
own over the past two decades, emerging as a vibrant and rich area of 

present, providing a map to its major coordinates and key examples that 
attest to its depth. Furthermore, it will chart out various possibilities for 

its original argumentative frameworks.

Over the past two decades, Israeli cinema1 has experienced a period 
of intense creativity, attracting unprecedented attention well beyond 
its national borders. This rise in stature not only familiarized a 

sought-after objects of study within academia. Film studies, Israel 
studies, and Jewish studies departments have increasingly incorporated 
a wide variety of Israeli cinema classes into their curriculums, and Israeli 
cinema panels have become a staple of major professional conferences 
across the humanities. Most importantly, literature on the subject—in 
Hebrew and English—gained a stronger foothold within the academic 
landscape, in both article and book form. Such advances now make it 

in its relevant contexts. Where they have been less effective, however, 
is in offering insight into how this perspective is created, structured, 
and shaped. The following pages address this lacuna by mapping out 



avenues of research, as well as with some notable examples that testify 
to its richness and depth.

Israeli State in 1948, the history of Israeli cinema scholarship is considerably 

such as those found in cinephile-cum-director David Greenberg’s Omanut 
Hakolnoa
Israel dedicated to theoretical writing about cinema as a legitimate artistic 
medium rather than a mode of popular entertainment.”2 Greenberg’s 
work in the 1950s and 1960s did much to legitimize “theoretical writing” 
on Israeli cinema, yet it was only in the 1970s and 1980s that his labor 

Close Up, Kolnoa 74’, Kolnoa, Sratim, 
and Cinematheque. Their arrival was in conjunction with and motivated by 
the founding of cinematheques in Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, and Haifa, as well 

It is in the latter that the foundations for Israeli cinema studies were laid, 

“Judd” Ne’eman.3

in the late 1980s and early 1990s brought about a surge in studies of a 

Régine-Mihal Friedman, Nurith Gertz, Ilan Avisar, and Ella Shohat. 

pursue graduate degrees, ultimately publishing their dissertations in 
English with non-Israeli academic presses. The growth in publication, as 
well as the expansion of Israeli cinema studies beyond Tel Aviv University 

new paths of professionalization. Consequently, in the 2000s scholarship 
on Israeli cinema came more fully into its own, exhibiting greater breadth 
and diversity. 

While tackling a myriad of topics from different approaches, this 

of these is to the national cinema paradigm. Even when not avowedly 
professed, the underlying assumption of many writings is that Israeli 



cinema may be best understood as relating to Israeli society in its 
national borders, to past and present national myths and determinants. 

cultural idioms of Israeli society, which is why its primary audience is 
almost always imagined as Israeli. Complementary to this is the second 
commitment, to reading Israeli cinema politically (i.e., in the context of its 
participation within Israeli society’s power dynamics). Particular emphasis 
is given here to the effects of mainstream Zionism’s attempt to forcefully 

4 

on behest of Zionism’s wounded Others, and unveiling new paths for 
5 

Both commitments are encapsulated in Shohat’s Israeli Cinema: East/
West and the Politics of Representation
text.6 The book’s ambitious project not only set out to chart the history 
of Israeli cinema, but also to explain its ideological trajectories and 
implications. In this capacity, Shohat makes the argument that Israel is a 
nation “more invented than others,”7 in the sense of being “the enactment 
of an explicit political ideology, Zionism,”8 aimed at establishing a national 
imaginary that is rooted in a shared collective reality. This imaginary—a 
dominant “Israeliness”—embodies Western values, with which the 

To enforce its Western alignment, the national Zionist discourse aimed 
“to deny Israel’s ‘Easterness’ as well as its ‘Third Worldness.’”9 For Shohat, 
such denial has been directed externally toward Arab populations within 

Arab-Jews to indicate a cultural link between them and Arab culture that 
Zionism wishes to repress. In terms of the former, denial took on the 
understanding of the Arab as perpetual foe, which in turn legitimized 
various acts of violence and occupation. For the latter, it occupied a more 
ambivalent approach that spoke of melting pot egalitarianism while still 
situating the Mizrahi as “inferior” and “primitive.”

Israeli cinema, by Shohat’s account, “demonstrates a striking 
‘penchant’ for projecting ‘national allegories,’”10 and as such becomes 



a cultural sphere where the Zionist metanarrative is constructed and 
deconstructed. This inevitably makes “politics [. . .] the essence in any 
discussion of Israeli cinema,”11 and legitimizes the writer’s attempt to 

West and East, across primarily ethnic lines. Drawing on the critical 
tools of anti-colonialist discourse, Shohat structures this struggle 

(1950s and 1960s) Heroic-Nationalist Cinema, which presented didactic 
Zionist messages and celebrated the myths of hegemonic-Ashkenazi 
Israeliness; the Bourekas genre of comedies and melodramas (1960s 
and 1970s), which courted tension with the Zionist metanarrative by 
foregrounding Mizrahi culture; the Personal Cinema Movement (1960s and 
1970s), which countered the tendencies of both Heroic-Nationalist and 
Bourekas genres by presenting a seemingly apolitical Europeanized 
Art Cinema; and the Palestinian Wave of the 1980s, which challenged 
Zionism’s violence against Arab populations, while still sustaining a 
dominant Western focalization. 

