and Nazis was 
discernible in the Zionist narrative. Wars against Arab nations were termed 
wars to prevent a “second Holocaust” that could strike Israel at any moment. 
Th is was communicated not only in internal, domestic discourse but also in 
interviews Israeli politicians gave throughout the world and through the Israeli 
film industry’s eff orts to bring Zionism’s tidings to the international audience. 
Th e quest to demonize Arabs and forge links between past and present helped 
unite the ranks in Israel, and it sought to create sympathy for Zionism in the 
Western world: If in the past the Allied forces had fought the Nazis, today it 
became their duty to subjugate the Arabs.8 Th e Holocaust became a parapraxis 
(a slip of the tongue), as Th omas Elsaesser defines it: a “present absentee” with 
a concealed presence in the contemporary arena.9 Over the past two decades, 
politicians and public figures in Israel have continued recycling the Arab = Nazis 
equation. In addition, in public debates over the stated aspiration of former 
Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to destroy Israel, public officials 
frequently associate Iran with Nazi Germany.

However, from the earliest days of the state10 and particularly aft er the Six-Day 
War ( June 1967), left -wingers began to suggest a counter-discourse—initially 
in moderation but since the 1980s with growing intensity. Th is discourse posits 
the Holocaust’s implications for the Arab-Israeli dispute and creates an inverse 
memory.11 As the right wing continues to recycle the Arabs =  Nazis equation, the 
left  wing turns that equation upside down. Th e new equation lies at the heart of 
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cultural discourse. In art, cinema, and literature, the narrative not only abandons 
victimization but uses the Holocaust to create an antithetical equivalency, in which 
Israelis in general—and particularly Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) soldiers—are 
equated with Nazis. Th us the memory of the Holocaust was and remains a crucial 
factor in perceiving the reality of the conflict, yet Israeli culture has changed the 
perceptions of victimization that were initially commonplace.

Th is changing attitude can be attributed both to international influence12 
and local events, chiefly the evolving status of Israel’s left  wing. Th e 1970s were 
a period of crisis for the Labor movement (the moderate left , which ruled from 
pre-statehood): the Yom Kippur War (1973) and the commission of inquiry that 
followed it, and the discovery of the illegal Swiss bank account held by Leah 
Rabin, the wife of then-prime minister Yitzhak Rabin, were all emblematic of 
the fall of the moderate left . Th e rise to power of the right-wing movement, the 
Likud (1977), marked the first time the left  was ejected from political power 
hubs. Nurith Gertz maintains that, as right-wing attitudes spread throughout the 
Israeli public and new militant groups sprang up from the nationalist religious 
right, the left  lost its ability to influence the political establishment. Instead it 
rose to dominance in the country’s intellectual life, art, literature, and academia.13 
Th e Lebanon War that began in June 1982, the beginning of the first intifada in 
1987, and the second intifada of 2000 further entrenched this critical tendency.

And indeed, from the 1970s onward, the equation of Arabs with Nazis became 
solely part of right-wing propaganda, while left -wing politicians, journalists, 
and artists shunned it. Many left ists claim that Holocaust memory was and 
is politically manipulated to present Israel as an eternal victim, and that it is 
used to justify violent anti-Arab policies.14 In Israel’s cultural discourse, where 
the left  chiefly predominates, one finds two discrete perspectives that link the 
Holocaust with the Arab-Israeli conflict: Th e first demarcates the similarities 
between the Holocaust and the Nakba (the Arab disaster of 1948). It seeks to 
annul the “Jewishness” of the Holocaust in Israel’s collective memory and to raise 
consciousness of the Palestinian Arab tragedy of 1948. Th e second perspective 
takes the notion that Arabs are perpetuating the Nazis’ endeavors and inverts 
it to create a new comparison: that Israelis’ attitudes toward Arab citizens of 
Israel and the Palestinians in the Occupied Territories prove the Israelis are the 
new Nazis. Most of the cultural productions created by left -wing artists over 
the past three decades use the linkage between the Holocaust and the Israeli-
Arab conflict to create a clear demarcation of Jewish brutality and Palestinian 
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victimhood. Many texts project a worldview where Zionism’s representatives 
are the new Nazis, while the Arabs have become victims of a fascist, trampling 
ideology. Th e majority of these works depict Zionism in its present-day, post-1967 
incarnation, with a focus on the moral failings that are an attendant part of the 
occupation and which, these artists believe, are reminiscent of the Nazis’ deeds. 
Some of these artists look to the past to present the Palestinians as dual victims 
of Zionism—both during the Nakba and in the present-day, in the Occupied 
Territories and inside Israel.15

Television satire—much of it written by members of the political left  wing—
reflects these changes in the politicization of the Holocaust, but it also diff ers from 
the left ist narratives presented especially in cinema and in literature. Th ese TV 
satires do not contend with comparisons between the Holocaust and the Nakba. 
Th e satirical pieces that address the Holocaust mainly protest its politicization 
by the Israeli right wing and the way it exploits the Holocaust to promote fear. 
Further, they insinuate that, in their attitudes toward Arabs, some members of 
the right wing behave in a racist manner reminiscent of the Nazis.

