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Jewish and Israeli? On the Representative Function of Jewishness at 
Habima, the National Theater of  Israel  

By Anna Langer 
 

Copyright © 2012 by Anna Langer 
All rights reserved. 

 

 

Since the founding of the State of Israel in 1948, the nation and its various 
institutions have faced the incredible difficulty of addressing a question central to Israeli 
politics and national identity: namely, what is and what should be the role of Judaism in the 
democratic State of Israel?  This dynamic question has been raised and addressed in a 
multiplicity of forms over time, as a brief sampling of Zionist (religious or political) texts, 
international media, academic analysis, or sampling of Israeli and Jewish institutions will 
quickly reveal.1   However, an analysis of Israeli theater provides particular insight 
regarding the function and formation of Jewishness as representative – and moreover, the 
personification – of Israeli society.  This study will address the problematic situation of 
Jewishess as representative of Israelis, beginning with a brief historical investigation of 
Habima, the National Theater of Israel, originally founded as a “biblical theater.”2  I will 
then examine Habima’s current production of Hillel Mitelpunkt’s play, A Railway to 
Damascus, which reframes the Biblical figure of Sarah in modern context as the embodiment 
of problematic Jewishness and the instigator of multidimensional conflicts within the 
Jewish community and beyond.  Analysis of controversy surrounding the play’s content 
and performance will provide insight regarding public conception of the capacity and 
appropriate form of Jewishess as representative of their lived experience.  The three stages 
of this study will address the former predominance of Jewishness as the embodiment of the 
nation, investigate a contemporary attempt to redefine this relationship through theatrical 
personification, and suggest the future of this discourse in the public sphere.   
 
  Deriving inspiration from the reimagining of Judaism’s cultural forms in the 
Haskala3 and Zionism, Habima’s concern with Jewishness is of historic centrality to the 
institutional structure and choice of repertoire.  Founded in 19174 in Moscow, Habima’s 

                                                
1 For a brief sampling of scholarly discourse on this topic, see: Fox, Jonathan and Jonathan Rynhold. "A 
Jewish and Democratic State? Comparing Government Involvement in Religion in Israel with Other 
Democracies." Totalitarian Movements & Political Religions 9, no. 4 (12, 2008): 507-531; Marquand, David and 
Ronald L. Nettler. Religion and Democracy. (Oxford, England: Blackwell, 2000); Rothenberg, Naftali, et al. 
Jewish Identity in Modern Israel: Proceedings on Secular Judaism and Democracy. 1st ed. (Jerusalem; New York: 
Urim, 2002).  
2 Levy, Emanuel, 1947-. The Habima, Israel's National Theater, 1917-1977: A Study of Cultural Nationalism. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 23. 
3 The Haskala, or Jewish Enlightenment, “advocated the study of Jewish history and the ancient Hebrew 
language as a means of reviving a Jewish national consciousness”, a project that included revisiting classical 
Jewish texts in order to “modernize the Jewish religion.” Encylopaedia Britannica Online, s.v. “Haskala,” 
accessed January 30, 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com.proxy.uchicago.edu/EBchecked/topic/256614/Haskala. 
4 1917 was a particularly important year in the development of the Zionist national project: the proclamation 
by the British Secretary of Foreign Affairs that his government would “favour the establishment in Palestine 
of a national home for the Jewish people" (known as the Balfour Declaration) was seen as a promise and an 
inspiration to many Jews and Zionist organizations. Friedman, Isaiah. Encyclopaedia Judaica. "Balfour 
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Hebrew language productions utilized the Bible as a source of Jewish collective memory to 
express “the national revival and cultural tradition of the Jewish people.”5  Realizing the 
Zionist dream and establishing their permanent location in Tel Aviv, Habima continued to 
produce “distinctly Jewish” plays “as a means of creating and strengthening a sense of 
national solidarity and consciousness”, a brand of nationalism sanctioned by the Israeli 
government upon the consecration of Habima as Israel’s National Theater in 1958.6  
However, due to rising competition among the large Israeli playhouses in the 1960’s 
Habima began to favor a “‘flexible, popular, and opportunistic repertoire,’” causing 
“Habima’s secularization on the ideational level to be reflected in the gradual decline in the 
salience of specifically Jewish (biblical, Messianic, and national) ideas.”7  A desire to attract 
the predominantly secular, cosmopolitan, and ethnically diverse Tel Aviv population 
prompted Habima to shift from their previous mission of creating Israeli national identity 
through emphasizing Jewish content to simply reflecting it with a “universal” repertoire.8   
Tension arising from Habima’s concurrent desires for a marketable, mainstream repertoire 
while maintaining fidelity to the theater’s Jewish roots is cited by Emanuel Levy as the 
cause of Habima’s steady decline in popularity.9 