Formulated over three decades ago, Shohat’s periodization remains 

scholarship. It has nevertheless been updated with greater nuance 
through the years, including by Shohat herself.12 Nurith Gertz’s 1993 
book Motion Fiction: Israeli Fiction in Film
narrative of Israeli cinema that complemented Shohat’s in many ways, yet 
also provided important interventions, especially in widening the scope 

of the Outsider and the Outcast” for its heightened interest in characters 
that represent Zionism’s repressed Others, and which point to “values 
once thought to be Zionism’s bedrock and have since been forsaken”).13 
Other important studies by the likes of Ariel Schweitzer, Judd Ne’eman, 
Yael Munk, and Rami Kimchi tended to be more narrowly focused, 
mining a particular movement or period for new theoretical insight.14 
The bulk of scholarship, however, has not foregrounded periodization as 
its primary argumentative framework, even when detailing narratives of 
historical development. Rather, in these works Israeli cinema is viewed 



through the lens of a particular social category—or the intersectionality 

between Zionism and its Others. 

Several of these works take as their focus the evolution of Zionist 
“Israeliness”—the structure of its hegemonic values and tropes—and 
work through its cinematic representation, primarily in the context of 
the constituencies with which it is most associated (the heteronormative, 
masculine, secular, Ashkenazi elites). With its particularly broad view 
on the topic, Miri Talmon’s 
point for this line of inquiry. At the heart of this volume is the trope 
of the all-male group, which is used in cinema as a privileged form of 
commentary on “the boundaries of Israel’s cultural identity,”15 and 

Talmon, in cinematic scenes of extreme camaraderie and deindividuation 
across a variety of social contexts. While such scenes remain a constant 
presence on the Israeli screen, their treatment nevertheless changes over 

Zionism’s exclusionary practices. The result of this shift is that the group 
becomes increasingly fractured, leaving its constitutive element—the 
prototypical Zionist Sabra—to lose his way. 

Such arguments about Zionism’s collectivist ethos and its decline are 
explored more narrowly in studies focused on Israeli cinema’s engagement 
with central institutions of Zionist socialization and symbolic value. Of 
these institutions, one that has attracted much attention is the military 
(Israeli Defense Forces, or IDF). Several critical works explored shifts 
in the image of the Israeli Jewish soldier, while others centered more 
on developments in the tropical meaningfulness of war.16 In both 
trajectories, research has revealed a gradual undercutting of celebratory 
visions of military existence, yet has also pinpointed the limits of this 
deconstruction. Exemplifying the trend, Uri S. Cohen recently argued 



for a shift in representation from seeing warfare as “noble and worthy” 

unworthy commander.” As such, he outlines different “modes of resistance 
to war [that] developed in Israeli cinema,” especially after 1967: “a steady 
inward inversion of the gaze that reveals the unfathomable complexity of 

a complementary critique of “the role of the military and political 

aims with the lives of simple soldiers”; and an engagement with “the 
devastating effect that the death of the soldier has on surviving friends 
and family.”17 This anti-war stance, for Cohen, is still often curtailed by 
lingering allegiances to a national framework (and the function of Israeli 

for representing and discussing war beyond such constraints. 
One dimension of these changes to which a few scholars have 

attended has been Israeli cinema’s growing tendency to expose the 
detrimental effects of warfare on the soldier’s body and psyche, over 
and against the Zionist propagandist practice of edifying combat 
while absenting the injured/dead body.18 Judd Ne’eman’s scholarly 
(as well as cinematic) intervention has stood at the forefront of this 
experiential and corporeal-focused research. In one recent example 
that encapsulates many of his longstanding concerns, Ne’eman looks 
at scenes of combat wounding and recovery for their meaning within 
the broader context of Israeli nationalism and heroic masculinity. Here 

often “left the wounded body outside of the frame,”19 since the 1980s 
its presence has become more pronounced. This exposure of the bodily 
taboo, in Ne’eman’s eyes, undercuts the fantasy of masculine strength 
upon which a national ethos of undefeatability is erected. Cinema shows 
the combatant in a state of in-betweeness where he is unable to reattach 

towards the matriarchal or feminine.”20 By acknowledging his own 
physical vulnerability, often associated with womanhood in the Zionist 



of modern nationalism.”21 
The demand for perpetual war has been supported by the various myths 

but also question.22 Formative to discussions of the intersection between 
Zionist mythmaking and cinema is Nitzan Ben-Shaul’s book Mythical 
Expressions (1997), which outlines “the pervasive mythical belief held by 
many Israelis that they are a besieged nation and that the whole world is 
against them.”23

narrative means, as well as formal constellations where “space is bounded, 
time stands uncomfortably still, you do not know when or where the 
enemy will strike [. . .] and the situation cannot be withstood for long.”24 
The pervasiveness of these elements, for the writer, establishes “siege” 
not only as a cornerstone of Zionism’s proper Israeliness, but also as “a 
cardinal structural element” of Israeli cinema,25 even when the latter 

contribution to this line of inquiry is found in Anat Zanger’s work on 
mythology, especially Zionism’s mythical reworking of the biblical story 
of the binding of Isaac. With regard to this story, Zanger notes that its 
incorporation into Zionist mythology required a meaningful change: 
“Zionism, like God, promised the land to the people and demands the 

26

helpful substitute. Accordingly, within this revision, the binding scene 
shifts from a tale of substitution to that of an inevitable martyrdom that 
sustains the ethos of nation-as-God. The tragic rearticulation of this 

as cinema advances away from its initial alignment with Zionism, a shift in 
representation ensues wherein the binding scene is often demythologized 

