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Abstract

This article deals with representing the Holocaust through a humorous lens. After discussing
the pros and the cons of using humour in different works since the 1990s to represent such a
tragedy as the Holocaust, in the second section, we will present the author that our case study
focuses on, Catalin Mihuleac, and his novel Deborah. The other sections attempt to answer
three main research questions: How does Mihuleac use humour in Deborah to depict the
tragedy of the Jews in Romania, particularly the deportation to Transnistria? How can
humour theories be applied to analyse this novel? What insights does this novel provide
regarding Holocaust-themed humour in literature? The third section explains what happened
in Romania during the Holocaust and why its memory is still difficult at present, since many
Romanians refuse to understand that their nation was involved in such atrocious crimes. The
fourth section is a synthesis of the humour theories that we will engage with. The last section
brings examples of how Mihuleac approaches the various theories of humour and what kind of
effects it has on the readers. We will eventually ask whether this way of narrating the story is
efficient or not.

Keywords: Holocaust humour, Romania, Catalin Mihuleac, Deborah, Holocaust literature,
Transnistria.

1. Introduction: using humour to represent the Holocaust

The Holocaust is one of the most horrific experiences humanity has ever faced. For a long
time, many thought that words could not encompass the entirety of horror, and issues of ethics
related to how to represent the Holocaust and how to transmit its memory to the next
generations appeared. After Theodor Adorno’s (1983 [1955], p. 34; also pp. 70, 73) indictment



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2)

“to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” otherwise often wrenched out of context and
interpreted as referring to any representation, in a lecture, Andreas Huyssen cautioned against
hastily misreading this statement and the tendency of placing trauma studies solely under the
aesthetics of non-representability:

When acknowledging the limits of representation becomes itself an ideology, we are locked into a
last ditch defence of modernist purity against the onslaught of new and old forms of
representation, and ethics is in danger of being turned into moralising against any form of
representation that does not meet the assumed standard.

(Huyssen, 2004, quoted in Brodsky, 2005, p. 266).

Until the late nineties humour “was seen as a threat to the sacredness of the memory of
those who perished in the Holocaust, and a disrespectful provocation™ (Steir-Livny, 2017, p.
22), and comedy was regarded as inappropriate to explain the world of concentration camps
because the artist needs to “take the utterly psychopathic as his norm, and make art out of the
forces of anti-art” (Alvarez, 1964, p. 66). Film was the first medium to break this taboo. In
1968, Mel Brooks’s The Producers caricatured Hitler. In 1972, Jerry Lewis’s film The Day the
Clown Cried that remained unfinished and never released focused on Helmut Doork, a
German clown, who was arrested by the Gestapo after he mocked Hitler in a bar. In literature,
the first humorous Holocaust graphic memoir was Art Spiegelman’s Maus: A Survivor’s Tale
(1986), which presents Spiegelman’s father’s story of survival in a world of Nazi cats pitted
against Jewish mice. The book became very popular since the late 1980s and won the Pulitzer
Prize for a graphic novel (1992). An extensive debate on Maus and the humorous
representation of the Holocaust followed (see Huyssen, 2001; Steir-Livny, 2016; for a
discussion on humour and the Holocaust, see Lipman, 1991).

In 1997, Roberto Benigni’s La vita e bella, the first “comedy about the Holocaust” (Adair,
1999) focusing on Guido Orefice, an Italian Jew, and his son, Giosue, in an extermination
camp in 1943, sparked considerable controversy and mixed feelings. On the one hand, several
critics saw Benigni’s humour as “an agent of transgressive subversion” (Adair, 1999) and an
“Athena’s shield” allowing viewers to look the horror of the Holocaust directly in the eyes
(Kracauer, 1960, p. 305), while several others valued it for exposing the inherent absurdity of
racial policies (Baron, 2005, pp. 135-170; Kerner, 2011, pp. 79-100; see also Ispas, 2020, pp.
51-70). On the other hand, the film was seen as a “total falsification” that “belittles and
sanitises the truth of the Holocaust,” suggesting it borders on “outright denial” (Niv, 2003, pp.
XVii, Xix, see also Logan, 1999). The next year, related to La Vita é bella (see Insdorf, 2003, p.
286; Ionescu & Tucan, 2025a, p. 132), Radu Mihdileanu’s Train de vie unfolded the story of
an East-European Jewish shtet/ (village), whose residents escaped the Holocaust in 1941 by
organising an imitation deportation train. Many other comic films on the Holocaust appeared
in the new millennium: Tommy Wirkola’s Dead Snow (2007), Quentin Tarantino’s
Inglourious Basterds (2009), Timo Varensula’s Iron Sky (2011), Ferne Pearlstein’s The Last
Laugh (2016). Under these circumstances, thinkers like Jonathan C. Friedman (2022, p. 1)
wonder if we can still ask whether it “is ever appropriate to engage the Holocaust through the
medium of comedy.”

Yet, let us first see what Holocaust humour is and why it provoked so many debates.
Holocaust humour “deals with issues and matters that are connected to the Holocaust: Hitler,
Nazism, Holocaust, Holocaust memory, Holocaust survivors and their offspring,” yet “the
growing number of texts that address the Holocaust through comedy, satire or parody worries
many” (Steir-Livny, 2016, pp. 105; 30). Paraphrasing Adorno in their Introduction to Laughter
after: Humour and the Holocaust, Slucki et al. (2020, p. 5) ask whether to tell jokes after
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Auschwitz is barbaric, leaving their readers to give an appropriate answer.! They explain that
the ethical underpinnings and implications of jokes depicting a tragic event is that the severity
of the respective event is diminished, which ties in with what Rosenfeld (2013) thought about
American Holocaust popular culture: it can be destructive and shallow, arousing feelings of
antisemitism instead of empathy with the victims. Texts written in a humorous key brought
“the end of the Holocaust,” since there is a big difference between the victims’ black humour
during the Nazi period (which was a legitimate response) and “merely cruel,” “tasteless and
mean-spirited” Holocaust humour, which can be seen as a form of trivialisation and
vulgarisation of mass murder (Rosenfeld, 2013, pp. 243-244).