 
Yet, as previously suggested, the problematic role of Jewishness within Israel is not 

a problem exclusively confronted by Habima, but by the Israeli population and her 
corresponding social apparatuses at large.  As the National Theater, Habima states that it 
is their mission and responsibility to “reflect the… aspirations and problems that epitomize 
Israel,” such that Habima continues to stage productions concerning Jewishness and the 
Bible despite their institutional ambivalence to these topics.10  Habima’s current production 
of Hillel Mitelpunkt’s A Railway to Damascus provides an example of the manner in which 
Habima continues to engage in representing Jewishness without selecting overtly “Jewish” 
or “Biblical” material.  While the only undisguised Biblical reference in A Railway to 
Damascus is the selection of the name “Sarah” for the play’s main character, the play is 
structured as a subversive re-imagining the Biblical narrative of Sarah in a (semi)modern 
context.  Mitelpunkt’s reappropriation of Sarah hence enters a popular discourse in which 
“Biblical myths are [employed as] a recurring motif in the self-interpretation of Israeli 
culture, reflecting this culture’s perception of its unique plight.”11 

 
The reasons why Sarah (in comparison to other Biblical figures) assists Mitelpunkt 

and the Israeli theater-goers12 as a representative of the problematic nature of Jewishness 
                                                                                                                                                 
Declaration." Ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik. 2nd ed. Vol. 3. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 
2007), 85-89 Gale Virtual Reference Library, accessed January 21, 2012. 
5 Levy, 23. 
6 Ibid, 270. 
7 Ibid, 266. 
8 Emanuel Levy describes this shift as “Habima’s secularization and transformation from an ideologically 
oriented and specifically Jewish theater into a universal, modern one” (282).  Levy defines a “universal” play 
as one of foreign origins (non-Israeli or non-Jewish) (129). 
9 While Habima’s production of “specifically” Jewish plays has declined, Habima’s repertoire continues to 
display more interest in Jewishness than other large, popular Israeli playhouses, such as the Cameri or Beit 
Lessin (271). 
10 Habima.co.il, “Habima- Who We Are,” accessed November 4, 2011, 
http://www.habima.co.il/show_item.asp?levelId=64339 
11 Sagi, Abraham.  “The Meaning of the Akedah in Israeli Culture and Jewish Tradition,” Israel Studies, Vol. 3, 
No. 1 (Spring, 1998), 45. 
12 While I have previously suggested that Biblical references pervade Israeli culture, the teaching of the 
Bible in all strata (secular and religious) Jewish (non-Arab) Israeli schools has made it such that the majority 
of the Israeli population is well acquainted with Biblical myths.  Hence, it is not a stretch to suggest that 
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are numerous.  With the rise of the Zionist movement, the reclamation of Jewish 
masculinity through the rejection of the “passive” and “effeminate” practice of Torah study 
meant that “Jewish women acquired a new role that was ostensibly highly valued, the role 
of transmitters of Jewish culture to their children.  They were now held responsible for the 
maintaining the integrity of the Jewish family as the locus of the formation of Jewish 
identity.”13 The selection of a woman to personify the role of the Jewish religion in 
modernity aptly follows, and makes Sarah the prime choice, as the Biblical mother of the 
Jewish people.  As the Jewish national matriarch, Sarah is essential to examining the birth 
of the nation, as well as the role of women or mothers therein.  Sarah’s years of barrenness, 
her mocking disbelief in response to her God14-granted pregnancy, and her absence at the 
near-sacrifice of her son Isaac, complicate her maternal qualities.15  Further, Sarah’s 
original kinship with and eventual endangerment of Pharaoh, King Abimelech, and Hagar 
make her an important symbol concerning the origins of the Arab/Israeli conflict and the 
role of religious difference within the conflict.  Sarah also complicates the territorial aspect 
of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict, as her burial place in Hebron may be interpreted as 
legitimizing Jewish ownership of this area.16  The problematic nature of Sarah and her 
portrayal in Mitelpunkt’s play thus follows from this question: what can contemporary 
secular Israeli society do with the Jewishness that looms in the background of their 
national identity, especially when this Jewishness is a key source for fractionalization 
within the people and a cause for violence against them?  