27

of the kibbutz, arguably the emblematic expression of proper Zionist 
Israeliness. Like other cornerstones, the kibbutz is negotiated on the 
Israeli screen through an evolving tension between utopian dream and 



repressive/oppressive reality. Studying this evolution, Eldad Kedem has 

the kibbutz as having a “crucial role of great value in relation to certain 
meaningful aspects of Israeli culture and society,”28 while later works 
“highlight the negative side of communal life, the hypocrisy, insularity, 

the moral decline and nationalistic trends of the times.”29 This latter 

a more productive, “ethical” approach to the kibbutz and Zionist legacy 
in toto, one marked by an openness to “new thoughts, new sensations and 
emotions.”30 Complementing Kedem’s work, Ranen Omer-Sherman’s 
Imagining the Kibbutz

elements of the kibbutz’s past, including its suppression of individual 
desire for the sake of the collective, and its dispossession of Palestinian 
villages as part of the Israeli pioneering effort. It also shows works 
engaging with the current degradation of the collectivist ethos, as it 
falls under the wheels of rapid privatization. Rather than reduce these 
audiovisual pieces to mere political negation of Zionist legacy, however, 

withdrawal and intimacy. These ambivalences, for him, are a testament to 
the artists’ “very personal entanglements with the history of the kibbutz, 
lives that ensure the humanizing provenance of their art.”31

More than its preoccupation with Zionist symbols, myths, and means 
of indoctrination, scholarship has chosen to engage with and reclaim 
Zionism’s respective Others, those identities and populations that have 
been marginalized by the ethos of “proper” Israeliness. This discussion 
has been motivated in part by what Yosefa Loshitzky claims to be 
“perhaps the major change that Israeli society has experienced in recent 



years”—namely, the “transition from ‘a politics of ideas’ to a ‘politics of 
identity.’”32 The move toward identity politics has brought awareness to 
the victimization of various groups at the hands of Zionist hegemony. As 

by victimhood,”33

belong to marginalized groups and who use their oeuvre to negotiate the 
legacy of this marginalization. These works have offered fertile ground 
for scholars to not only think about current cinematic engagements with 
victimhood, but also past representations where victimhood may be more 
implicitly marked.  

Shohat’s Israeli Cinema set the tone for this kind of investigation 
through its foregrounding of ethnicity as a category of social and 

Arabs and Mizrahi Jews by the Ashkenazi Zionist elite.34 With regard 
to the latter marginalized group, scholarship of recent years has given 

helpfully summarizes, struggle against marginalization through a search 
for “lost identity buried in their diasporic roots.”35 Raz Yosef, for one, has 

fantasy as a way of imaginatively communing with that which was lost. 
Such fantasies do not recover the lost object, according to Yosef; rather, 
they offer a proper mise-en-scène for the desire of recovery to reveal itself, 
while in the process “subverting the Zionist distinction between Jewish 
West and Arabic East, as well as resisting the hegemonic demand for 
the deletion of Arabic otherness.”36 For her part, Merav Alush-Levron’s 
scholarship has extended and further complicated these arguments 
on recollection, melancholia, and political resistance within Mizrahi 
cinema.37 In a representative argument, she points to a potential limit in 

reliance on Zionist discourse, which can also result in blindness toward 
“communities that are marginalized from the national collective due 



to their other national origin, such as the Palestinians.”38 Accordingly, 

of Zionism’s aggressive hegemonic practice penetrating Mizrahi 
epistemology,” Alush-Levron nevertheless asks us to acknowledge that 
their reconstruction of memory—and by implication, their construction 
of identity—is touched by a profound sense of “Mizrahi ambivalence.”39

Noting these threads, Yaron Shemer’s recent book, Identity, Practice, and 
Subversion (2013), offers the most sustained and comprehensive attempt at 
theorizing contemporary Mizrahi cinema to date. Shemer highlights the 

the context of Israel’s geographical periphery; with Mizrahi womanhood 
as the intersection of ethnicity, gender, and class; and with victimhood 
as a tool for agency and protest rather than as representing a “culture 
of complaint.” The result of such investigations reveals Mizrahi cinema 
to be “a developing, variegated, and inclusive artistic endeavor,” whose 

cinema’s credit, for it indicates the potential ability of opening up to “other 
social maladies” than “the Mizrahi issue.”40 Indeed, by his account, many 

“Mizrahi cinema” as being too narrow. Their sensibilities and histories 
draw them away from ethnic ghettoization to consider broader connections 
with constituencies that share a similar “structure of feeling.”41

As for the representation of the Arab Other in Jewish Israeli 
cinema, Shohat famously charted out in her seminal volume a historical 
evolution from absenting and/or blatant Orientalist stereotyping to 
corrective images that grapple with the blights of past representation, 
even while “operat[ing] within the general framework and assumptions 
of Zionism.”42

between ethnic tensions and the “the politics of focalization.”43 Within 
this vein of literature, Dorit Naaman’s work on cinematic formations of 
“passing” is of particular note. Initially making a comparison between the 
characterizations of Mizrahim and Palestinians in 1970s and 1980s Israeli 



Middle Eastern Jews to deconstruct ethnic stereotypes,”44 while for the 
Palestinian it ultimately reestablishes “existing racial boundaries and 
hierarchal social structures,”45 even when purporting to do otherwise. 
This negative pattern, Naaman subsequently argues, exists also in more 
current representations of Palestinians within Jewish Israeli cinema, whose 
“liberal outlook on the Other” does not prevent them from “positioning 
the Israeli viewer back in a comfortable place within Zionist ideology, one 
that imagines the nation as Jewish although no longer only Ashkenazi.”46 

address an Israeli viewership, and are therefore inexorably bounded by 
the ideological frameworks that set apart Palestinians as Other.