Referring to the victims’ humour, Matt Lebovic (2020) shows that humour has always
been part of the Holocaust’s “memorial landscape” and it was not Benigni who invented the
genre: “From gallows humour on the stages of Westerbork and Theresienstadt, to lists of jokes
buried underneath the Warsaw Ghetto in the ‘Oneg Shabbat’ archive, there are diverse primary
sources for Jews using humour as a coping mechanism during the Holocaust.” Some scholars
dispute the preconceived belief that under tragic, macabre circumstances, including suffering
and facing death, laughter has no place and they showed that humour born of pathological
events fulfilled various roles, for instance, it was a form of resistance, a defence technique and
a form of trauma therapy through laughter. For instance, Sover (2021, p. 139) thinks that in
ghettos and concentration camps laughter “was a declaration of hope even when the word
ceased to have any meaning.” He records the declaration of one survivor who asserted:
“Without humour we would have committed suicide” (Sover, 2021, p. 139). According to
Friedman (2022, p. 13), attempts “to elicit laughter as therapy” can take “the form of
restoration or defiance on the part of victims. [...] It is the laughter of ghosts. Haunted
laughter.” Ruth Wisse invokes the Warsaw Ghetto jokes that historian Emmanuel Ringelblum
recorded, claiming that humour enabled European Jewry to face its endemic powerlessness (on
the same jokes, see also Kaplan, 2002, pp. 345-346). Questioning “the moral valence of
discussing humour during the hurbn (Holocaust)” is “pointless,” Wisse thinks, since “the Jews
whose catastrophe it was could no sooner have dulled their wit than altered the fundamental
powerlessness of their condition” (2013, p. 153). Moreover, she believes that

[h]aving forged their humour to express the paradox of a chosen people repeatedly devastated by
history, Jews could hardly give up their trademark invention in the hour of their greatest need. To
be sure, I have no record of either a Jew facing the gallows who actually indulged in gallows
humour or any Jews joking while they undressed beside the pit in which they would be shot.
Humour was never the main strategy of Jewish survival, but only a chronic habit of mind.

(Wisse, 2013, pp. 153-154)

Ostrower (2009) identifies the use of humour in ghettos and concentration camps as one
of the most effective psychological defence mechanisms for survival. Carpenter (2010, p. 18)
invokes one of Ostrower’s research projects in Israel in 2000 in which she asked fifty-five
Holocaust survivors whether humour was used in the camps and revealed that laughter as a
survival mechanism for the camp prisoners had “an uplifting quality that re-energised the
downtrodden.”

Our article presents a case study that focuses on Catéalin Mihuleac’s humour in Deborah
(2019), a novel which remains practically unknown to an international public, since it was not

! The book also engages with intergenerational issues; the contributors think that humour is perceived differently
from the first to the third generation of Holocaust survivors, an argument which can be also used as an
explanation why more and more books and films used Holocaust humour as we passed from one generation to
another (see also Sover, 2022).
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translated in any language. The novel combines the stories of the two worlds that no longer
share a common ground, namely the Jews and the Romanians, focusing on three central
characters whose destinies are intertwined: Deborah Maitasaru, Aurelian Leon and Emilian
Diaconescu. It is not Deborah who is the link between the two worlds, but Aurel Leon: he was
Diaconescu’s pupil, and he was sent as a spy to Transnistria. Over time, his perspective shifts
from that of a detached spy to one of profound empathy for the Jewish people’s plight.
Reading Mihuleac’s novel, readers often laugh, yet laughter serves functions beyond
expressing mere amusement, since Deborah proposes to us the laughter of a ghost who makes
us freeze with horror when we become aware that the atrocities that Mihuleac describes
happened on Romania’s territories and were committed by Romanians.

Our research questions are: How does Mihuleac use humour in Deborah to depict the
tragedy of the Jews in Romania, particularly their deportation to Transnistria? How can the
three major theoretical frameworks to humour be used to examine how comedic elements
function within this novel? What insights does the case study of Deborah provide regarding
Holocaust-themed humour in literature?

2. The Holocaust through Mihuleac’s lens

Mihuleac is one of the few Romanian writers who have dealt with the traumatic memory of
the Jews in the Romanian territories in a mixture of narrative styles and the first Romanian
writer to depict the Holocaust through a humorous lens. He has explored the Romanian
Holocaust in America de peste pogrom (America over the pogrom, 2014), a novel about the
lasi Pogrom; Ultima tigara a lui Fondane (Fondane’s last cigarette, 2016), a collection of
short stories; and Deborah (2019), which focuses on the deportation of the Romanian Jews to
Transnistria. These narratives can be read as protests against the way in which the Holocaust
has been constantly distorted, trivialised and denied in Romania. They confront Romanian
readers with the horrors that their ancestors committed.

So far, Paul-lulian Florescu (2024) discussed Mihuleac’s America de peste pogrom as
local versus global Holocaust memory. Florescu (2024, p. 7) identified several passages from
the interwar period newspapers that “reproduce with maximum accuracy” the discursive
horizon of the age and condemn the intellectuals in the epoch who spread antisemitism to the
entire population. Dumitru Tucan (2021) analysed both America de peste pogrom and
Deborah through the lens of postmemory. Apart from Tucan’s thought-provoking article, the
novel was talked about more in cultural journals or on literary blogs, yet these presentations
hardly went beyond plot presentation and uncritical opinions (Buciu, 2022; Grumaz, 2024).