 
Mitelpunkt’s A Railway to Damascus opens in 1942 in Haifa, where Sarah, a Russian 

born Jewess, is searching for a peaceful cosmopolitan life in what she hopes will become the 
Land of Israel.  Sarah exemplifies the integration and modernization of the Jewish 
community: Sarah is employed by Fathi, an Arab lawyer, befriends British soldiers, and 
structures her happily single life according to the mantra “unless we learn to live with one 
another, we’ll have to kill each other.”17  All begins to disintegrate as the threat of Nazi 
invasion pervades Israel and the occupying British Army considers leaving the Jews to fend 
for themselves.  Sarah becomes the epicenter of this many-sided conflict: her brother 
Shlomi joins the Lehi (a militant Zionist faction); the son of Sarah’s boss sides with an anti-

                                                                                                                                                 
most audience member (generally of the educated classes) would be familiar with the Bible, and particularly 
knowledgeable regarding the character of Sarah as the Jewish matriarch.  For more, see: Shimony, Tali 
Tadmor. “Teaching the Bible as a Common Culture”, Jewish History, Vol. 21, No. 2 (2007), pp. 159-178. 
13 Hyman, Paula. Gender and Assimilation in Modern Jewish History: The Roles and Representation of Women, 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1995), 154.  
14 Editors note: With the permission of the author, this piece has been reformatted to include the full spelling 
of the word “God.” The original manuscript utilized the spelling “G-d,” according to Jewish custom 
regarding the sanctity of the Divine.   
15 Jewish Publication Society, Tanakh: A New Translation of the Holy Scriptures According to the Traditional 
Hebrew Text. 1st ed. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985), Genesis 16.1, 18.10-15, 22.1-13. 
16 According to Genesis 23.1-20, Abraham purchased the land in Hebron as the burial place of his wife Sarah 
from Ephron the Hittite.  Hebron is currently populated by Muslims and Jews, for whom the Cave of the 
Machpelah (The Tomb of the Patriarchs, the presumed resting place of Sarah, Rebecca, Leah, Isaac, Jacob, 
and Abraham) is considered to be holy.  Following the renewal of Jewish inhabitance of Hebron initiated by 
religious Zionist Rabbi Moshe Levinger in 1987, the Jewish population of the city and its surrounding areas 
has continued to grow. In 1994, Jewish doctor Baruch Goldstein opened fire in the Machpelah during 
Muslim prayer, killing 29 and wounding 100.  Violence by both Muslims and Jews remains a frequent 
occurrence in this area.  For more, see: Avi-Yonah, Michael, et al. Encyclopaedia Judaica, “Hebron."  Ed. 
Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik. 2nd ed. Vol. 8. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 744-
749. Gale Virtual Reference Library, accessed January, 29 2012.  
17 Mitelpunkt, Hillel, trans. Julia Pevzner. “A Railway to Damascus” (unpublished manuscript), Portable 
Document Format, 11. 
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Jewish Arab nationalist movement; and Sarah’s friend Nini becomes dependent on her 
while pregnant with a child fathered by a British solider, whose family’s anti-Semitic 
sentiments stop him from marrying Nini.   