The Subtextual Politicization: “Acting Out” the Holocaust in Israel

Studies have shown that Holocaust memory has become integrated into Western 
culture, impacting political, sociological, and national discourses.16 But a humoristic 
representation of the Holocaust was seen as taboo in the West and particularly in 
Israel for several decades aft er the Holocaust. Between the 1940s and the 1980s, 
very few films produced in the West dared touch on the subject in a humorous 
way. Debate in Israel was minimal and remained on the margins, from the time 
of statehood in 1948 until the 1990s. Th e prevalent position held that one could 
not treat the Holocaust in a humorous way without disparaging its status or 
minimizing the magnitude of its victims’ trauma and suff ering. 

An extensive debate over humorous representations of the Holocaust first 
began in the 1980s, when Art Spiegelman, in his graphic novel Maus: A Survivor’s 
Tale (1986), rendered his Polish-born father’s story of survival during World War 
II in a world of Nazi cats pitted against Jewish mice.17 From then on, humoristic 
representations of the Holocaust were discussed increasingly and more freely 
in the West.18 In the last three decades, a growing number of comedians and 
humor writers have dared to broach the subject in standup performances, TV 
sitcoms, films, YouTube clips, theater works, graphic novels, and other media.19 
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A less visible process, echoing the one taking hold in Western depictions, took 
place in Israel, but in a more cautious and hesitant way.20 Today the debate over 
the subject in Israel is addressed in films, YouTube skits in Hebrew, fringe theater 
performances, literary depictions, journalism pieces, and television programming. 
Satirical skits that contend with the Holocaust have entered Israeli prime time, 
but such satire has yet to take hold in the Jewish-Israeli collective memory, and 
these depictions still ignite debate over the seemliness of humoristic approaches 
toward the Holocaust.21 

Hahamishia Hakamerit was the first Israeli TV program to break the taboo, 
daring to treat the Holocaust satirically. Th e program’s sixty-nine episodes were 
broadcast throughout the 1990s on Channels 1 and 2 and the cable stations over 
the course of five seasons. Th e show became a touchstone for Israeli culture, and 
its subject matter can be seen as signifiers of the changes and new trajectories 
of the Israeli collective memory regarding various issues—including that of 
Holocaust memory.

According to the show’s writers, the problematic way in which present-day 
Israeli society experiences the traumas of the past is clearly discernible in the 
skit “Ghetto,” which focuses on the eff orts of a young guy from Tel Aviv (Rami 
Heuberger) to find his way to a party. Although the skit’s title refers to present-day 
Tel Aviv, it already provides an echo of a Holocaust setting. When the Heuberger 
asks Shai Avivi’s character for directions to the party, Avivi’s responses reveal that 
all the street names are either redolent of death, commemorating the names of 
heroes who sacrificed their lives for the state (“Hanged Men Street,” “Eli Cohen 
Street”), or are in some way tied into the Holocaust: “Take Warsaw Ghetto Street, 
then a U-turn onto Concentration Camp Avenue, then park in Dachau Square,” 
directs Avivi. “Is it nearby?” Heuberger asks. “Dachau? Dachau is right here, just 
around the corner,” answers Avivi.

Th e skit presents the Israeli sphere as post-traumatic. It reflects how collective 
memory agents relive the trauma of the Holocaust through street names, and 
this part of the urban planning reflects the problematic situation of Holocaust 
remembrance in Israel: the past and the present combine.

Th e skit can be analyzed through Sigmund Freud and his disciples’ debate over 
individual and collective trauma and post-trauma. Freud considered melancholy 
and mourning as two contradictory forms of coping with trauma: an individual 
in a melancholic state identifies with the lost object, obscuring the diff erences 
between the individual and the object and thereby damaging the ego. In mourning, 
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in contrast, the mourner undergoes a healthy process of internalization; he or she 
can deal with the past by creating distance from it. Mourning brings with it the 
possibility of starting a new life, and any disturbance of that process can become 
harmful. One of the central concepts in trauma is “repetition compulsion”—re-
turning to the trauma while blurring the boundaries between past and present 
and reexperiencing the original event. Th e repetition causes suff ering and works 
against the desire of the suff erer; it is thus an uncontrolled compulsion to repeat.22

Freud’s disciples broadened the debate over trauma and its immediate and 
subsequent symptoms. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is an extremely 
common mental disturbance among people who have experienced traumatic 
incidents. Its suff erers continue to experience the traumatic events for years 
aft erward; a key characteristic of the syndrome is the suff erer’s inability to sever 
him- or herself from the events of the past.23 Clinical research has addressed 
Holocaust survivors as people who suff er PTSD, and there have been many 
disputes over whether these survivors have transferred traumatic symptoms to 
their children (second-generation Holocaust survivors) and from them to their 
grandchildren (third-generation Holocaust survivors).