Tucan (2021, p. 419, notes 1-3) traced the inspirational characters from real life from
whom Mihuleac built fictional versions. Leon was a real journalist who lived through the
interwar period and became a Secret Police informant in communism (see also Cioflanca,
2014). Diaconescu was the president of the Baccalaureate Commission in Cernduti (now
Chernivtsi, in Ukraine) in 1926; he discriminated Jewish pupils, was attacked, then sued by a
young boy named David Falik and wrote an antisemitic pamphlet that became famous during
the interwar period. Livezeanu (1995) described these incidents as well. Deborah is the
projection of Miriam Korber-Bercovici, a former deportee in Transnistria who wrote a diary,
Jurnal de ghetou (for an exploration of this diary, see Tucan, 2020; see also Tucan, 2021
which mentions Mihuleac’s short story “Balada Paduchelui” [The Ballad of the Louse]
included in Ultima tigara a lui Fondane that indicates that Deborah is portrayed after Korber-
Bercovici). There are many details that link the two characters, who are both beautiful girls
with red hair and freckles. Miriam was sixteen during deportation in 1941 (Korber-Bercovici,
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2017, p. 8). Mihuleac makes Deborah three years older than Miriam and he insists that she was
born in the same year as Maryln Monroe, with whom she shares beauty, sexual appeal, and
intelligence. Miriam received a notebook with leather covers from her friend Bondy, which
will become her diary (Korber-Bercovici, 2017, p. 17). Deborah receives a similar notebook
from her friend Sol exactly on the same occasion: Rosh Hashanah 5702 (September 1941)
(Mihuleac, 2019, pp. 90, 137). As Miriam heard that her friend Bondy committed suicide in
1970 (Korber-Bercovici, 2017, p. 124), so did Deborah hear that Sol committed suicide in
1978. Miriam’s father, just like Deborah’s father worked for an Orthodox church in
Campulung (Korber-Bercovici, 2017, p. 117; Mihuleac, 2019, pp. 106; 118). Both Miriam and
Deborah became doctors, both lost their grandparents in Transnistria, etc.

Mihuleac has assumed a risk that indeed made his novel either highly praised or highly
criticised (see “Deborah. by Catdlin Mihuleac,” Goodreads, 2025; “Deborah. by Catilin
Mihuleac,” Fable, 2025). Some readers think that the source of inspiration does not matter,
while others feel outraged that Mihuleac fictionalised the biography of a real survivor, making
Deborah a Nabokovian Lolita who starts her sexual life at 13 and uses sex to survive. Korber-
Bercovici’s diary contains no sexual references and the comparison between the two
characters raises ethical issues for those who focus on the similarities between the characters
rather than the writer’s general message. Some readers saw Mihuleac’s gesture as trivialisation
of the memory of a real victim of Transnistria. In this sense, revealing is Mihuleac’s public
post on Facebook (December 15, 2025), in which he mentioned that indeed Bercovici who
died in the summer of 2025, when she was 102 years old, was the inspiration for his character
and confessed: “she passionately hated the final product, although I explained to her, as early
as I was writing the novel, that the heroine Deborah only borrows some of her personal
attributes, without actually being her” (Mihuleac, 2025). Also, his recent polemics with the
literary critic Mihai lovanel (Mihuleac, December 22, 2025) came as a response to re-iterated
accusations (Iovanel 2025; lovanel 2020).

Readers viewing Deborah as a fictional creation observe Mihuleac venturing into a new
and equally challenging territory. Recent scholarship has shown that sex was a means of
survival in the camps (see Paulovicova, 2025; Phillips, 2025; see also Andén, 2025 on similar
findings about Gulag memoirs). The narrator, an alter-ego of the author (see Tucan, 2021, p.
418) seems to laugh cynically at all those who are outraged by Deborah’s acts, since they
forget that “[t]he space of literature is not only that of an instituted fiction but also a fictive
institution which in principle allows one to say everything” (Derrida, 1992, p. 36, our
emphasis; on the right of literature to say anything, see also Milesi 2020). Despite resembling
Miriam, Deborah is not Miriam. She is the product of the imagination of the writer, who is a
Pygmalion falling in love with his character. The first-person narrator confesses that Deborah
employed him to listen to her stories about the past, since she needed a “conversation gigolo,”
a “boredom secretary,” and an “insomnia scholar” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 10). After she finished
her stories, she decided to end her life at ninety-two, and made the narrator accompany her to a
clinic in Belgium where she was euthanised: “She did not die but withdrew from life. She
resigned” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 6). The narrator declares that her death was for him as painful as
that of his own mother’s. Throughout the novel, the narrator maintains a non-judgmental
stance toward Deborah, who utilises her sexuality as a means of negotiation and survival. On
the contrary, he seems to say something else, namely that in that horrible world any means to
survive was justified.

From the five parts (“Years 1918-1926: Some write history, others learn it”; “Years 1927-
1941: Railway station? Sunday? Transnistria?”’; “Years 1942-1944: Globalisation through a
sock”; “Years 1945-1964: Advantages and disadvantages of insomnia”; “Years 1965-2018:
Conversation gigolo”), only the second and the third deal with the Jews’ deportation to
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Transnistria. In all parts, Deborah remains a central character. Readers find out about the
circumstances of her birth, her formative years, her sexual life, the deportation to Transnistria,
her return to Romania and what she did during communism, while remaining a woman
“incurably ill of Holocaust” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 232).