 
As the play’s main character, Sarah is the crossroads at which obstacles arising from 

religious nationalist ambitions collide. Sarah is the symbolic representation of the railway 
to Damascus, a cooperative effort between peoples and nations critical to the Ottoman 
project of the Hejaz Railway.18  The reference of the play’s title to the Jezreel Valley section 
of the Hejaz Railway that connected Haifa to Damascus suggests that Sarah and the Jewish 
community are transient and constituted by their relationships with others (like the 
journeying and hosted Sarah and Abraham of the Bible), while foreshadowing the 
separation and grounding of Jewish community through the Night of the Trains (or the 
Biblical consecration of the Land of Israel).19  On November 1st, 1945, the Hagana, the Lehi, 
and the Irgun (three Zionist paramilitary groups), joined forces to sabotage British and 
Arab interests by attacking railway tracks and stations, focusing their effort on the main 
railway switch in Haifa.  The Night of the Trains operation inaugurated the cooperation of 
the three groups under the Jewish Resistance Movement, as well as the unification of the 
Jewish community and Jewish communal interests in opposition to the Brits and the 
Arabs.20  Mitelpunkt portrays Sarah as the figurative switching station, the site facilitating 
either the perseverance of peace or the disintegration of the multiethnic community 
through religious national differentiation.  

 
Sarah does not identify as “Jewish,” situating herself in a humanist community 

founded “in co-existence, in brotherhood, in common national interests of all, in 
cosmopolitanism.”21  Emblematic of this potential for harmony, Sarah “will probably bring 
peace between Jews and Arabs in Palestine,” just as the Biblical Sarah originally enables 
peace between Abraham and his foreign (Arab/non-Jewish) hosts.22 It is exactly Sarah’s 
project of extra-religious and extra-national peace, both in the play and in the Bible, which 
eventually forces her identification as Jewish and incites conflict between the Jews and 
Arabs.   

 
In A Railway to Damascus, Sarah is simultaneously wife/sister/mother to her 

brother Shlomi and her orphaned friend Nini, just as the Biblical Sarah is wife/sister to 
Abraham and mother to the Jewish nation.23  Widowed and childless – a condition akin to 
barrenness – Mitelpunkt’s Sarah chooses to “take care of” Shlomi and Nini as she did her 
husband, providing them with housing, economic, and moral support.24  Both in the Bible 
and Mitelpunkt’s play, Sarah must provide for her family because of the threat of the 
Arab/Other: in the Bible, Sarah protects Abraham from Arab violent jealousy by 
pretending to be his sister (an act that gains Abraham much material wealth), while 
Mitelpunkt’s Sarah provides for Shlomi while he fights the British and for Nini, whose 

                                                
18 Encylopaedia Britannica Online, s.v. “Hejaz Railway,” accessed January 29, 2012, 
http://www.britannica.com.proxy.uchicago.edu/EBchecked/topic/259808/Hejaz-Railway. 
19 Palestinefacts.org, “British Mandate Armed Resistance,” accessed November 4, 2011. 
http://208.84.118.121/pf_mandate_attacks_jewish.php; JPS, Genesis 12.10-13.14.  
20 “British Mandate Armed Resistance.” 
21 Mitelpunkt, 19.  
22 Mitelpunkt, 19; JPS, Genesis 12.13, 20.1-2. 
23 JPS, Genesis 12.13, 17.16. 
24 Mitelpunkt, 13. 
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parents were murdered in the Arab Riots.25  Sarah’s sense of responsibility for this pseudo-
family prompts her to protect her brother from a threat by the Hagana at the expense of 
her boss Fathi, providing the Hagana with information that leads to Fathi’s death.  This 
decision leads Sarah to recognize that “when it comes to life, I choose my own sector.  It 
figures that in the end of the day, I am of ‘our own,’ the daughter of the clan, or the nation.  
I am everything I used to believe I was not.”26  Sarah is no longer the vision for co-
existence, as her role as protector/sister/mother/wife has forced the affliction of the Arab 
“household with mighty plagues on account of Sarai [Sarah].”27  Sarah’s agency in 
choosing is little; her social identification as a “daughter of the clan, or the nation” demands 
that she protect her “own,” revealing an ambivalent and unavoidable relationship to 
Jewishness that permeates modern Israel.  