Dominick LaCapra claims that the danger inherent in the disintegration of 
distinctions between diff erent times and the merging of the traumatic past with 
the present is relevant not only for those who experienced the trauma in the 
flesh but also for groups that are linked with those traumas. Both groups and 
societies can become trapped in a situation that commingles past and present 
and reconstructs the trauma, or certain aspects of it, in diff erent manners. Such 
post-traumatic symptoms can aff ect the group’s behavior in societal and political 
spheres. Following Freud, LaCapra distinguishes between two forms of collective 
memory of the Holocaust. Th e first is “acting out”: the past is not construed as a 
distant memory and internalized, but is reborn and experienced as if integral to 
present-day social and cultural life rather than as remote events that are long past. 
Th e second form is “working-through”: clear boundaries are maintained between 
past and present, and there is awareness of the diff erences between “then” and 
“now.” Th ere is less identification with the assimilation of the traumatic period. 
While there is also a return to the past in “working-through,” it is accompanied 
by conscious control of the past, a critical distance from it, and a gaze at it from a 
perspective. “Working-through” is used as a sort of brake against post-traumatic 
repetition compulsion.24

Amos Goldberg contends, in the footsteps of LaCapra, that the way Holocaust 
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memory was shaped in Israel provides evidence for Israeli society as post-traumatic 
and existing in a condition of acting out. He believes that the post-traumatic 
symptoms in Israel—chiefly reflected in the unending conflict with the Pal-
estinians—attest to the collective trauma that has not been worked through 
appropriately. If Israelis are unable to work through it properly, he posits, their 
society is condemned to political repetition compulsion that has deadly results.25

Th e aforementioned skit does not engage directly with the politicization of the 
Holocaust but focuses on its aft ermath: the trauma of the Holocaust is integrated 
within the Israeli present day. Th e subtext of the skit reflects research findings that 
the Israeli media, educational and cultural fields, and public discourse in Israel 
frame the Holocaust as a current, ongoing local trauma rather than as an event 
that ended decades ago in another place.26 Th e result is a constant victimhood 
that renders Jews in Israel unable to understand the Arab side of the conflict. 

Another subtextual assertion of the skit is that, in order to achieve normaliza-
tion and move from “acting out” to “working-through,” Israelis must cease the 
politicization of the Holocaust. Th is notion appeared in the newspaper Ha’aretz in 
1989, several years before this skit was broadcast. Th e article’s author, the historian 
Yehudah Elkana, himself a Holocaust survivor, insisted that it is a process Israel 
must go through. If this is how Israelis remember, Elkana argued, then it is better 
to forget. Elkana’s article, of course, caused turmoil in Israel.27 Satire tries to 
repair a society by using humor. It highlights the absurd in an existing situation 
and attempts to influence people to change their attitudes. With its humorous 
approach, satire conveys its message more easily than didactic propaganda, which 
might incite resistance.28 Th e satirical approach of Hahamishia Hakamerit allowed 
the show to express harsh notions about the Holocaust without being attacked 
in Israeli public opinion, as in Elkana’s case.

Examining how groups confront their collective traumas, Ron Eyerman claims 
that “cultural trauma” is a historic event in the consciousness of every member 
of the collective. Th is memory undergoes constant reinterpretation. Diff erent 
generations have diff erent perspectives on the event because of both emotional 
and temporal distance and altered circumstances and needs; but all generations 
interpret the event as a primal part of their identity.29 Jeff rey Alexander claims that 
any event—as horrendous as it may be—will turn into a trauma for the collective 
only if members of the elite define and construct it as such. He explains that 
collective trauma is constructed by “memory agents”—members of the hegemony 
who feel this event will aff ect the collective memory and identity in the present 
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and in the future. Th ese “memory agents” construct the trauma as “collective” 
through a long cultural process of narration and signification.30

In the Hahamishia Hakamerit skit, Avivi concludes his directions with a 
quick phrase that makes it clear how the agents of memory have introduced 
trauma into the mundane and transformed traumatic memories of horror, fear, 
and victimization into integral parts of the present. 

Another satirical program that consistently criticizes the shaping of Holocaust 
memory in Israel is Eretz Nehederet. A skit broadcast on the show in 2004 was 
based on the perception of Israeli victimization stemming from the Holocaust and 
the constant anxiety the media perpetuates in viewers, which provides legitimacy 
for violent acts. A travel agent (Tal Friedman) suggests that a couple (Orna Banai 
and Dov Navon) worried about flying to frightening places consider a “terminal 
destination”—a former concentration camp. When they arrive there, the woman 
remarks that she feels really safe because of the watchtowers and electrified fence.

Th e skit sparked numerous complaints to the Israeli Second Television and 
Radio Authority and to Yad Vashem. Keshet, the show’s production company, 
responded that there had been no intention to ridicule the Holocaust or use its 
memory as entertainment; its spokesperson pointed out that Eretz Nehederet is 
a humorous and satirical program whose skits are intended not solely to provoke 
laughter but also to warn—even to shock: “Th e skit is an allegory for the state 
of fear that Israelis live in aft er the recent terror attack in Sinai and warnings 
regarding overseas travel, which add to the sense of siege caused by suicide 
bombings in Israel.”31

Although this skit also does not address directly the politicization of the 
Holocaust, its themes refer precisely to researchers’ claims that the political use 
of the Holocaust and comparisons drawn between Arabs and Nazis generate a 
sense of unending victimization, a siege mentality, and an ever-present fear and 
paranoia.32 Th e skit criticizes Israel’s “industry of fear,”33 which feeds off  recurrent 
warnings about the likelihood of terrorist attacks. Criticism is directed not only 
to the threats but toward their reflection in the media, assisted by images from 
the world of the Holocaust, to create a sense that today, too, as in the past, “the 
whole world is against us.” It fights the “acting out” of the Holocaust in Israel, 
acknowledging that, if Jewish Israelis maintain the victims’ point of view, they 
will not endorse any peace process.
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Subtextual Politicization: The Holocaust as a Way 

for the Right Wing to Leverage Political Achievements

In recent decades satirists in Israel have observed how the Holocaust has become a 
way to leverage political achievements. Th e scriptwriters of Hahamishia Hakamerit 
aimed to show how the Holocaust had become a tool for politicians and public 
figures to create an impression and chalk up achievements.