The problematic dynamic of portraying Arab characters from an 
Israeli Jewish perspective has been highlighted through juxtaposition 
with the growing presence of Palestinian cinematic self-representation. 
This presence is often distinguished as “Palestinian cinema,” even 

nevertheless important to recognize the web of entanglements that make 
this distinction particularly fraught.47 For, as Nurith Gertz and George 

is the history of the endeavor to recount the Palestinian story, against 
the setting of the Israeli account that had previously silenced it.”48 This 
connection has made possible for scholars associated with Israeli cinema 

the Palestinian story is told.49 In so doing, these inquiries have pointed to 
the measure by which Palestinian cinema separates itself from, but is also 
unavoidably implicated by, the aforementioned representational patterns 
of Jewish Israeli cinema.

While the categories of Arab and Mizrahi/Arab-Jew have traditionally 
dominated the discussion of Israeli cinema’s ethnic Othering, in recent 

ethnic constituencies that gained prominence in Israeli society over the 
past several decades. Of these, the community of immigrants from the 



former Soviet Union (the so-called “Russian immigration”) has garnered 
the most attention, both on screen and in literature.50 At the forefront of 
this research, Olga Gershenson, through a series of single and coauthored 
articles,51

oscillation between stereotyping and complex self-representations as one 

of Ashkenazi Zionism; their characterization as “foreign newcomers” 
only begins in the aftermath of the 1970s immigration wave, and then 

This latter representational pattern Gershenson divides into two 
categories: Pierogi Films, which borrow on Bourekas aesthetics, similarly 
leaning into ethnic stereotypes, and Russian Israeli Cinema, which is made 
by Russian Israelis with the intent of giving an authentic account of their 
immigrant stories. While the former celebrates “assimilation into Israeli 
culture as an ultimate goal,”52 the latter takes on a more complex stance 

53 For 

“accented cinema,”54 a global form of representation overdetermined “by 
55   

Also at the forefront of Israeli cinema scholarship’s critical concern 
has been the Othering of women by Zionism’s phallocentric system.56 The 

Other in Israeli Cinema” (1994), has proved formative in this context. In 
this article Lubin argues that Israeli cinema shares in the same mechanisms 

render woman as marginal, “not a counterpart of the male (center), but an 
object to be used by him.”57 Nevertheless, one major distinction separates 
the two sites of representation: while in Hollywood the dominant mode 

marginalization takes place in relation to “social positioning—women’s 
professional standing, their place in the community, and their role in 
the family.”58 This oppressive dynamic, according to Lubin, has only 



women directors, which attempt to recover female sexuality while raising 
awareness to the patriarchal underpinnings of cinema’s penetrative 
gaze. Yet in Lubin’s eyes, such resistance should at best be considered 
“subversive” rather than “rebellious,” for it does not fully confront the 
Zionist mechanism of marginalization-via-social-positioning and offer a 
helpful alternative in its stead. 

Complicating this sweeping account are engagements—including 
those by Lubin herself—which introduce the intersectionality of 

woman.59 Shohat’s work spearheaded such explorations, beginning 
with Israeli Cinema and culminating in more gender-focused studies. In 
her emblematic survey essay “Making the Silences Speak” (1993), she 
shows how women of Middle Eastern descent were marginalized in 
Israeli cinema’s gender economy, at times even more so than Ashkenazi 
women. This marginalization took various forms: female characters were 
absented from the screen, and when present, were exoticized, silenced, 

subjected to injury at the hands of Mizrahi men, only to be delivered by 
Ashkenazi male saviors—a representation that functions “ideologically 
to explain away the exploitation of Oriental women within the Israeli 
system as well as the exploitation of working class Oriental men.”60 For 

Israeli cinema, and, at the point of writing, encountered opposition from 
61

Lubin’s emphasis on women’s social positioning also receives 
further nuance through scholarly interrogations that concentrate on the 

article “Between Silence and Abjection” (1993), Régine-Mihal Friedman 
claimed that “widowhood becomes the commonest social status, whether 

62 This 
privilege, however, does not entitle the war widow to much agency. She 
is forced into seclusion within the domestic space, becoming the object 
of an inquisitive social gaze rather than “the acting subject of looking.”63 



While not being fetishized for her feminine beauty, she is nevertheless 
made corporeally transparent, “deprive[d] [. . .] of her body.”64 Adding 
to these claims, Yael Zerubavel recently detailed the evolution of Israeli 
cinema’s relationship with the widowhood trope. Only visible since the 
1960s, early examples highlighted “the social constraints of [the widow’s] 
role as a living memorial for the dead hero and the ways in which the 
expectation that she should continue this role undermines her prospects 
for recovery.”65 While marked by optimism as to the widow’s fate, these 
images were followed up in the 1980s and 1990s by a shift to pessimism, 

to demand human lives and by the dual attitude of the society that sees 
the war widow as a symbolic extension of her dead husband but also as an 
available young woman who poses a potential threat to the social order.”66 
In the 2000s, by contrast, the war widow is given opportunity to “to free 
herself from the double prison of memory and war,”67 without relying on 
masculine intervention. For Zerubavel, this latter phase could be seen as 
occupying a “feminist stance.”68  