 
However, it is because of this externally imposed Jewish identification that both 

Sarahs are able to become mothers, effectively terminating and reversing their former 
personification of peaceful co-existence by making them the source for the reproduction of 
Jewishness.  In Genesis, Sarah’s identity is transformed when God changes her name from 
Sarai to Sarah (meaning “princess”) and proclaims that “she shall give rise to nations; rulers 
of peoples shall issue from her,” such that the re-identification of Sarah as the princess of 
the Jewish nation also qualifies her to be the mother of it.28  With God’s decree, Sarah 
receives a new Jewish identity and the exclusive imperative to reproduce her Jewishness; 
her enterprise of co-existence with the Arab/Other is replaced by the need to preserve the 
uniqueness that is central to her and her offspring – their Jewishness – through the casting 
out of Hagar and Ishmael.29   

 
Similarly, Mitelpunkt’s Sarah was first coerced into identifying as Jewish to protect 

her brother, and then again when Nini and her baby’s lives are threatened by members of 
the Lehi, who represent an exclusionist definition of the clan/nation.30  Because of her affair 
with a British officer, the Lehi find Nini “guilty of treason to the Jewish people and 
cooperation with the British enemy” and murder her along the tracks of the railway to 
Damascus, signaling the end of Sarah’s dream “that one day Jews, Arabs, British– everyone 
will be able to go to any place in the world from here.”31  While Nini is accused of an 
inadequate display of belonging to the clan/nation by the Lehi and yet is “too Jewish” for 
her British boyfriend and his anti-Semitic family, Sarah’s essential Jewishness persists 
despite her desire to reject it.  Sarah’s recognition of her Jewishness and her desire to 
protect her “clan” is dually affirmed by her survival and the passing down her Jewishness 
through her adoption of Nini’s child.  Sarah abandons her prior attempts to forge peace 
between the Jews and their neighbors, allowing motherhood to constitute her completely, 
or as Sarah proclaims, “[Dalia] is all my life now.”32 Displaying the reversal of her stance, 
Sarah speaks as a member and leader of the Jewish people when she proclaims: “[W]e shall 
all fight for this country to the end of days.”33 

 

                                                
25 Mitelpunkt, 21; JPS Genesis 12.11-20. 
26 Mitelpunkt, 59. 
27 JPS, Genesis 12.17. 
28 Ibid, 17.15-16. 
29 Ibid, 21.10. 
30 Mitelpunkt, 65. 
31 Ibid, 66; 67. 
32 Ibid, 69. 
33 Ibid, 5. 
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It is important to note that, for both Sarahs, motherhood, like Jewish identity, is 
conferred through external agents: God grants Sarah and Abraham a child, and only 
because of Nini’s death does Mitelpunkt’s Sarah become a mother.  The fact that neither of 
the Sarahs becomes a mother on their own accord – and can do little but accept it – 
suggests ambivalence concerning their desire or ability to reproduce their (involuntarily 
imposed) Jewishness.34  Furthermore, the children of the Sarahs appear to belong more to 
the clan/nation than to their mothers.  Isaac may be said not to be the property of Sarah, 
but rather of Abraham or God,35 while Dalia is figured as belonging to the unified Jewish 
community.  In the play’s final scene, Dalia finds a suitcase containing sheet music of a song 
sung by her mother at the play’s beginning. While Nini sang this song to attract attention 
from British officers and prove her talent to a London talent scout, Dalia is rehearsing her 
audition for the school choir, directing her aim within her insular Jewish circle.  The lyrics 
of “We’ll Meet Again” are no longer a salutation for fellowship, but a valediction spoken on 
behalf of her exclusively Jewish community, as Dalia’s entrenchment necessitates that she 
“say goodbye with a smile, dear/Just for a while, dear, we must part.”36  The juxtaposition 
of mother and daughter marked by the song’s repetition, along with the removal of the 
music from the suitcase that recalls the failure of co-existence represented by Nini’s death 
along the train tracks leading to Damascus, indicate the grounding of the previously 
transient Jewish identity through Dalia; she models the new Jewish independence from the 
Other (British/Arab) through the primacy of her relationship with the Jewish clan/nation.   