In the skit “Th is Terrible Place,” the Israeli prime minister and his entourage 
are shown touring Poland with a crew of security guards and photographers; they 
use the site of a mass murder as a photo opportunity. Th e prime minister demands 
to be photographed next to a specific tree “in this terrible place.” He is not really 
sad or touched once he realizes the camera isn’t working. He is all smiles, cracking 
jokes, entirely detached from the significance of the site. When the photographers 
start filming, he puts on a serious face. All he can do is repeat the mantra: “In this 
terrible place, in this horrible place, Jews were slaughtered.” In broken English he 
mumbles a series of clichés along the lines of, “Look at this tree. Th is holy tree 
was watered by blood.” His movements are ludicrous: he pushes his wife aside, 
tries to find a place in the center frame, above the heads of the still photographers 
crowding around him. As he is swept away by the metaphor of a tree symbolizing 
the Jewish people, its roots emblematic of the roots of the Jews whose ancestors were 
killed next to that tree, a security guard takes a few steps away and discovers that 
they have the wrong tree. Th e actual tree is a few yards away. Th e prime minister’s 
embarrassed advisors ask the delegation and photographers to move to the correct 
tree and start again. Th e politician’s wife smiles her awful smile. When they arrive 
at the right tree, the politician resumes the exact same speech, cliché-ridden and 
detached; with the very same pathos, he repeats his speech about what happened 
“in this terrible place.” Th e skit shows the cynical and hegemonic manipulation 
of the Holocaust by politicians who are emotionally detached from the subject; 
for them, it’s just another political tool, nothing else.

Th e skit does not address a particular prime minister. It doesn’t name names 
or use impressions to implicate a certain individual; instead, the pathetic prime 
minister in the skit is a synecdoche for all right-wing politicians who have no real 
feeling about the trauma and use it only as a political tool. Ami Meir, producer of 
Hahamishia Hakamerit, maintains that skits citing the Holocaust are intended 
to show how it has been enlisted for political and emotionally manipulative 
needs—to justify actions in the present. “With all the pain, I don’t think it 
would be disastrous if we detach part of the sacred halo from the Holocaust, 
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and who knows, maybe we’ll learn a little more about ourselves and behave more 
sanely.”34 While pulling back the curtain of hypocrisy from the memory of the 
Holocaust in Israel, the satirists attempt to shift  Israeli society from “acting out” 
to “working-through,” to move the memory of the Holocaust to a “healthier” way 
of dealing with the trauma. Th ey feel compelled to confront the politicization of 
the Holocaust, which treats the event as an ongoing trauma in the Israeli present. 
Th e satirists seek to create a mental barrier demarcating past from present, and 
they do so through humor.

Freud saw humor as a pivotal defense mechanism. He believed that when 
people use humor in situations that provoke their fear and anxiety, they gain a 
new perspective on the situation that helps them avoid experiencing negative 
emotions.35 With the help of humor, people can thus deal with difficult situations 
and avoid or reduce their emotional suff ering and grief.36 Later studies would 
address humor as a defense mechanism that helps individuals alleviate stress, 
cope with negative feelings and tough situations, mitigate suff ering, dissipate 
feelings of anxiety—at least for a certain time—and grant them some sense of 
power and control in situations of helplessness. Humor can help those coping 
with unpleasant memories and aid trauma victims in reducing their tension and 
anxiety. It also helps people to maintain emotional distance from the trauma, 
creating a “comfort zone” for the traumatized person.37 As a defense mechanism, 
humor has two aspects: black humor and self-disparagement.38 Black humor deals 
with anxiety-producing subjects; attesting to this are its alternative terms—horror 
humor, sick humor, gallows humor, and grim humor. Th e therapeutic importance 
of black humor and self-disparagement for traumatized individuals has been 
frequently studied, and in a wide range of contexts (among victims of abuse, 
crime, disasters, and more), particularly in the context of Jewish humor. Black 
humor has been presented as an eff ective tool for an oppressed minority to 
withstand attacks by their oppressors; in the Jewish context, it constitutes the 
defense mechanism of an entire people.39

“Th is Terrible Place” is an example of black humor as a defense mechanism. Th e 
satirists don’t ridicule the Holocaust or condemn it; on the contrary, they express 
how the Holocaust memory is an integral part of their identity. It is tattooed in 
their souls, and the anxiety it triggers pushes them to use humor—not because 
they’ve detached themselves from the memory but because they cannot detach 
themselves from this trauma.40 Th e skit is their way to protest against the coopting 
of the trauma by the right wing and the sense of victimization it perpetuates.