3. The Holocaust in Romania and its memory

To understand why Holocaust memory in Romania is problematic, we endeavour to offer our
readers a brief history of the Holocaust in Romania. The Bucharest pogrom, explored by
memoirists such as Emil Dorian (1982) and Mihail Sebastian (2000) and writers such as
Rosita Fanto (2010, which presents also the “death trains” from lasi), the Iasi pogrom, the
topic of Curzio Malaparte (1946), and Mihuleac’s America de peste pogrom, and the
deportation to Transnistria (the topic of Deborah) were the worst events during the Holocaust
in Romania (for a comprehensive bibliography on the Holocaust in Romania, see lonescu &
Tucan, 2025b).

Starting with the 19th century, Romania had a long tradition of antisemitism, being “the
most anti-Semitic country of pre-war Europe [...] with an inordinately high percentage of
plain murderers” (Arendt, 1964, p. 90; see also loanid, 1990; loanid, 2000; Ancel, 2011;
Carstocea, 2014a; Tucan & Pascélau, 2024). Initially, antisemitic ‘theories’ combined with
“accusations of separatism, economic imperialism, and international conspiracy” were spread
by several of “the most prestigious political and cultural personalities in the country”
(Carstocea, 2014a, p. 6). Later on, the virulence of the antisemitic discourse intensified when
Corneliu Zelea Codreanu established the Legion of the Archangel Michael on June 24, 1927;
he portrayed the Jewish population as the “ultimate evil, displacing all the economic, social
and cultural problems confronting Romania (and Europe) into one comprehensive enemy
image” (Carstocea, 2014b, p. 48). The Romanian Holocaust had a unique status since, “aside
from Germany no nation took such an active role in the murder of its Jews as Romania”
(Kenez, 2013, p. 176).

In September 1940, King Carol II appointed Ion Antonescu as prime minister. Antonescu
forced the king to abdicate and made Romania officially join the Axis powers in November,
after signing the Tripartite Pact. Carol II’s son became the new king, although Antonescu held
the real power. Under his government, according to Snyder (2010, p. 229), “Romania,
Germany’s major military ally on the eastern front after 1941, was the only other state to
generate an autonomous policy of the direct mass murder of Jews.” In January 1941 a pogrom
took place in Bucharest and in June—July 1941 another one in Iasi (often spelt in international
reports as Jassy), followed by the “death trains” from lasi to Calarasi and from Iasi to Podul
Iloaei that transported those who were not killed during the pogrom in scorching heat without
water, resulting in a high number of victims (Arendt, 1964, p. 191; Deletant, 2006, p. 136).
During Antonescu’s government, the “purification” of the nation resulted in massive
deportations to Transnistria. The experience of the deported Jews in Transnistria was very
different from the Nazi camps, since, after the failure of negotiations with Germany to send
Romanian Jews to the east, Antonescu decided to deport them by simply abandoning them “in
makeshift camps and ghettos, most of which were open spaces close to the Bug, the border
with German-occupied Ukraine, which provided no shelter or other resources” (Stone, 2023,
p. 172). Moreover, “[i]n the middle of winter 1941-2, they were left to fend for themselves,
often living in animal barns and pigsties, with the result that tens of thousands died of
exposure, starvation and disease” (Stone, 2023, p. 172).
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Before Romania joined the European Union in 2007, several steps were taken to admit the
Romanian authorities’ contribution to the persecution and murder of Jewish and the Roma
populations. In 2002, Romania had its first Holocaust memory law (Ordonanta de Urgenta a
Guvernului no. 31 / 13 March 2002). In 2004, the International Commission for the Study of
the Holocaust in Romania presided by Elie Wiesel, the Nobel laureate for peace, Holocaust
survivor of Romanian origin, wrote a detailed report estimating that between 280,000 and
380,000 Jews perished in Romanian-controlled territories (loanid et al., 2005, p. 381).
However, Romania’s coming to terms with its past has been an extremely difficult process,
due to the conflicts with the traumatic memory of communism (see Florian, 2018, who asserts
that Holocaust memory remained permanently “under construction”; see also lonescu, 2017;
Chelaru, 2022).

4. Humour theories

Our case study explores how humour elicits laughter in Deborah and how humour theories can
be applied to analyse the novel. This short section presents the main theoretical issues that are
also briefly linked to ethical issues.

Humour has many purposes and functions, two of which are: maintaining social relations
(Billig, 2005, p. 124; Hancock, 2004, pp. 57-58) and confronting fear and coming to terms
with the less happy moments of one’s existence (Allan & Burridge, 2006, p. 204). When
confronting fear, it can also be a “source of consolation and of defence against the unknown
and the inexplicable, a moderator of life stress and a tool to advocate well-being in general”
(Martin & Lefcourt, 1983, pp. 1313-1324; see also Lefcourt & Martin, 1986; Cameron, 1993,
p. 5; Martin et al., 2003, pp. 48-75). Although the terms ‘humour’ and ‘laughter’ are
sometimes treated as synonyms, we should be aware that each can be experienced
independently of each other (see Dewey, 1894; Potter, 1954; Martin & Ford, 2018): humour is
usually the stimulus of amusement, whose most common physiological and social expression
is laughter. Humour can cause laughter, yet the two do not always occur together.

The three main historical humour theories (superiority, incongruity and relief theories)
share the opinion that “pleasure is mixed with malice towards those being laughed at” and
compassion is blocked and prejudice promoted (Morreall, 2009, pp. 4, 92-98, 105). This is one
of the main reasons why many critics had serious doubts about using humour in Holocaust
representations, as the examples from the Introduction demonstrated.