 
In two recent events, Israel’s complicated relationship to Jewish identity that A 

Railway to Damascus illustrates has echoed in controversy arising from Habima’s production 
of the play.  In August 2010, several theaters agreed to exhibit their productions at a newly 
opened cultural center in Ariel, a Jewish settlement in the West Bank; 37  as their 
contribution, Habima selected A Railway to Damascus.  Regarding the implicit political 
implications associated with consenting to perform at this contested site, a Habima 
spokesperson proclaimed, “Habima is a national theater, and its repertoire is supposed to 
suit the entire population.”38  This statement highlights Habima’s desire to represent all 
factions of the Israeli population and thus (passively) participate in vigorous controversies 
dividing the secular and religious, as well as the Jewish and Arab, populations. A Railway to 

                                                
34 According to the Mishnah (Kiddushin 3.12) and Talmudic interpretation (Kiddushin 68B), Jewishness is 
passed down through the child’s mother.  Hence, the identification of the Sarahs as Jewish is reproduced in 
their children (as it would be for any future offspring of Daliah’s, as the child of a Jewish woman).   
35 In Genesis 22.1-19, Abraham heeds God’s request and offers to sacrifice Isaac to God, who granted Isaac 
life and nearly takes it away. 
36 Mitelpunkt, 72.  
37 Founded in 1978 as a secular settlement – an anomaly, as the majority of Jewish settlements were founded 
and populated by religious Jews – the current population is 10-20% religious, 50% traditional (identify as 
Jewish and practice most customs), and the remainder secular.  Settlement beyond the Green Line finds 
ideological justification in claiming a historical and/or divine Jewish right to lands in the Biblical areas of 
Judea and Samaria and disregards Palestinian territorial claims.  The fourth largest Jewish settlement in the 
West Bank, Ariel has been named “The Capital of Samaria”, and consequently holds iconic status in the 
Israeli/Palestinian territorial dispute.  The religious population of Ariel is rapidly increasing, thanks to 
efforts to attract this population via the construction of 13 synagogues and religious schools, and the 
establishment of businesses facilitating observant lifestyles (kosher restaurants, etc.)  For more, see: 
Go.ariel.muni.il, “Ariel, Capital of Samaria”. Ariel Municipality and Ariel Development Fund, 2012, accessed 
January 30, 2012, http://go.ariel.muni.il/ariel/en/index.php  
38 Levinson, Chaim.  “Major Theaters Raise Curtain Across Green Line.”  Haaretz.com, August 25, 2010, 
accessed November 2, 2011, http://www.haaretz.com/print-edition/news/major-theaters-raise-curtain-
across-green-line-1.310040. 
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Damascus is hence figured as appropriate for Habima’s inclusive aim, emphasizing the value 
of its narrative of religious conflict as crucial to all strata of the Israeli public.   

 
One day after the announcement of this project, Yousef Sweid, a prominent Arab-

Israeli actor and A Railway to Damascus cast-member, informed news sources of his refusal 
to perform at the Ariel location, stating: “I would be glad to perform in settlements in 
several shows that have messages I'd like to deliver in many communities. But settlers and 
settlements are not something that entertains me, and I don't want to entertain them."39  
Sweid’s comments emphasize a conception that both the play’s “message” and Habima are 
treading on dangerous ground in their attempts to address – and perhaps unintentionally – 
approve of a particularly Jewish conception of the State and the Occupied Territories.  In 
claiming that there are plays with messages he considers appropriate to address the settler 
population, Sweid suggests that the loss of the hope for co-existence and the emergence of a 
unified Jewish collective facing only external enemies which concludes the play may lend 
support to (misguided) settler ideology.  While settlers may perceive themselves as 
upholding the Jewishness of the Land of Israel and her people through their attempts to 
restore the entirety of the Biblical lands, for Sweid this presumed correlation between 
Jewishness and Israel (or conflation of “the clan” and “the nation”) fails to include him and 
poses a threat. 