204 | Holocaust Humor, Satire, and Parody on Israeli Television 

A renowned skit by Hahamishia Hakamerit, “Fledermaus at the Olympics,” takes 
a similar perspective on the Holocaust as a political tool. Th e setting is Stuttgart, 
Germany, during the Olympic Games. Two Jewish Israeli wheeler-dealers (Shai 
Avivi and Menashe Noi) have managed to enter the area alongside the running 
track, and in broken English spiked with Hebrew and Yiddish, they demand 
that the starter, who is poised with his starting pistol, give the Israeli runner 
an advantage over the other athletes to reduce the “historic injustice” and “to 
reduce the humiliation.” Th e athlete, Zion Cohen (Dov Navon), is the antithesis 
of the Zionist model of “muscular Judaism”: short and scrawny, he has “legs like 
ice-cream sticks.” Since the Israeli runner seems incapable of competing with the 
gentiles through physical strength, the wheeler-dealers summon up a familiar 
Jewish tactic—debating—which is here accompanied by the quintessentially 
Israeli quality of chutzpah. Th e latter is expressed as the two men burst onto 
the running track to demand benefits for the Israeli runner—not as a favor but 
because of the rights accruing to the Israeli as a result of the historic injustice of 
the Holocaust. Th e two Israeli dealmakers are operating in the tradition of the 
Jewish schnorrer (beggar), combining their wheedling with Israeli aggressiveness 
that soon devolves into curses and threats yet ultimately manages to convince 
the starter to do their bidding. 

Th e skit emphasizes the Israeli manipulation of Holocaust memory to gain 
advantage. It is significant for its critique of exploiting Jewish suff ering to achieve 
gains in the international sphere.41 Uzi Weil, a screenwriter for Hahamishia 
Hakamerit, asserts that such manipulations of the Holocaust have intensified 
and swollen into unpleasant and disproportional dimensions: “Someone says 
‘Holocaust’ and everyone shuts up.” He believes the Holocaust has become a 
mechanism for forcing people’s consciousness to stand at attention whenever the 
word is spoken; he links this phenomenon to that of the “Holocaust industry,” 
which encompasses the de rigueur school trips to Poland, the selling of right-wing 
politics in the guise of sensitivity to the Holocaust, and so on. Weil says that 
using humor to highlight the Holocaust’s commercialization is a way to counter 
hypocrisy, and to close the gap between people’s fine words and their genuine 
emotions.42 Moreover, the satirical approach toward the Holocaust in Hahamishia 
Hakamerit skits is a defense mechanism against memory agents who insist on 
reliving the Holocaust in the present. Confronting the pathos-ridden, political 
exploitation of the Holocaust, the satirists of the “Fledermaus at the Olympics” 
skit hold up a mirror to emphasize, through humor, how ridiculous and wrong 
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it is. Th ey strive to explain how extreme and destructive it is for the Holocaust 
to be injected into everyday life and transformed into an integral facet of Israeli 
identity. Th e subtext of these skits is that Holocaust memory engenders collective 
awareness of fear, insecurity, and constant anxiety stemming from the sense of 
existential danger.43 In this environment—one that acts out the Holocaust—Jewish 
Israelis will continue to consider themselves as victims and thereby never engage 
in fruitful political dialogue with the Arabs. 

Iran as the Victim, Zionists as the Oppressors

As mentioned earlier, in recent decades Israeli cinema and literature—the 
strongholds of the left  wing in Israel—have reflected the stance that Israelis are 
the new oppressors. TV satires have contended with this notion with their own 
humorous perspectives.

In the past few years, Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu stressed the parallels 
between the nuclear threats of Iran’s former president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
and Hitler’s goal of exterminating the Jewish people. Netanyahu promoted 
the impression that Iran would be responsible for a second Holocaust. During 
the 2012 Purim holiday, for example, Netanyahu held a series of meetings with 
President Barack Obama in the United States to discuss, among other things, 
the nuclear threat from Iran and whether Iran should be preemptively attacked. 
Netanyahu found it appropriate to bring Obama a gift : a Megilat Esther (scroll 
of the biblical Book of Esther), which relates how the ancient Persians had set 
out to exterminate the Jews and how their plans were ultimately foiled. In his 
speech to Obama, he also produced a historical document, dating from World 
War II, in which American Jewish representatives requested that the American 
government bomb Auschwitz; Netanyahu hinted that this time the Jews would 
not wait for the US’s refusal of such requests but would handle matters themselves.