on self-representation and its feminist potentialities has moved beyond 
Lubin’s initial paradigm into different directions, as in the case of seminal 

and Yael Munk.69 Rachel S. Harris’s trailblazing volume Warriors, Witches, 
Whores: Women in Israeli Cinema (2017) ties these strands together in an 
exhaustive attempt to interrogate woman-made and woman-centered 

with Israeli cinematic history, feminist ideology, and local Israeli feminist 
concerns.”70 Harris addresses various aspects of this negotiation, including 

sphere; the possibility of sisterhood between Arab and Jewish women 

Mizrahi women as a form of resistance; as well as the meaningfulness of 
interrogating female sexuality in relation to prostitution, rape, and abuse. 
These and other foci are used by Harris to emphasize “the ways in which 



the camera, in the stories they tell, or in the ways women are represented 
in cinema.”71 While attending to the importance of this activity, Harris’s 

progressive, as the weight of Israel’s cinematic history continued to 
overshadow the industry.”

With Israeli cinema traditionally expressing a “masculinist 
view,”72 gender-oriented explorations have also attempted to unpack 
this perspective and determine which formations of masculinity are 
constituted as its Other.73 Raz Yosef’s Beyond Flesh (2004) offered 
an important foray into this discussion through its emphasis on the 
relationship between masculinity, queer sexuality, and ethnic distinction. 
In this framework, Yosef investigates the ways by which Israeli cinema 
created and sanctioned a dominant mode of heterosexual masculinity, a 
process that involved the effort to “marginalize, sequester, discipline, and 
naturalize queerness.” His inquiry leads him to determine that Zionism’s 
“phallic masculinity is constituted through the force of exclusion of the 
queer, the (homo)eroticized Mizrahi and the Palestinian male ‘others.’” 

hegemonic masculinity from within as a “space of transgression and 
negation.”74 It therefore becomes imperative for Yosef to surface this 

“structuring necessity.”75

In light of its interrogation of the disavowed, Beyond Flesh 
understandably gives less room to exploring the ascent of avowed queer 
self-representations since the 1980s. These have been expanded upon 
elsewhere, notably by Yosef himself, whose scholarship foregrounded 
their participation in “homonational” desires to legitimize (and 
depoliticize) Israeli gay identity through its attachment to the myths of 
heterosexual collectivity.76 Most comprehensive in this line of inquiry, 
which also further detaches it from its emphasis on masculinity, is 
Nir Cohen’s Soldiers, Rebels, and Drifters (2012). Cohen’s book aims “to 
explore the ways in which cinema, as a primary source of gay cultural 

77 As 



such, he wishes to highlight how Israeli “gay cinema”78 can be “linked 
to an explicit social project of coming out, of giving gay desire a name 
and a recognizable identity.”79 In this framework, his analysis again 

to the continued legacy of Zionist heteronormativity, which oscillates 
between subversion and acceptance. At the same time, it also explores 

the imagined Israeli gay community, whose awareness of the politics of 
80 Most radically, 

“cinema of marginality”: one where “the protagonists’ sexuality is, though 
important, just another identity category,” and can as a result “illuminate 
other modes of oppression, in and outside of the gay community, related 
to ethnicity, gender, and progressively, religion.”81

Cohen’s comment on the progressive interest in religion—and 

Zionism’s secular ethos by ignoring and/or marginalizing Israel’s 
observant constituencies.82

the Israeli public sphere has prompted a robust reclamation of Judaic 
life in popular Israeli cinema (and television), led by both observant 

this development only of late,83 with the most exhaustive effort coming 
from Yaron Peleg’s Directed by God (2016). As in his other writings on 
the topic,84 Peleg’s volume is based on the premise “that a century after 
its establishment as a secular, Jewish national entity, the State of Israel 
at the dawn of Zionism’s second century is becoming increasingly more 
religious in many important ways,” and that “the most vivid testimonies 
of this ironic metamorphosis can be found in the history of the country’s 

85 In exploring 
these “testimonies” with relation to cinema, Peleg structures his inquiry 
along the conventional tripartite division of Israel’s religious sectors: 
the Haredim (ultra-Orthodox), whose representation has shifted from 
exotic (and often ridiculed) Others to “complex and loving humans”86; 



is offered as a golden standard of Israel’s new statist ethos; and the 
Religious-Zionists, who are critiqued for their fanatic investment in the 
Occupation. For Peleg, it is the latter issue of messianic fundamentalism 
that warrants most concern for contemporary Israelis aiming to preserve 
democratic rule. He thus ends his consideration with an appeal—
meant for the nation’s citizenry as for its audiovisual media—to follow 

of social justice,” without acquiescing to their more “belligerent and 
xenophobic parts.”87 

Dan Chyutin’s scholarship complements and diverges from Peleg’s 

Judaic-themed cinema, as it attempts to bring the secular and religious into 
recognition within a social discourse that sees these categories as mutually 

ambivalence through reference to Jewish mysticism. This reference not 
only arrives on the level of narrative intertextuality, but also on that of 

Jewish mystical aesthetics to enhance the medium’s potential to create 
“magical,” quasi-mystical states where viewers are pulled away from the 
normative coordinates of everyday existence and into a transcendental 
experience. Even when positioned within narratives that critique Judaism, 

entirely antithetical to Judaic belief, even if not beholden to the latter’s 

ambivalence, but also tacitly gestures toward a possible resolution—in the 
vein of New Age spirituality—where conceptual and hence social divides 
are overcome through experiential peaks of radical ekstasis and unity.88 

While the categories of ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and religious 
persuasion are used to explore practices of Othering in various cinemas 
across the globe, one social category seems obviously (though not 
exclusively) inherent to Israeli cinema: that of the Holocaust survivor. 

