
n o t h i n g  on t h e  widesp read  Nor thern  Athabascan llBushmenlf 
b e l i e f s ,  o r  any d i s c u s s i o n  on t h e  r o l e  humanoid m o n s t e r s  
p l a y  i n  American p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e ,  a l t h o u g h  an e x c e l l e n t  
pape r  a d d r e s s i n g  t h a t  t o p i c  was g iven  a t  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e .  
F i n a l l y ,  t h e  most g l a r i n g ,  and i n  my o p i n i o n  most s i g n i f -  
i c a n t ,  l a c u n a  i n  t h i s  b road  panorama of North American 
manl ike  mons te r s  is  t h e  o r i g i n a l  B i g f o o t  t r a d i t i o n  i t s e l f ,  
s o  much a  prominent  and mean ing fu l  a s p e c t  o f  P a c i f i c  North- 
west  f o l k l o r e .  Green ' s  dismemberment o f  t h e  phenomenon 
v i r t u a l l y  i g n o r e s  t h e  human e lement- -  t h e  e y e w i t n e s s .  

As bo th  e d i t o r s  n o t e ,  t h e  s u b j e c t  can s t i l l  be pro-  
f i t a b l y  s t u d i e d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i f  one expands  t h e  c o n t e x t s  
w i t h i n  which S a s q u a t c h - l i k e  b e i n g s  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d .  For  
t h e  t ime  b e i n g ,  t h i s  r a t h e r  s p e c i a l  i n q u i r y  i n t o  t h e  n a t u r e  
and f u n c t i o n  of manl ike  mons te r s  i s  a  welcome and i m p o r t a n t  
work, r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  s t u d y  of f o l k l o r e .  

I s r a e l i  Humor: The C o n t e n t  and S t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e  C h i z b a t  
of t h e  Palaah. By E l l i o t  Or ing .  Albany, New York: 
S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  of New York P r e s s ,  1981. Pp. i x+295 ,  
appendix  of t e x t s ,  b i b l i o g r a p h y ,  i ndex .  

Reviewed by Guy H .  H a s k e l l .  

On May 19, 1941,  s even  y e a r s  b e f o r e  t h e  f o u n d i n g  o f  
t h e  S t a t e  of I s r a e l ,  t h e  N a t i o n a l  Counc i l  o f  t h e  Haganah, 
t h e  underground d e f e n c e  f o r c e  of t h e  J ewish  community i n  
P a l e s t i n e  under  t h e  B r i t i s h  Mandate ( t h e  Y i shuv) ,  o r d e r e d  
t h e  c r e a t i o n  of a  pe rmanen t ly  m o b i l i z e d  s t r i k i n g  f o r c e .  
The immedia te  r e a s o n  f o r  t h i s  o r d e r  was t h e  need t o  be 
p r e p a r e d  i n  t h e  e v e n t  of a  Nazi t a k e o v e r  o f  P a l e s t i n e  by 
Rommells A f r i c a  Corps ,  which was s u r g i n g  u n d e f e a t e d  a c c r o s s  
t h e  d e s e r t s  of North A f r i c a .  Th i s  s t r i k i n g  f o r c e  was 

c a l l e d  t h e  Palmah (accronym f o r  p e l u g g o t  nahaz ,  ' I a s s a u l t  
companies l f )  and th rough  i t s  r o l e  i n  t h e  A l l i e d  i n v a s i o n  
o f  S y r i a  and Lebanon and I s r a e l ' s  War of Independence ,  
i t  won a  prominent  p l a c e  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of I s r a e l ' s  s t r u g -  
g l e  f o r  s t a t e h o o d .  The f o r c e  a l s o  e n t e r e d  I s r a e l i  con- 
s c i o u s n e s s  and f o l k l o r e  a s  t h e  symbo l i c  embodiment of 
I s r a e l i  c h a r a c t e r  and s a c r i f i c e  d u r i n g  t h e  heady y e a r s  
l e a d i n g  up t o  i ndependence  and t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  n a t i o n a l  
s u r v i v a l  t h e r e a f t e r .  Yet i t  was n o t  t h e  Palmah 's  m i l i t a r y  



success a g a i n s t  v e r y  l a r g e  odds which s e t  i t  a p a r t  i n  t h e  

I s r a e l i  mind, b u t  i t s  un ique  c h a r a c t e r  as a  f i g h t i n g  f o r c e ,  
a  c h a r a c t e r  wh ich  f i n d s  no p r e c e d e n t  i n  t h e  anna l s  o f  mar- 
t i a l  h i s t o r y .  