If the superiority theory refers to the laughter which is “an expression of a person’s
feelings of superiority over other people” (Morreall, 1983, p. 4), the incongruity theory refers
to what seems not to fit into what one expects about a situation. In other words, “[w]e live in
an orderly world, where we have come to expect certain patterns among things, their
properties, events, etc. We laugh when we experience something that doesn’t fit into these
patterns” (Morreall, 1983, pp. 15-16). As Section 5 will show, we can use the superiority
theory to analyse how Mihuleac related the ascendancy of Romanians to other ethnic groups.
Incongruity includes self-deprecation. We will analyse the Jews’ self-deprecating jokes to
describe themselves and their condition, thus constructing their Jewish identity in the novel
through self-irony.

According to the theory of comic relief, “laughter is seen as a venting of nervous energy”
(Morreall, 1983, p. 20); moreover, it is “based on a hydraulic metaphor of the nervous system,
which holds that the function of laughter for the nervous system is similar to the function of a
pressure relief valve for a steam pipe” (Martin & Ford, 2018, p. 36). In other words, it
provides the one who makes the joke with revenge on the characters who otherwise in real life
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made their life hard and it is a form of resistance to the oppressors who can be at least mocked
at through witty jokes. According to Freud (1928, p. 3), whose name is linked more to the
relief theory, humour “takes its place in the great series of methods devised by the mind of
man for evading the compulsion to suffer,” an idea that Section 5 will examine in relation to
the way in which the Jews tried to reduce their ordeal by laughing at their desperate situation,
thus using humour as trauma therapy.

5. A book “incurably ill” of humour

Mihuleac (2019, p. 232) presents Deborah as “incurably ill of Holocaust.” We paraphrase his
metaphor to define the entire novel which we find “incurably ill” of humour.

In this study, we will investigate only those fragments exploiting humour in relation to
the traumatic deportation experience or to larger antisemitic episodes from Deborah. Humour
is the author’s literary strategy and can be found at each level of the story. Everyone seems to
use it: the narrator and all characters, irrespective of their ethnicity. All three classic theories
of humour can be exploited to establish how Mihuleac rendered the impossibility of
communicating between the two worlds, the world of the Romanians who wanted to get rid of
their “enemies,” namely the Jews, and the Jews who felt aggressed by the Romanians. Our
analysis endeavours to provide answers to the following questions: Is humour a form of
survival? Does it serve to highlight the tragic precisely through contrast? Can humour and
self-irony contribute to the construction of Jewish identity in the novel?

When describing the way in which Romanians perceived the Jews, humour in this novel
has what Israeli psychologist Avner Ziv (1984) called an aggressive function, stemming first
from the Romanians’ sense of superiority that hides the frustration with the achievements of
the Jews. When used to show what Romanians thought of Jews, humour serves to highlight the
tragic through contrast. Romanians see themselves as superior and consider the Jews the origin
of all evils. Their jokes about Jews comprise evaluative beliefs concerning certain behaviours
that Romanians assume that the Jews have. The instances of disaffiliative humour that we are
using here as examples to point out the Romanians’ beliefs in the inferiority of the Jews
contain truly vicious, offensive and disparaging remarks. Diaconescu, the antisemite professor,
asserted in class in front of his pupils that while Romania was under Turkish rule, Jews and
Armenians had the habit of denouncing rich people as belonging to “Filiki Eteria,” the secret
society that set up the Greek War of Independence against the Ottoman Empire in 1821, in
order to “buy their goods for nothing and re-sell them with profit™* (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 19).
Such a scene was not unusual in the Romanian schools in the 1930s where nationalist,
xenophobic, antisemitic lessons were often included in the curricula. As we previously
showed, antisemitic theories had been spread from the 19™ century onwards by some of “the
most prestigious political and cultural personalities in the country: Mihail Kogélniceanu,
Vasile Alecsandri, Bogdan Petriceicu Hasdeu, Ion Heliade Radulescu, Mihai Eminescu, Vasile
Conta, Nicolae Iorga, and Alexandru C. Cuza” (Carstocea, 2014a, p. 6). These intellectuals’
works were taught in schools. Also, the topos of the rich Jew who makes money was often
used as a justification of antisemitism. The topos of the rich Jew originated in medieval
Europe, where Jews were barred from most professions, trades, and craft guilds and from
owning land. Since the Catholic Church strictly prohibited Christians from practicing usury,
Jewish people often took over the necessary economic role of moneylending (see Foxman,
2010). Antisemitism is associated with envy of the Jews’ ability to make do in every situation,
especially their talent of making money, buying and selling anything. Romanians invoked

2 All translations from Mihuleac’s novel are ours.
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some sort of pact with the devil, which made Jews dangerous for the Romanian society; they
thought that “God had sold himself to the kikes, God was circumcised” (Mihuleac, 2019, p.
217; on antisemitic propaganda as “a belief [Jews are dangerous] and an emotional generator
[causing fear, hatred, and a need to eradicate],” see Lobont, 2025, p. 50).

Diaconescu also considers Jews simply immoral, convincing girls to have sex before
marriage, and benefiting from all the assets that belonged to his fellow-Romanians:

Brother Costel, the kikes suck us, suck us, suck us! They suck our oil, they suck the sap of our
trees, they suck the strength of our virgins — whom they intoxicate with promises of marriage and
then force them to sell their bodies in gloomy brothels! The kikes push aside the calves to suck the
milk from the cow’s udder, and they also suck the brandy from our orchards’ plums and the wine
from our millennia-old vineyards’ grapes!

(Mihuleac, 2019, p. 46).

The humorous description of the Jews encroaching on Romanians’ territory (of the

2 13 99

exclusive ‘we’ which is revealing here: “our oil”, “our trees”, “our virgins”, “our orchards’
plums”, “our millennia-old vineyards’ grapes”) invokes a space in which in reality the Jews
had been deprived of all their possessions and had lost all their rights. Yet Diaconescu insists
that Romanian territories were trespassed by the Jews without the former’s (tacit) consent.