 
In January 2012, the play became a matter of public concern again when the Lehi 

Veterans Organization wrote a letter to Habima and A Railway to Damascus playwright 
Hillel Mitelpunkt demanding the script be changed because its “false and offensive” 
depiction of the Lehi.40  The veterans claim that the portrayal of the murder of the innocent 
Nini at the hands of the Lehi is intended “to denigrate, scorn and mar [their] image,” and 
fundamentally misrepresents the Lehi’s enterprise as they “focused on fighting the British” 
and not on interpersonal relations.41  The veterans perceive the play as desecrating the 
image of the Lehi in the Israeli national master narrative as heroic protectors of the Jews in 
Palestine (i.e., “members of the clan/nation” par excellence).  The veterans further allege that 
the inclusion of the offensive scenes in the current tour of A Railway to Damascus at 
England’s Royal National Theater “could increase anti-Semitism and anti-Israel 
sentiment.”42  By extending the threat of the misrepresentation of the Lehi to include all 
Jews and Israelis, the veterans have reaffirmed their position as the exemplary form of the 
Jewish Israeli.  This expansive interpretation effectively recreates the “offensive” model 
offered by Mitelpunkt’s play, though now it is Mitelpunkt and Habima who are “guilty of 
treason to the Jewish people and cooperation with the British enemy” because of their 
betrayal of the Jewish collective, and must be silenced for the good of the entire 
clan/nation.43  

 
We can now see a recurring pattern, both in the play and in public responses to it: 

each individual both holds and represents the “appropriate” ideological position regarding 

                                                
39 Levinson, Chaim.  “Israeli Theater Actors Refuse to Perform at New West Bank Cultural Center.”  
Haaretz.com, August 26, 2010, accessed November 2, 2011, http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/israeli-
theater-actors-refuse-to-perform-at-new-west-bank-cultural-center-1.310314 
40 Blumenfeld, Revital.  “Veterans of Pre-State Zionist Militia up in Arms Over ‘Misleading’ Habima Play.”  
Haaretz.com, January 10, 2012, accessed January 10, 2012, http://www.haaretz.com/culture/veterans-of-pre-
state-zionist-militia-up-in-arms-over-misleading-habima-play-1.406356. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Mitelpunkt, 66.#
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the Jewishness of Israel, such that clashes between these representatives endangers the 
very existence of the clan/nation as they see it and their existence in it.  Sweid’s refusal to 
perform proves his desire to speak for a population for whom there is no direct correlation 
between Jewisheness and Israeliness, the settlers have chosen to live in Ariel to prove the 
reverse, and the Lehi Veterans proclaim that they so typify Jews and Israelis that a 
distortion of their image will reflect on the entire clan and/or nation.  With such 
personification of the problematic role of Jewishness in Israel, it follows that a theatrical 
representation of this dilemma in which characters embody an ideology may be interpreted 
as so similar to reality that misrepresentations found therein threaten these real 
representative bodies.  However, if Israeli individuals feel that they personify specific 
ideological perspectives regarding the Jewishness of Israel, then theater, with its 
emblematic characters, is granted a unique capacity to reflect and affect reality.  
 

With this expanded understanding of the form Israeli identity discourse, we can 
now extend our original question regarding the function of Jewishness as representative of 
Israeli society to include the uncomfortable challenge that Mitelpunkt’s play provokes: Can 
there be an Israeli identity which includes Jewishness, but is not based off of negation or 
opposition?  Every account we have examined exposes the creation of a national or 
religious identity in opposition to an Other: Jewishness/Israeliness arises against the 
British/Arab Other in the play and the Bible, Sweid opposes the settlers, the Lehi resisted 
the British in the past and currently challenge Mitelpunkt and Habima.  Mitelpunkt’s play 
demonstrates that now, in pre-State Palestine, and in the Bible itself, Jewishness – like all 
identities – necessitates the negation of or opposition towards Others.  We are now left 
with new questions: is it possible represent ourselves, in art or otherwise, without causing 
harmful differentiation?  What is the role of identity and its representations in the present 
when one is aware of the problems created by these demarcations in the past?  Is co-
existence contingent on the loss of identity, and hence a loss of representation in art, or can 
co-existence be a form of identity itself, fostering new forms of artistic representation? 
While Mitelpunkt does not provide answers to these questions, by calling attention to their 
timelessness, he has made the challenge to Israel, and the global community, remarkably 
clear.  
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