T h i s  un ique  c h a r a c t e r  deve loped  o u t  o f  t h e  s o c i a l ,  
m i l i t a r y  and p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  Y i s h u f  d u r i n g  i t s  

p i v o t a l  p e r i o d .  The Palmah was an e l i t e  c o r p s  made up 
l a r g e l y  of  n a t i v e - b o r n  Jew ish  P a l e s t i n i a n s  (Sabras) .  The 
Palmah was ou t l awed  by t h e  B r i t i s h  mandatory a u t h o r i t i e s  
and had t o  m a i n t a i n  i t s e l f  t h r o u g h  a  c l o s e  w o r k i n g  r e l a t i o n -  
s h i p  w i t h  t h e  k i b b u z i m  ( c o l l e c t i v e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  s e t t l e -  
ments) .  Groups o f  Pa lmahniks  were ass igned  t o  v a r i o u s  
k ibbuz im ,  w o r k i n g  f o r  t h e  k i b b u z  h a l f  t h e  month f o r  t h e i r  
keep, and spend ing  t h e  o t h e r  h a l f  i n  t r a i n i n g ,  e x e r c i s e s  
and o p e r a t i o n s .  T h i s  unusua l  way o f  m a i n t a i n i n g  i t s e l f  
and t h e  h i g h l y  m o t i v a t e d  young men and women who formed 
i t s  r a n k s  h e l p e d  g i v e  t h e  Palmah i t s  c h a r a c t e r .  

Not  o n l y  d i d  t h e  Palmah e n t e r  t h e  f o l k l o r e  o f  t h e  
p e r i o d  i n  l egend  and song, i t  c r e a t e d  a  body o f  f o l k l o r e  
o f  i t s  own. One fo rm o f  t h i s  l o r e ,  wh ich  d e f i e s  t r a d i t i o n -  
a l  genre  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,  i s  c a l l e d  t h e  c h i z b a t  ( A r a b i c :  
" l i e " ) .  I t  i s  t h i s  un ique  and complex o r a l  f o rm  which 
E l l i o t  O r i n g  examines i n  t h i s  work, and which o r i g i n a l l y  
appeared as a  d o c t o r a l  d i s s e r t a t i o n  a t  I n d i a n a  U n i v e r s i t y  
i n  1974 ("Ha-Chizbat:  The Con ten t  and S t r u c t u r e  of an 
I s r a e l i  O r a l  T r a d i t i o n " ) .  

O r i n g  b e g i n s  h i s  s t u d y  o f  t h e  c h i z b a t  w i t h  a  c h a p t e r  
on t h e  background and c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  Palmah, t r a c i n g  
i t s  h i s t o r y  back t o  t h e  f i r s t  Jewish s e l f - d e f e n s e  group 
i n  P a l e s t i n e  (Ha-Shomer, "The Watchman") and examin ing  
i t s  c h a r a c t e r  i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  development of  
Z i o n i s t  s e t t l e m e n t .  The Palmah was a  p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  i d e a -  
l i s t i c l y  charged e thos  of  t h e  p r e - s t a t e  p e r i o d .  As t h e  Pa l -  
mahniks v iewed themselves,  t h e  Jews i n  P a l e s t i n e  were t h e  
e l i t e  o f  t h e  w o r l d  Jewry, and t h e  Palmah was t h e  e l i t e  

o f  P a l e s t i n i a n  Jews. The sense o f  common purpose,  m i s s i o n ,  
k i n s h i p  and camarade r i e  was one o f  t h e  key f a c t o r s  i n  t h e  
Pa lmah 's  m i l i t a r y  success,  and imbued t h e  c h i z b a t  w i t h  
i t s  un ique  c h a r a c t e r .  

O r i n g  c o n t i n u e s  w i t h  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  
t h e  c h i z b a t  i t s e l f ,  wh ich  does n o t  f i t  i n t o  any of  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  Jewish ( o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l )  genre  c l a s s i f i c a -  



t i o n s .  O r i n g  n e v e r  a t t emps  a  c o n c i s e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  
chizbat .  Rathe r ,  he  d i s c u s s e s  a t  l e n g t h  s e v e r a l  s e p a r a t e  
" b a s i c  c o n s t i t u e n t s ~ ~ :  The Pe r fo rmers ;  The Aud ience;  The 
S e t t i n g ;  The Message; The Channel;  The Code; The A t t i t u d e .  