“as the main formative force in the shaping and construction of Israeli 



identity.”89 Ilan Avisar has described this impact as a “Shoah complex” that 
penetrates all walks of Israeli life, and which involves both a repression 

Israeli cinema, a fundamental aspect of this complex becomes apparent: 
namely, that more than a cataclysmic event that predates Israel, Shoah 
is a primary symbolic framework that is mobilized by Israeli society to 

“lessons”: on the one hand, “the critical value of life and the defense of 
Jewish existence”; and on the other, a need “to banish all forms of evil 
and in the case of Israel a special determination to avoid any immoral acts 
in the conduct and struggles of the Jewish nation.”90

Framed by these lessons, several scholars have charted out the 

representation of the Shoah’s lingering impact on the survivors and 
their offspring.91 Nurith Gertz’s Holocaust Survivors, Aliens and Others in 
Israeli Cinema and Literature
model for this development, which centers on the distinction between 
the category of “Jew,” associated with the survivor, and of “Hebrew,” 

transformation plots, in which traumatized survivors are made to 
imitate their Hebrew/Israeli mentors, while rejecting their own 
personal pasts. This process of rejection, Gertz argues, left subtextual 
traces of tension, which would become explicit in the second stage 

the Hebrew.” Here the previous dialectic is inverted in favor of the 
survivor/Jew over the Zionist/Hebrew, and in certain progressive 
cases is dissolved in order to overcome the constraints of a Hebrew-
Jew binary. These progressive tendencies do not prevail in subsequent 

times an attachment to simplistic criticisms that maintain this binary’s 

Zionist mythmaking from earlier periods.



In a more recent book, Two Faces in the Mirror (2009), Liat Steir-Livny 

the Holocaust tended to describe the survivor in negative terms, as broken 
people who did immoral things to survive, and whose amelioration 
can only be achieved through their transformation into Zionist Israeli 
Jews. In contrast, contemporaneous documentaries also celebrated 
Zionist achievement, but only at the price of a reductive representation 

recovered the Holocaust survivors, it did so again using the same negative 
stereotypes, only now applied against Zionism. Even before this turn in 

and sensitive explorations into their particular experience. According to 

documentary and move past patterns of stereotypical representation.92

Adding to the complexity of such historical narratives are studies 
that further deconstruct the category of “Holocaust survivor” through 
its intersectionality with other social determinants. In this vein, Sandra 

from the 2000s) that deal retrospectively with the Holocaust, and 
which feature female victims of sexual violence. Rather than seeing 
these characterizations as negative stereotypes, Meiri emphasizes the 

during the Holocaust” as a wound “that festers and resurfaces.”93 This 
“persistent portrayal of female survivors as victims of sexualized violence” 
not only serves to remind us of “the ubiquity of such violence in the 
Holocaust” and the lingering effects on its victims, but also to show us 
the impact, for subsequent generations, “of growing up in the shadow of 
women’s trauma in relation to the prevalence of (male) violence in Israeli 
society.”94 For her part, Yvonne Kozlovsky-Golan points to the paucity 
of representation, in the Israeli mediascape, of North African Jewry’s 
Holocaust experience. Such avoidance marks this experience as a “site 



of amnesia,” which can be explained “through the prism of a number 
of phenomena: miscomprehension, missed investigations and overlooked 
evidence, social geography and language differences, the impact of 
considerations of production and memory, the social status of the Jews 
of North Africa, immigrant absorption in Israel, and the development of 
the politics of Holocaust memory.”95 By her account, only in recent years 
has this tendency been partially reversed, not in cinema but in television 
series. Even these, however, “were in a sense small, esoteric works on the 
local level which attempted to deal with the much larger subject of pain, 
heritage, and identity.”96

victimhood, scholarly discussion has nevertheless veered toward 
organizing terms that do not fall squarely within the various categories 
of identity, and which enable a more concentrated inquiry into questions 
of historical memory. “Space” has been the operative term for one 
such line of investigation, which sought to determine how proper 
“Israeliness” is constructed and contested across canonic and noncanonic 
spatial formations (such as the port, the desert, the peripheral town, the 
metropolitan center).97 Here Anat Zanger’s scholarship, culminating in 
the 2012 volume Place, Memory, and Myth in Contemporary Israeli Cinema, has 
been particularly innovative. Zanger’s spatial discussion foregrounds 
the category of “place,” understood as “a cultural formation of both 
imaginary and political perceptions of land and territory.”98 For her, the 
construction of cinematic space in Israeli cinema reveals Israeli society’s 
attitude to the place, and divulges a growing friction—if not outright 
struggle—between the symbolic charge of particular locales and their 
actual realities. To note this struggle thus allows us also to recognize how 
particular ideational structures are used to regulate space, but also how 
the inherent distance between them and actual spatiality can also make 