Left-wing Israelis often speak out against these sorts of analogies from 
Netanyahu and ridicule his attempts to conjure up atavistic fears. In an episode 
screened on Purim in 2012, the Eretz Nehederet team took the opposite approach 
to portraying political links between the past and the Holocaust, ancient Persia and 
modern-day Iran. One skit depicted employees at a nuclear reactor in Iran in the 
midst of marking “Remembrance Day for Shushan and Heroism.” (Shushan was 
the capital city of ancient Persia.) In this skit the ceremonial hallmarks of Israel’s 
Holocaust and Heroism Remembrance Day (Yom ha’Zikaron la’Shoa vela’Gvura) 



206 | Holocaust Humor, Satire, and Parody on Israeli Television 

are reproduced and turned upside down: In Israel’s first decades, survivors were 
sometimes criticized for having gone like “sheep to the slaughter” during the 
Holocaust. But here the master of ceremonies speaks of the downtrodden Persians 
who, under the rule of Ahasuerus (the ancient Persian ruler), went like “sheep to 
the slaughter.” Th e phrase, “and these are the names of the fallen,” which is intoned 
during observances of Holocaust and Heroism Remembrance Day in Israel, is 
used in the skit in tribute to Haman’s murdered sons. Th e two-minute siren that 
is sounded throughout Israel on Holocaust and Heroism Remembrance Day is 
here replaced by a shaken rattle (a gragger, or noisemaker, which is used during 
readings of the Book of Esther on Purim).

As is the case during the Israeli Holocaust memorial ceremonies, soulful 
vocalists sing with pathos in this imaginary Iran. On the Holocaust memorial 
day in Israel, the TV schedule is altered to broadcast programs dealing only with 
the Holocaust and its memory, and sad songs are played throughout the day on 
Israeli radio. In the skit we learn that the TV program schedule in Iran has also 
been changed, and the radio plays songs of “good old Iran” while the “Zionists” 
who stuck to their usual schedules that day are slandered as “Purim-deniers” (a 
satirical play on the term “Holocaust deniers”). Th e skit also depicts a well-known 
phenomenon in Israel, when people find it difficult to stifle their laughter during 
the two-minute siren; here, an Iranian reactor employee cannot keep himself 
from laughing during the ceremony. Th e hilarious role-switching in the skit 
reminds viewers that Israel incessantly accuses Iran of harboring murderous 
tendencies and uses the Holocaust to display itself as an eternal victim, while 
thriving on a tradition of violence and sanctifying and perpetuating violence 
in the name of the Holocaust. By deconstructing the behavioral patterns of the 
Holocaust remembrance day, the writers showed the ease with which memory 
can be manipulated.

Th is skit also criticizes the way the Holocaust remembrance day has become 
a political tool—another part of the politicization of the Holocaust by the right 
wing, which has turned it into a series of repetitive sentences and practices aimed at 
emphasizing the Jewish and especially Zionist lessons of the Holocaust. Memorial 
ceremonies are important “memory sites” in the process of constructing a national 
identity; through them, the main socio-political-ideological perceptions of a 
group are endorsed.44 Th e ceremonies, with their repetitive narrative, are used 
to structure the society’s worldview and convince people of that worldview’s 
correctness. Th ey structure the national memory of events, people, and processes 
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with the aim of uniting the group around collective narratives. To that end, they 
propose a subjective interpretation of history, emphasizing some themes and 
sidelining others, to accord with the society’s ideology and the guiding models 
with which it seeks to shape and define itself.45

From the late 1940s on, Israel’s official collective memory of the Holocaust 
was imbued with pathos and agony. Official ceremonies marking Holocaust 
and Heroism Remembrance Day are held in Israel every year on the Hebrew 
date of 23 Nissan. Th ey take place on the evening before the remembrance day 
and on the following morning. Th e Holocaust and Heroism Remembrance 
Day Law was passed in 1959, at a time when Israel’s leadership, headed by the 
powerful prime minister David Ben-Gurion, sought to shape a collective memory 
that would unite the new Israelis under homogenous Zionist myths.46 When 
perceptions of the Holocaust in Israel changed, especially from the late 1970s 
onward,47 and the Zionist myths began to crack, the central perceptions of the 
ceremonies changed as well.48 Yet alongside these changes, some parts of the 
“old” narrative still continued to appear. Th e official ceremonies, held in various 
institutions and locations throughout Israel, have a similar narrative structure. 
Th ey begin with the lighting of six memorial candles, commemorating the six 
million dead, and the lowering of the national flag to half-mast, to symbolize 
the country’s mourning. Th e Yizkor memorial prayer is recited during the first 
part of the ceremony, followed by spoken texts and passages of melancholy 
poetry or music. Generally the texts are taken from survivors’ testimonies or 
documents written by Jews during the Holocaust, relating the impossible struggle 
against the Nazi machine. Other texts oft en highlight the importance of the 
Jewish state as embodying the antithesis of the past. Toward the end, the El 
Malei Rahamim prayer (for the souls of the dead) is recited, and some also say 
Kaddish (the mourners’ prayer). Th e ceremony always ends with the singing of 
Hatikvah, Israel’s national anthem.

By transferring these ceremonial conventions to Iran, the Eretz Nehederet 
satirists unveil the way the Holocaust has become a “master paradigm,” as Tobias 
Ebbrecht terms it: a series of well-known, repetitive Holocaust narratives and 
visuals that have appeared so oft en in Western popular culture that they have 
almost become clichés.49 Th ese familiar historic images from the Holocaust and 
its immediate aft ermath are continuously dissociated from their original histori-
cal background and sources. Th ey migrate into popular culture as emblematic 
signs to convey contemporary themes. By revealing the Holocaust as a “master 
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paradigm,” the satirists hope to expose Holocaust memory as a political tool and 
as such dismantle its power.