The t h i r d  c h a p t e r  d e a l s  w i t h  t h e o r i e s  o f  and ap- 
p roaches  t o  humor ( " a p p r o p r i a t e  i n c o n g r u i t y , "  " d r i v e  reduc -  
t i o n  t h e o r y " )  and t h e i r  u s e f u l n e s s  i n  a n a l y z i n g  t h e  chiz- 
b a t .  O r i n g  chooses t h e  f l s o c i a l  s c i e n t i f i c l '  r a t h e r  t h a n  
" h u m a n i s t i c "  approach i n  t h i s  a n a l y s i s .  An e x a m i n a t i o n  
of  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  and c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t s ,  i n t e r s p e r s e d  
w i t h  a c t u a l  chizbat  t e x t s  and e x p l a n a t i o n s ,  make up t h e  
b u l k  o f  t h e  c h a p t e r .  

The l a s t  t h r e e  c h a p t e r s  d e a l  w i t h  t h e  c o n t e n t ,  s t r u c -  
t u r e  and message o f  t h e  chizbat .  Throughout  t h e  book a r -  
guments a r e  i l l u s t r a t e d  o r  even i n i t i a t e d  by t h e  chizbat  
t e x t s  themselves.  T h i s  a l t e r n a t i o n  o f  e x p l a n a t i o n  and 
example i s  done a r t f u l l y ,  and c o n s t a n t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  
d a t a  makes t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  l i v e l y  and t h e  arguments conv in -  
c i n g .  O r i n g l s  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  and f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  t h e  
v a r i o u s  f a c t o r s  wh i ch  c r e a t e  t h e  humor and meaning o f  t h e  
chizbat  make f o r  i n s i g h t f u l  a n a l y s i s .  There  a r e  s e v e r a l  
i n s t a n c e s  when O r i n g ' s  o u t s i d e r  s t a t u s  may have obscu red  
h i s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  some o f  t h e  chizbatim. I n  g e n e r a l ,  
however,  t h i s  v iew f r o m  t h e  o u t s i d e  and h i s  s u b t l e  pe rcep -  
t i o n  r e s u l t  i n  h i s  f i n d i n g  c o n n e c t i o n s  and h a v i n g  i n s i g h t s  
perhaps n o t  r e a d i l y  v i s i b l e  t o  t h e  n a t i v e  I s r a e l i .  

One weakness of  t h e  work i s  t h a t  O r i n g  makes no 
a t t e m p t  t o  r e l a t e  i n d i v i d u a l  chi rbat im o r  t h e  chizbat  phe- 
nomenon as a  whole t o  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r e p e r t o i r e  o f  
humor. He c o n v i n c i n g l y  demons t ra tes  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  work 
t h a t  t h e  chizbat  deve loped  o u t  of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  c i r cum-  
s t a n c e s  o f  t h e  Palmah and t h e  Yishuv, and t h a t  t h e  body 
o f  chizbat im and t h e i r  c o n t e x t s  and characters  a r e  un ique  
t o  t h e  I s r a e l i  env i ronmen t .  Does t h i s  mean, then,  t h a t  
t h e r e  a r e  no  p a r a l l e l s ?  F o r  example, on page 83,  O r i n g  
d i s c u s s e s  a  chizbat  i n  wh i ch  a  newcomer t o  t h e  Palmah i s  
t h e  o b j e c t  o f  numerous p r a c t i c a l  j o k e s  by  h i s  comrades. 
When he has p roven  h i m s e l f  t o  them by  e n d u r i n g  t h e  o u t -  
r ageous  i n s u l t s  w i t h o u t  c o m p l a i n t ,  and i s  p rom ised  he w i l l  
n o t  be  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  f u r t h e r  abuse, he asks,  "Do you p r o -  
m i s e ? '  They s a i d ,  'Yes ! '  He s a i d ,  ' W e l l ,  i n  t h a t  case I 
w o n ' t  pee i n  your  c o f f e e  anymore'  ( 3 3 1 A ) . "  Two v a r i a n t s  



o f  t h i s  j oke ,  one i n v o l v i n g  an o l d  Jew and two Arab antago- 
n i s t s  on an a i r p l a n e ,  t h e  o t h e r  a  Ch inese c o o l i e  i n  a  Cana- 