99 In attempting to 
“identify the dominant modes through which Israeli sites are recorded as 



‘sights’ in the Israeli cinema,”100 Zanger draws our attention to a variety of 
places, the likes of airports, army boot camps, border checkpoints, deserts, 
gardens, swimming pools, and mikvahs. One site that receives special 
attention, here as elsewhere in Zanger’s work, is the city of Jerusalem, 

read “vis-à-vis the horizontal axis that positions the sacred place at the 
centre, and the vertical axis in space—the axis mundi which connects the 
spiritual world to the physical one.”101 As a holy city, Jerusalem has always 
been marked by the tension between these axes: where one emphasizes 
sanctity via abstractness, the other risks profanity via concreteness. 
Under Israeli-Zionist sovereignty this tension has been heightened, as the 
city was no longer an abstract object of distant diasporic longing, but a 
place of concrete lived experience. Israeli cinema has had to face this 
fact, and accordingly in its representations of Jerusalem “the traditional 
vertical axis is written and dismantled,” creating “a blend of the sacred 
and the abject.”102

Tel Aviv, often seen as Jerusalem’s profane counterpart, has also 

studies.103 One prominent example is Yael Munk’s account of the city’s 

of the decade’s cinematic output.104 Munk discusses these images in light 
of Tel Aviv’s prominence within 1960s and 1970s Personal Cinema, and 
determines that both periods focused on the city as a way of bypassing 
an explicit discussion of national concerns. Yet whereas Personal Cinema 
used this strategy as a direct critique of Zionism’s historical hold on 

such a criticism, and their protagonists appear to be suffering from 
amnesia regarding the history of their nation.”105 As Munk explains, the 
latter period was marked by different traumatic events, which affected the 

national place,” and by extension, “the loss of the original meanings of 
the Tel Aviv metropolis.” This loss translated itself in Israeli cinema to “a 
detached way of looking at [Tel Aviv’s] urban landscape,” breaking up its 



that are open to several interpretations, some of them contradictory, as if 
they were fragments of a traumatic event whose traces have been lost.”106 
The resulting representation, for Munk, gives evidence to what heroes of 
1990s Israeli cinema “are not yet able to express: namely, dissatisfaction 
with the meanings that emerge from that space and an awareness that a 
new multi-cultural identity must be created as the only possible means of 
expressing its true identity.”107

Munk’s reliance on the term trauma is indicative of its increased use—
and the increased use of trauma studies literature—within a variety of 

108 Raz Yosef’s The Politics 
of Loss and Trauma in Contemporary Israeli Cinema (2011) marked a crucial 

anthology Deeper than Oblivion (2013), coedited with Boaz Hagin, and 
Traces of Days to Come (2017), coauthored with Nurith Gertz—extended the 
inquiry further. Together, these studies point to trauma as a constitutive 
element of Israeli cinema—and especially Israeli cinema since the 1990s,109 
which appears to have taken up the task of addressing past wounds that 

110 Through mediating the 
traumas of the Holocaust, Arab-Israeli wars, the Occupation, and sexual 
violence, which haunt the present moment of their protagonists, recent 

repressed past and with the question of Jewish-Israeli identity and the 
denials and silences on which it is based.”111 In so doing, they also create 

Zionist narrative and asks us “to undertake the ethical responsibility 
for traumas that have been silenced.”112 While advocating the value of 
this call to arms, these studies nevertheless also warn us of its limits. 

reliance on dissociations, fantasies, and oblique metaphors—has made 
recovery of traumas particularly precarious, and this can support failure 
to acknowledge an Other’s pain (especially manifested, in Yosef’s mind, 
through the absence of “an ethical empathy towards the suffering of the 
Palestinians”).113 Additionally, as this language and referent experiences 



become more familiar within the Israeli public sphere, they also stand the 
risk of “being coopted into the bland mainstream where they no longer 
disturb and can serve politics as usual.”114  

With its conventional understanding as privileged means for testifying 
on past truths, the documentary has understandably taken up a central 
place in discussions of traumatic memory and ethical response in Israeli 

documentaries” made by members of the Holocaust’s second and third 
generation, which confront the long shadow of Shoah repression, 
silence, guilt, and shame in Israeli culture.115 Régine-Mihal Friedman’s 
contributions laid the groundwork for much of this scholarship, pointing 

space of transference between survivor and interviewer, and implies a 
particular quality of listening and empathy.”116 The witnessing itself may 
be marked by the impossibility of closure and redemption, yet it does 

progeny, a “prosthetic” or “post” memory that sensitizes the latter to the 
suffering of others.117

third-generation-made documentaries, which are forced to contend with 
the gradual disappearance of the Holocaust’s actual witnesses. Odeya 

secondhand witnessing” from the second generation. While the “truth” 

ethical act in pursuing it nonetheless, a sign of “refus[ing] to collaborate 
with crimes of the past, denial and silence.”118

Scholarship has also foregrounded the operation of trauma in the 
contemporary wave of documentaries dealing with the Israeli-Palestinian 