The Right Wing as Nazis

In recent decades right-wing circles have broadened the purview of groups that 
can be compared to Nazis: those expressing left -wing positions or who are ready 
to concede the Occupied Territories to one extent or another are not only “col-
laborating with the Arabs” but with the Nazis too; indeed, they thus become Nazis 
as well. A photograph of Yitzhak Rabin doctored so that he appeared to wear a 
Gestapo uniform was brandished at a right-wing demonstration in Jerusalem’s 
Zion Square in 1995. Th e doctored photo became a major symbol of right-wing 
resistance to the Oslo Accords, and it ultimately played an integral part in the 
demonization process that ended with Rabin’s assassination in November 1995. 
When Jewish settlements in the Gush Katif bloc were evacuated in August 2005, 
IDF soldiers and the government that sent them (a right-wing government, 
headed by Ariel Sharon) were called Nazis. Holocaust survivors living in Gush 
Katif were dispatched to the media to relate how the evacuation reminded them 
of their expulsion during World War II. Th e settlers called the evacuation “the 
expulsion,” wore orange stars (reminiscent of the Nazi-era yellow star), and 
frequently compared the disengagement to the expulsion of European Jews from 
their homes. Aft er the disengagement, they declared their intent to found their 
own Yad Vashem to commemorate their tragedy.

Left -wing artists responded to this turmoil through humoristic skits that 
reflected precisely the opposite comparison: that of the right-wing politicians 
as the Nazis. Knesset member Avigdor Lieberman, who had made intransigent 
statements about exchanging territory with the Palestinian Authority and 
transferring Arab citizens of Israel to the PA in return—and who had compared 
members of Yesh Gvul (a human rights, anti-occupation movement) to kapos in the 
Nazi extermination camps—became the focus of a controversial Eretz Nehederet 
episode in December 2006. Each time his character appeared in the skit, he was 
greeted with “Heil Lieberman!” and a right-arm salute.50 In March 2010, Knesset 
member Yaakov Katz circulated a memorandum calling for asylum seekers who 
had “infiltrated” into Israel through Egypt to be grouped together in a “distant 
city” that they would build themselves through “workfare.”51 Paying homage to 
the opening sequence of Inglourious Basterds (Quentin Tarantino, USA, 2009), 
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an Eretz Nehederet skit (March 2010) addressed the theme of the right wing’s 
persecution of refugees and illegal migrant workers. It showed Katz, depicted 
by the actor Tal Friedman, as the Nazi officer Col. Hans Landa, who in the film 
hunted down Jews in occupied France; here Katz is shown going from house to 
house to discover asylum seekers and foreign workers. Several of Friedman’s lines 
also repeated memorable quotations from the movie. Th ese skits thus criticized 
the political use of the Holocaust by claiming that the historically victimized had 
become the present-day perpetrators.

Th ese skits reveal that the new satiric memory of the left  wing brings with it 
contradictory positions. Popular television satire has conducted a dialogue with the 
change processes that Israeli society has undergone in recent decades, revealing the 
new equation in which right-wing politicians are compared to Nazis. On the one 
hand these skits express the attempts of second- and third-generation Holocaust 
survivors to move from “acting out” of the Holocaust to “working-through.” On 
the other hand they attest that Holocaust memory is still alive and acting out 
within the young generation. Th is generation has not yet managed to free itself 
from the traumatic past and create a sharp delineation between “then” and “now.”

Th e skits described here sought to debate with Holocaust memory in Israel; 
to change, and protest against, politicians’ and public figures’ exploitation of the 
Holocaust for their own ends; to make clear that the Jewish-Zionist conclusions 
about the Holocaust can also become nationalistic and violent. But these skits also 
entailed an inherent paradox: left -wing artists criticize the right wing in Israel for 
using the Holocaust for political reasons, but then do the same when they want 
to emphasize the brutality and racism of the right wing, immediately returning 
to the established Holocaust comparisons and associations. 

A Polysemic Reading of Humoristic Holocaust Political Skits

Television is a dominant arena in the battle over Holocaust memory that has 
been waged between diff erent groups in Israel over recent decades.52 Israel, among 
other countries, has transitioned in the past two decades from a “melting-pot” 
policy and ideology to a multicultural awareness. Th is change raises a range of 
questions about the identity, rights, and representation of diff erent groups and 
sectors.53 Television, alongside other forms of mass media, is a major player in 
the field of culture, having an important role in the politics of recognition and in 
shaping the identity of individuals and groups. Yet if we accept the Bourdieuian 
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picture in which actors in the cultural field struggle for recognition, legitimacy, 
dominance, and prestige, and where possessors of prestige will strive to boost and 
preserve their legitimacy and dominance, we can assume that, since television 
is owned and managed by power groups in society, it will try to bulwark its 
hegemony and immobilize the margins.54 Indeed, we see such a tendency in the 
Israeli context, where television (and particularly the three main channels—1, 
10, and 22) attempts to conserve, even in this multicultural era, a sort of tribal 
campfire that helps shore up the sense of national pride and endorses Jewish and 
Zionist values. Th is is particularly noticeable in televised broadcasts at times of 
crisis and during Jewish and national holidays.55 