d i a n  lumber camp, come t o  mind o f f h a n d .  I n  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  
and a n a l y s i s  o f  u n c h a r t e d  rea lms  o f  f o l k l o r e ,  t h e  r e v e a l i n g  
o f  s i m i l a r i t i e s  t o  known e x p l o r e d  r e g i o n s  i s  as i m p o r t a n t  
as t h e  d i s c o v e r y  of  un iqueness.  One o f  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  con- 

t r i b u t i o n s  o f  e a r l y  f o l k l o r i s t i c s  was t h e  emphasis on t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  even i n  t h o s e  rea lms  o f  e x p r e s s i o n  each group 
b e l i e v e d  t o  be c o m p l e t e l y  i t s  own, t h e r e  was a  u n i v e r s a l i t y  
wh ich  b e l i e d  chauv in i sm.  

O f  t h e  342 t e x t s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  work,  89 were o r a l l y  
c o l l e c t e d  by Or ing ,  and 253 were c o p i e d  f rom p r i n t e d  o r  
m a n u s c r i p t  sou rces .  The c h i z b a t  can no l o n g e r  be found  
as a  l i v i n g  fo rm of I s r a e l i  f o l k l o r e .  I t  d i e d  w i t h  t h e  
d i s b a n d i n g  o f  t h e  Palmah i n  1948. The l o r e  was no l o n g e r  
v i a b l e  w i t h o u t  t h e  c o n t e x t  wh ich  c r e a t e d  and n u r t u r e d  i t .  
The name, however, has e n t e r e d  t h e  I s r a e l i  l e x i c o n  i n  two 
fo rms :  "A1 t e s a p e r  li c h i z b a t i m l f  ( l l d o n t t  t e l l  me s t o r i e s ,  
l i e s ,  nonsense, d o n ' t  b u l l s h i t  me") i s  one r a t h e r  aggres- 
s i v e  i d i o m a t i c  usage; l e c h a z b e t  ( t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s ,  l i e s ,  
t a l k  nonsense, b l u f f )  i s  a  v e r b  f o r m  d e r i v e d  from t h e  f o u r  
consonants  o f  t h e  noun c h i z b a t .  A l t hough  my own I s r a e l i  
i n f o r m a n t s  t e l l  me t h e s e  te rms  a r e  no l o n g e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  
a c t i v e  l e x i c o n  o f  t h e  contemporary  s l ang -p roduc ing  gene- 
r a t i o n  ( m o s t l y  h i g h  s c h o o l  and army age y o u t h ) ,  t h e  t e r m  
c h i z b a t  seems t o  have deve loped,  a t  l e a s t  among some 
younger I s r a e l i s ,  an e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  c o n n o t a t i o n .  One 
t w e n t y - s i x  yea r  o l d  woman f r o m  Ba t  Yam t o l d  me t h a t  ch i zba -  
t i n  a r e  I t sca ry  s t o r i e s  t o l d  around t h e  campf i re  a t  n i g h t  
i n  t h e  scouts .1 t  The campf i re  remains ,  i n  any case, and 
perhaps we s h o u l d  be a  b i t  more c a r e f u l  b e f o r e  f i n a l l y  
b u r y i n g  any form o f  f o l k l o r e .  I t  i s  l i a b l e  t o  s c r a t c h  
i t s  way o u t  o f  t h e  g rave  and appear,  l i k e  i n  t h e  s c a r y *  
c h i z b a t i m ,  i n  ano the r  g u i s e .  

O r i n g ' s  work i s  w e l l - w r i t t e n  and i n s i g h t f u l .  I t  en- 
a b l e s  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  g rasp  a  sense o f  t h e  s p i r i t  and charac-  
t e r  o f  t h e  Palmah t h r o u g h  i t s  l o r e .  Indeed,  I s r a e l i  Humor 
i s  a  f i n e  example o f  a  s c h o l a r l y  work wh ich  i l l u m i n a t e s  
t h e  n a t u r e  o f  a  t i m e ,  p l a c e  and group t h r o u g h  i t s  f o l k -  
l o r e ,  an i l l u m i n a t i o n  u n o b t a i n a b l e  o n l y  t h r o u g h  h i s t o r i c a l  
and e t h n o g r a p h i c  d e s c r i p t i o n .  O r i n g  a c t s  as ou r  g u i d e  
and i n t e r p r e t o r ,  b u t  l e t s  t h e  Pa lmahniks  speak f o r  them- 
s e l v e s .  I s r a e l i  Humor i s  among t h e  f i n e s t  works on I s r a e l i  
f o l k l o r e  t o  date .  


