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TRAGIC LAUGHTER AND LAUGHING AT THE TRAGIC
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(2) Laughter is the shortest distance between to people - Victor Borge

(3) By making our enemy small, inferior, despicable or comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the

enjoyment of

overcoming him — to which the third person...bears witness by his laughter. Tendentious

jokes are especially favored in order to make aggressiveness or criticism possible against persons in
exalted positions who claim to exercise authority . . .Tendentious jokes are also highly suitable for
attacks on the great, the dignified and the mighty, who are protected by internal inhibitions and
external circumstances from direct disparagement.

Sigmund Freud: Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious
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(6) Humor was another of the soul’s weapons in the fight for self-preservation. It is well known that
humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise
above any situation, even if only for a few seconds.

Victor Frankl: Man’s Search for Meaning

(7) Look, without humor we would all have committed suicide. We made fun of everything. What I'm
actually saying is that that helped us remain human, even under hard conditions...At the Ghetto we
were looking under ground for things to laugh at, even when there weren't any....When | was
interviewed for Spielberg and they asked me, what | thought was the reason | survived, they probably
expected me to answer good fortune or other things | said that | thought it was laughter and humor,
not to take things the way we were living but to dress them up as something different. That was what
helped me. | wasn't thinking about miracles and wasn't thinking anything, | only thought how not to
take things seriously, as if | thought that this was the proportion that | was giving, and | guess it (this
attitude) helped me. Because it was absurd all that time, it was unconceivable, that they could do those
things to people...Humor was one of the integral ingredients of mental perseverance. This mental
perseverance was the condition for a will to live, to put it in a nutshell....However little it was, however
sporadic, however spontaneous, it was very important, very important....It was a cemetery all right and
exactly for that reason, the mere fact that we wanted somehow to preserve our personality, they
wanted to make robots out of us.

Chaya Ostrower: Humor as a Defense Mechanism in the Holocaust
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(8) Laughter was useful in response to the Holocaust’s tragedy because it provided an alternative way
of internalizing abnormality, it was a defense mechanism and established a type of revolt, and for many
of the prisoners, it provided a link for sustaining their faith tradition.

Whitney Carpenter, Laughter in a Time of Tragedy: Examining Humor during the Holocaust

(9) If I had to draw a picture of the person of comedy it is so | should like to draw it; the tears of laughter
running down the face, one hand still lying on the tragic page which so nearly contained the answer,
the lips about to frame the great revelation, only to find it has gone as disconcertingly as a chair
twitched away when we went to sit down. Comedy is an escape, not from the truth, but from despair;
a narrow escape into faith”

C Frye “Comedy” in Comedy: Meaning and Form
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(11) Not only do tragedy and comedy both represent human life, but they both tend to focus on its
problematic side. Something can be problematic conceptually, or practically, or both. We can have
trouble, that is, either fitting something into our general picture of the world or knowing how to act
in some situation. Tragedy and comedy deal with both kinds of problems. Put more generally, they
deal with the disparity between the way things are, and the way we think they should be. To use the
language of humor theory, they deal with incongruities.

John Morreal: Comic and tragic visions of life
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Rav Broka was in the city market and Eliyahu Hanavi was there with him. Rav Broka asked: "Is there
someone in this market who deserves Olam Haba (the Afterlife)?" Eliyahu answered: "No". After a while
two brothers came into the market. Eliyahu said: "These are people that will go to Olam Haba." So Rav
Broka ran up to the people and asked them: "What do you do?" They answered: "We are happy people
and we make sad people feel happy. Another version has it: "When we see two people quarreling, we
make an effort [through humor - Rashi] to make peace between them."
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