First Person Camera (2010), for example, Shmulik Duvdevani 
discusses a corpus of personal documentaries (or “I Movies,” to use his 
term) on the Occupation and recent Intifadas, seeing them as attempts to 
negotiate and alleviate “Zionist guilt” at the violence perpetrated against 



origins date back to an earlier trauma, that of the 1948 Nakba
thus function as confessionals, giving the opportunity to acknowledge 
the sins of the father, and take responsibility for their continued effects. 
Yet for Duvdevani, this mea culpa does not necessarily produce a 
more ethically viable alternative to the hegemonic Zionist discourse. If 

the Palestinian to help them cope with guilt,” ultimately positioning 
themselves as “victims, whose acknowledgement in their own culpability 
makes them better people [. . .] from an ethical standpoint.” As a result, 
in his mind, this corpus offers its (Israeli) spectators the opportunity 
to “feel better and more moral [. . .] while releasing them from active 

have already cleared their conscience.”119

The function of guilt and the im/possibility of seeing the Palestinian 

prodigious scholarship, most visibly in the 2013 volume Waltzing with Bashir: 
Perpetrator Trauma and Cinema.120 Extending and complicating Duvdevani’s 
claims about ethical responsibility, Morag sees a shift taking place in Israeli 
documentary cinema after the Second Intifada. While the prevailing tendency 
before was to focus on the testimonies of victims as to their psychological 
trauma, this turn marks a greater focus on the ethical trauma of veterans, 
who confess to their participation in various acts of human rights violation 
and atrocity. By engaging the trauma of perpetrators, a rift is created 
between them and the society on whose behalf they have compromised 
their morality. With this gap left unbridged, the moral burden forecloses 
on the possibility of alignment with the consensual Israeli positioning of 
the combat soldier as heroic victim of circumstances—a position Morag 

by these documentaries, the revelations of culpability are performed in an 

therefore does not “blur the boundaries between the psychological and 
the ethical; and through emotional reduction, between the victim and the 
perpetrator.”121 By disentangling the perpetrator-victim cultural symbiosis, 



and recognizing that each side “experiences trauma in different ways,”122 
Israelis arguably succeed in facing their culpability in unprecedented fashion, 
as well as apprehending new modes of care for the other.123

it as indicating a process of Israeli introspection,124 recent scholarship has 
also located in it, to quote Yosef and Hagin, “attempts by moving-image 
makers to conform to the formats of local and international television 
industries and to cater to the demands of distributors of ‘world cinema.’”125 

of this statement and offering an alternative way to understand Israeli 
cinema’s use of trauma.126 This alternative can be found, for example, 
in his ingenious reading of Danny Lerner’s thriller Frozen Days (2006). 

threat of terrorism,”127 this is not so much to meditate on its meaning 
for Israeli history and identity; rather, Lerner attempts “to access a global 
formal system”128 through surfacing the shared “sensibilities, structures of 
feeling, and worldviews” between the local trauma and the formal system of 
Hollywood’s “mind game” genre. For the director, making “a Hollywood 

global participation,129 which is to self-exoticize its own Israeliness—and 
Israeli traumas—as part of the “ethnographical look” of “world cinema.” 

130 this effort to 
denationalize trauma was doomed to fail. Such failure notwithstanding, 

131 for it invites us to look past such 

Over the span of a few decades, Israeli cinema scholarship has made 
considerable strides in creating a complex, multivalent, and richly 
contextualized understanding of its object of study. It is with such 



achievements in mind that we may also point to where this academic 

frameworks. Indeed, the persistence if not dominance of these 
frameworks within present-day scholarly efforts, while not without 
merit, could also appear potentially delimiting. Our interest at the 

outside of these self-imposed limits to an already thoughtful and 
challenging body of work.

One such avenue has to do with entertaining the possibility, 

examining the history of the cinema.”132 While initial interventions 

analysis with reference to primary materials, subsequent scholarship—
with a few exceptions133—tended to follow the general trend in global 

134 
This tendency has meant the underutilization of, for example, 

accounts of industry insiders Margot Klausner and Yoram and Natan 
Gross,135 Pablo Utin’s thoughtful collections of interviews with 
contemporary Israeli cineastes,136 as well as Marat Parkhomovsky and 
Avital Bekerman’s online Israeli Cinema Testimonial Database, which 

137 

censorship agency, the Council for Appraisal of Films and Plays, which 
are housed in and increasingly digitized by the Israel State Archives. 
In spite of some promising interventions,138 crucial work still needs 

municipal records. Capitalizing on such sources would surely enrich 

to rethink some of its key terms, including Zionism and the Zionist 
metanarrative, whose overuse has arguably made it lose some of its 

139



continued dependence on the national cinema paradigm. While certainly 

trends and concerns, discussion still tends to determine their meaning 
mainly in relation to the idiosyncratic characteristics of an internal Israeli 
conversation. As a result, it also avoids addressing the full scope of Israeli 
cinema’s transnationalism, which may offset the centrality given in research 
to the national determinants of Israeli identity and its overarching Zionist 
framework. Initial forays by Boaz Hagin, Raz Yosef, Olga Gershenson, 
Tobias Ebbrecht-Hartmann, Nitzan Ben-Shaul, Nava Dushi, Miri Talmon, 
Alison Patterson, Dan Chyutin, and Rachel Harris140

scholarship in the direction of cinema studies’ general “shift towards the 
transnational.”141 Yet while most of this research focuses on contemporary 

that Israeli cinema has always already been transnational, and therefore 
requires a historical reevaluation that gives precedence to this fact. 

Moving Israeli cinema from its national centering may also provide 
impetus for discussing it away from its dominant political reading. 
This change could potentially yield the formation of theoretical work 

and phenomenology broadly, without the resulting insights being 
necessarily tied to Israeli politics of power and identity. The greater 

than through its present, more symptomatic readings. To make possible 
this development requires that we ask important questions about the 

the social crises that plague Israel since its earliest beginnings. Yet it 
will force us to confront other profound methodological questions 

conditions, what becomes of the designator “Israeli” in the aftermath? 

by implication, demarcates the territory of a distinctly Israeli cinema 
scholarship?
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