Bearing all that in mind, and despite the power-driven hegemonic discourse, 
others believe that television also provides opportunities for change. John Fiske 
maintains that it would be a mistake to assume that television is an agent for 
preserving the status quo, and that it is not involved in social or cultural changes. 
Popular television narratives are not flat or one-dimensional, and in most cases are 
open and polysemic, with multiple interpretations. Fiske holds that one can construe 
television ceremonies through three pivotal readings: the dominant-hegemonic 
reading, which fully adopts the dominant ideology’s codes; an oppositionary 
reading, which undermines the hegemonic codes and positions alternatives to those 
codes from the perspective of minorities and weakened groups; and a polysemic 
reading, typified by a combination of hegemonic and subversive positions. Since 
commercial television aims to attract broad and diff erent groups, it must create 
texts that enable various subcultures to elicit varied meanings from them. Popular 
television texts are therefore open and possess multiple meanings,56 and diff erent 
readers can imbue the same text with a range of meanings.57 Contemporary 
cultures examine themselves through their art, maintain Horace Newcomb and 
Paul Hirsch,58 who address television as a “cultural forum”—a spectrum along 
which controversial, diverse issues and points of view can be openly discussed 
almost without punishment. It presents a multiplicity of meanings rather than a 
monolithic point of view: it is a realm where we let our monsters come out and 
play, and Holocaust humor is the biggest monster.

Television’s status as a guardian of the hegemony on one hand and as a 
presenter of certain subversive content on the other becomes more complex 
where humorous skits are concerned, due to humor’s polysemic nature and the 
multiple meanings it anyway possesses.59 With the help of humor, the hegemony 
can preserve the narrative it seeks to promote, yet it has the subversive potential 
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to present positions contradicting the hegemonic ones, and to deconstruct those 
positions.60 On the one hand, humorous skits are generally perceived as a tool 
for representing superficial, reproduced stereotypes.61 Repeating the predictable 
traits of the protagonists of sitcoms perpetuates gendered, ethnic, and class-based 
social representations, and strengthens hegemonic groups’ control over minority 
groups.62 Yet on the other hand, the comic dimension may leave room for criticism 
by creating a carnivalesque situation, which enables a temporary release from 
inflexible hierarchies;63 by building antithetical frameworks of context between 
the possible and the unfeasible;64 by generating conflict between diff erent mean-
ings;65 or by exaggerating and vulgarizing stereotypes to the point where they are 
diminished or shattered.66 Sitcoms are able to off er a subversive look.

An analysis of the skits dealing with the politicization of the Holocaust in 
Israel reveals that—contrary to hegemonic perceptions that the satirical approach 
to the Holocaust is degrading—they do not deride or scorn the Holocaust; 
in fact they do not engage at all with the Holocaust itself but rather with the 
question of Holocaust memory and its perpetuation in Israel. Th ey criticize the 
way in which Holocaust memory was shaped and took root in Israel; as such, 
the texts do not constitute cheapening mechanisms but are nurtured by pain 
and criticism. Th ey do not express a scornful retreat from the subject but in fact 
prove the great extent to which the Holocaust is a living part of the identity of 
second- and third-generation Holocaust survivors.

Th e skits display how the second and third generations of Holocaust survivors, 
raised in the shadow of Holocaust memories, use television to undermine the 
hegemonic politicization of the Holocaust, and thus they can be perceived as op-
positionary texts. Many producers and writers of satirical programs see themselves 
as undermining the hegemonic Holocaust memory, which has transformed the 
Holocaust into a political and nationalistic tool. However, at the same time these 
skits use the Holocaust as a tool for disseminating the creators’ political beliefs. 
Th us they both undermine the canonic politicization of the Holocaust and the 
conclusions deriving from it, as understood by the right wing, but also ratify the 
Holocaust’s transformation into a political tool by using the trauma to protest 
against right-wing nationalism.

Th e satirists aim to take issue with the process by which the Holocaust in Israel 
has become a series of images that gain political-personal-social capital, but in 
the same breath they do not posit an antithesis and are also trapped in the sector 
of images which they criticize. Th us the satirical debate both ridicules the way in 
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which the Holocaust is used in Israel by the hegemony and creates a critical gaze 
that allows one to criticize that phenomenon, but also serves as another facet of 
that politicization, which turns the Holocaust into a political and social form of 
attack that, in fact, does not subvert the hegemonic codes but becomes part of it.

In my opinion, the skits are defense mechanisms created by second- and 
third-generation Holocaust survivors to change the “acting out” of Holocaust 
memory in Israel and its politicization of the Holocaust. Th eir satire seeks to unveil 
the right wing’s political use of the memory of the Holocaust and its attempt 
to nationalize the genocide to generate constant fear and anxiety. Th e skits use 
black humor to create a mental wall between Jewish Israelis and the Holocaust, to 
detach them a bit from the trauma in the hope that it will enable them to “work 
through” the Holocaust. Only from this perspective will the post-traumatic 
Israeli society not be condemned to political repetition compulsion, which has 
deadly results. But their success in transforming Israeli society from “acting out” 
to “working-through” is problematic. Left -wing satirists have not succeeded in 
freeing themselves from using the same terminology and are locked, as well, in a 
politicization of the Holocaust.
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