Blaming the Jews for the immorality of the nation and the bad economic situation
strengthened the Romanians’ group cohesion and the bonds between its members who shared
antisemitism. To emphasise why they were sticking together, they created a common language
made up of invectives such as ovrei (Yids) and jidani (kikes), and ultimately damaged the
addressees’ whole humanity. Marshal Antonescu who had conquered Odessa on October 16,
1941, ordered the punishment of the Jewish population from the city, more precisely shooting
200 Jews for each dead Romanian and 100 for each wounded Romanian on the front. The
explanation was: “The Jew — irrespective of age, sex, and civil status — was Satan” (Mihuleac,
2019, p. 133).

Humour as a source of incongruity abounds in Deborah. It first serves to highlight the
tragic precisely through contrast. For example, on the Romanian side, members of the Iron
Guard (the Romanian antisemitic organisations in the thirties and forties) are depicted as born
killers, yet shy when seeing someone naked: they were “bashful, so no sexual references!
They had no qualms about breaking your bones, but if they tripped over a little dick, they
would squirm” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 58). On the other side, incongruity results from Jews
intermingling “inappropriately” with Romanian culture, especially Christian symbols. Max,
Deborah’s father, takes pride in wearing Crucea Meritul Militar (Military Merit Cross), which
makes his acquaintances assert: “If it gets out that Max got a cross and is still showing off with
it, I'm afraid we won’t find a rabbi to perform the marriage ceremony for him” (Mihuleac,
2019, pp. 21, 23). Also, Max worked for the Orthodox Church in Campulung, but “[h]e
worked undercover, like a spy, because if the legionaries had found out that a Jew was defiling
Jesus’ dwelling, he would have been crucified” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 88). Related to this, and
perhaps one of the most hilarious incongruities in the novel is the book launch of the
Romanians in Transnistria, which was supposed to be a greatly nationalistic event, yet even
the dancers turned out to be Jewish women. The Marshal reads a report on this incident made
by a German spy and sent to him by Hitler himself while he is on the toilet; the reading
parallels the Marshal’s bowel movements (Mihuleac, 2019, pp. 157-159).

Another tragicomical incongruity is represented by self-deprecating jokes with a
therapeutic role, a trait that Freud included in the Jewish humoristic culture of self-irony which
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ridicules not only non-Jews but also the Jewish society’s most sacred values (Freud, 1963).?
Self-deprecating humour, self-directed humour and black humour enabled the Jews to rise
above their powerlessness. Self-deprecating humour is part of Jewish humour. Halkin (2006)
traces the origin of Jewish self-criticism, which he finds in the medieval Arabic tradition of the
Qur’an, under the influence of medieval Hebrew literature because “a great deal was written
by Jews living in Muslims lands.” The Arabic igtibas* and the Hebrew igtibas or shibbuts®, as
well as the comical version of the Arabic igtibas, magama,® were “rhymed-prose narrative”
and “lengthy, picaresque accounts that generally featured two main characters, an itinerant
rogue and a narrator who relates the rogue’s escapades” (Halkin, 2006). In these humorous
episodes, the Jew is presented as accepting that God has disappointed him, although “he
belongs to God’s chosen, the proof being that only a Jew can understand such virtuoso games
with God’s Word” (Halkin, 2006). Sover (2021) argued that the development of critical
thinking through the study of the Bible, rabbinical literature and the Talmud served as the
bedrock for the emergence of Jewish humour. Oring (1983, p. 265) thinks that Jewish humour
developed in the 19™ century, more towards its end, when “the faculty of humour was felt to
be one of the signs of a civilised humanity”; and Wisse emphasises that the Jews’ insecure
position during the late 19" — early 20" century might have made Jewish humour a way of
analysing “the difference between Jews and non-Jews” (2013, p. 10).

Deborah often constructs Jewish identity through self-irony. Jewish characters present
themselves as unlucky, and unprepared for survival. Although different Jewish agencies
endeavoured to help those in need, they did not know how to do it. The gift that Centrala
Evreilor (Jewish Headquarters) sent to the starving people from Transnistria who desperately
needed food was called the “irony box;” this contained “strictly necessary supplies: toppers,
pyjamas, tailcoats, thread gloves, lace panties, slippers” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 183). Using
humour to define this gift becomes a defence mechanism that helps the Jews alleviate stress,
cope with the tough situation in which they are and gain some sense of power in a helpless
situation (we paraphrase here Steir-Livny, 2017, p. 43, selecting from her categories those
functions of humour that appear in this passage). The scene is that of laughter through tears.
Those who had nothing to eat and were dying in coldness were “venting” their “nervous
energy”’ (Morreall’s terms, 1983, p. 20). As established in Section 4, the theory of comic relief
serves as a mechanism for both defiance and deflection; this is precisely how the possessors of
the useless “irony box” utilised irony to navigate their dire circumstances.

Another tragicomical incongruity appears between the Transnistrian deportation and the
way it was perceived by the rest of the population, Gentiles and Jews alike. When the
surviving Jews returned from Transnistria, Romanians believed that the Jewish people had
been sent to a nice place in which they had had a better life than the Romanians. Moreover, a
law in 1945 stipulated that those who had returned from Transnistria could go to university
without taking an entrance exam in the respective year. Deborah was admitted in the Faculty
of Medicine without exam. The Jews’ deportation to Transnistria was seen by Romanians as a
privilege:

3 Christie Davies disagreed with Freud about the uniqueness of Jews laughing at themselves, invoking the Scots
who do the same (see Davies, 1993, pp. 29-46; also Davies, 2010 and Steir-Livny, 2017, p. 15).

4 In Arabic, igtibas means quotation; it refers to borrowing phrases, ideas, or knowledge from existing books and
embedding them into a new work.

5 Shibbuts is the corresponding Hebrew literary device of the Arabic igtibas, through which a biblical phrase,
verse, or fragment incorporated into a new piece of secular or religious writing.

® Magama is a classical Arabic literary genre consisting of episodic, picaresque short stories generally narrated by
a a gullible narrator who is also the stories’ protagonist.
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“What on earth, by Moses’ foreskin, is this Transnistria? Why weren’t we given the opportunity to
go there and then enter college without an exam?”
The Christian colleagues did not understand why they had taken the entrance exam, and some lazy
Jews had snuck in. In their eyes, Transnistria was an enchanted land, administered by hot-headed
gods, who granted beautiful Jewish women exemptions from the entrance exam.

(Mihuleac, 2019, p. 198)

Yet even the Jews living in the United States had limited understanding of the full
implications of deportation and were unsympathetic to their relatives from Europe. When
Deborah explained in a letter to a relative how awful the conditions in Transnistria were, he
thought that Deborah’s parents were too stingy to use their money to live in better conditions:

Even in the family, empathy walked on short legs. In an exchange of letters with Rafael Weinstein
— her grandmother’s brother, who had fled to America in time —, Deborah explained how much
they had suffered from hunger, pestilence and cold, in the territory between the Dniester and the
Bug rivers. There grandma, grandpa and sister Astrid had ended their days.
“Sorry, but if you were hungry why didn’t you go to the restaurant? If you were cold, how much
was a motel room? You preferred to keep your money in the bank...”

(Mihuleac, 2019, p. 198)

While the first example (the point of view of the Gentiles) points to a more veiled form of
antisemitism, the second (the point of view of Deborah’s uncle) is part of self-deprecating
Jewish humour, corresponding to a social aspect of Jewish humour which Ziv (1993)
identified as the ability to laugh at one’s weaknesses.

Returning to Wisse’s work on Jewish self-deprecating humour as a means to
counterbalance their powerlessness which we engaged with in the Introduction, we can see
that Mihuleac often presents the existence of the Jewish people as tragicomic due to the
incongruity between the label of “The Chosen People” and their actual destiny. More than
once Jews argue with God in the novel. For instance, one defies him: “With such a God, there
is no need for Satan!” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 138); the dying Jews in the Mogilev Asylum offend
God while taking their last breath: “Only a psychopath would allow all this! You are a
psychopath!” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 173). Such outcries are a way of discharging built-up
negative energy, since, as we previously mentioned, through humour, the human mind could
evade the compulsion to suffer.

As we showed in Section 4, according to the theory of comic relief, one vents his/her
nervous energy through laughter (Morreall, 1983, p. 20). In this case, humour becomes a form
of resistance to the oppressors who can be at least mocked at through witty jokes. Many
scholars point out that before, during, and after the Holocaust, Jews made jokes about the
Nazis, Hitler, his allies, and antisemitism. We know, for instance, that Antonescu had the
nickname “the red dog,” hinting at his red hair and harshness (see Popescu, 2020, p. 48).
Romanian Jews often resorted to humour to deal with Antonescu’s antisemitism in general or
the atrocious conditions of deportation. Deborah’s family arrived in Atachi, a city where
houses had no windows or roofs. On the walls of the house that became theirs they found
messages from those who had died there before. For instance, a Jew had written his last
pamphlet on the wall, hinting at Antonescu’s lack of humanity: “The Marshal’s mare is more
humane and smarter than the Marshal” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 136). In this way, Jews took their
final revenge through ridiculing the Marshal who condemned them to death through sending
them to Transnistria. Deborah’s mother found this inscription both blasphemous and funny
and erased the word ‘marshal.” The wall was left to testify that “the mare is more humane”
(Mihuleac, 2019, p. 136). This mockery provided some relief, and reinforced the group
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solidarity (see Friedman, 2022, p. 4, for a similar example of mockery at Hitler and the Nazis
which “could result in something beyond the physical response of laughter”).

Yet, even in those atrocious conditions, aware of the hearsays about the concentration
camps, Jews were happy that they were dealing with Romanians rather than Germans. Some
Jews had successfully attempted to bribe Romanian authorities to be granted different
privileges: “If Romania had been populated by Germans rather than Romanians, not a single
Jew would have escaped unscathed from what was to follow” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 108).
Transnistria was horrific, yet it had no selections and no gas chambers, which made the Jews
reiterate that Romanians were better than Germans: “Let us thank Heaven that we are dealing
with Romanians in Transnistria. If Germans had been in their place, none of us would have
found the right trick to save our lives” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 167).

A form of catharsis that provided some relief was dramatic art, the theatre performances
initiated by the “fake” Jew, Aurelian Leon, who was Romanian but had been deported among
the Jews to spy on them. Using humour in these performances which were an integral part of
life in Transnistria served as a form of survival, since it helped victims keep their humanity.
This was not unusual in camps in Europe where the Jews were left to fend for themselves. For
instance, Ruth Bondi, a Holocaust survivor who documented the Jews of Czechoslovakia
under Nazi occupation, explained that in the Theresienstadt camp-ghetto, which was not a
concentration or death camp, but a transit camp for Czech Jews whom the Germans deported
later to killing centres, concentration camps, and forced-labour camps in Poland, Belorussia,
and the Baltic States, humorous shows offered Jews “a consolation, a momentary victory over
reality, a touch of illusion, a trace of freedom. Through humour the deported people could
hold out as long as they could, to maintain the integrity of their personalities, to cast off fear,
to chuckle instead of giving in, to disguise the dread, to view the present as temporary, a
bridge to tomorrow” (Bondi & Naor, 2008, p. 89). Sover (2021, p. 140) suggests that the
“extensive cultural activities” from ghettos, as well as the concentration and death camps,
were “indicative of the Jewish determination to retain their sanity. This extraordinary
phenomenon derives from cognitive and psychological self-defence mechanisms that illustrate
how man’s very existence resides in his consciousness and thoughts.”

Leon’s performances were inspired by the deportees’ daily lives. The plays that actors
performed were comical, proposing unique solutions to solve life and death problems:

Have the natives destroyed the toilets built by the deportees and stole their wood? No problem
about that! Given how much we eat in Transnistria, what good are toilets after all?
Do lice transmit exanthematous typhus? Let’s hold hands and spin around, and we’ll see how the
lice can live on. In a few seconds, the actors and spectators would dance a twirling and jumping
dance, and the insects would shed in clusters, their heads pounding with migraines.

(Mihuleac, 2019, p. 184)

At this point we turn our attention to how readers perceive Mihuleac’s humorous account
as readers. Can satirising, eliciting laughter, overstating be appropriate for depicting the harsh
conditions which Deborah’s family and many other families like hers experienced? We
showed that the humour theories (superiority, incongruity and relief theories) share the
presupposition that “pleasure is mixed with malice towards those being laughed at” and
compassion is blocked and prejudice promoted (Morreall, 2009, pp. 4, 92-98, 105). Some
readers may not feel at ease with this strategy, they may have serious doubts about some of the
jokes, assertions about Jews in the novel. Laughing at the Jews’ persecution may sound like
trivialising their suffering.

Mihuleac seems to suggest that representing the deportation story humorously is the best
way to challenge his readers, since the laughter of Deborah and of all the other characters
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ultimately becomes the laughter of the ghosts. Its role is to produce the readers’ catharsis,
stirring their emotions. Mihuleac thinks that “fiction helps us to build a warm narrative in
contrast with the coldness of history. Fiction offers us building materials, it takes out people
from statistics and transforms them into characters” (Martin, 2015). He asserts that Holocaust
memory is indispensable yet recognises that it cannot be sustained if the collective
consciousness is unready to engage in the difficult work of addressing the past. His way of
forcing readers into this working through process is often brutal yet necessary.

As we showed previously, in America de peste pogrom, Mihuleac condemned the
intellectuals in the epoch who spread antisemitism. In Deborah he does the same.
Diaconescu’s fake history, his lessons on antisemitism are only a few instances through which
Mihuleac handles humour to force Romanians work through their past. This produces
discomfort, since in order to do so, one needs to admit the past as it was. Many Romanians
still deny that the Holocaust happened within their borders and under the jurisdiction of
Romanian authorities (see Shafir, 2011; Shafir, 2012). For many Romanians, the Jews were
Hitler’s responsibility, a lesson that they took over from the communist party’s distortions and
manipulations (see Cioflanca, 2005). Hence, Mihuleac’s humour has a therapeutic effect for
those readers who need to understand the past as it was and reconcile with it.

Friedman has seen the Jewish victims’ humour during the Holocaust as the “laughter of
ghosts” (2022, p. 13). By the end of the novel, Deborah becomes a ghost. When he finished
writing her story, the writer adds that he has an ethical problem. Deborah employed him to
listen to her and laugh with her while making conversations during her long sleepless nights.
Yet, she never gave him a mandate to make her laughs public. At this point the writer realises
that he crossed the ethical limits. Yet, he adds: “If Deborah is angry with me, she will go over
it. Her posterity is long and on top of everything I come to be her conversation gigolo and
insomnia scholar” (Mihuleac, 2019, p. 279).

6. Conclusion

Following Slucki et al. (2020, pp. 1-10) who asked whether to tell jokes after Auschwitz is
barbaric, we explored the pros and the cons of Mihuleac’s humour which was used in Deborah
to depict the tragedy of the Jews in Romania who were deported to Transnistria. We found that
Mihuleac uses humour as a fundamental literary tool, integrating it into every aspect of the
story.

Our analysis illustrated the utility of humour theories as a critical lens through which to
interpret the novel’s narrative structure and theme. Through the superiority theory, we
demonstrated that Romanians portrayed the Jews as the origin of all evils. By linking
incongruity theory with the self-mockery characteristic of Jewish wit, we showed how humour
functioned as a mechanism to address — and even find irony in — personal weakness and
structural helplessness. In this case, we perceived humour as a defence mechanism that helped
the Jews alleviate stress, cope with the tough situations in which they were and gain some
sense of power. By applying the relief theory, we established that jokes aimed at oppressors
provided a means of symbolic revenge, allowing victims to exert agency over the figures
responsible for their suffering. The victims’ laughter worked as a ‘safety valve’ to process a
situation beyond their physical control, hence it was a form of therapy.

Finally, we explored the insights regarding Holocaust-themed humour in literature that the
case study of this novel provides. We asked whether in the face of such a major tragedy, it is
ethical to project an image of playfulness. Providing the reader with numerous humorous
fragments from the novel that we contextualised and analysed in detail, we demonstrated that
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Mihuleac’s novel can be seen as a project of Holocaust memory recuperation, in particular the
suffering of the Jewish population from Romania deported in Transnistria. We analysed
Mihuleac’s narrative strategies of forcing the reader to engage with trauma, culminating in the
spectrality of Deborah’s laughter — the voice of a ghost ensuring that history is confronted in
its raw, unvarnished form. Mihuleac’s novel serves as a stark lesson in memory; only by
enduring its difficult truths can the reader successfully work through the traumatic history of
the Holocaust in Romania.
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