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Is Anybody Out There Laughing?

Plunging into a book titled Nationalsozialistische
Satire und @Deutscher Humora one has a right to expect
the occasional chuckle. There are almost none. Its style is
so streng wissenschaftlich (severely scholarly) that it won
the Ernst Reuter dissertation prize at the Free University
of Berlin. How is it possible to publish a book on humor
and satire in the Third Reich without including a few car-
toons, when the graphic arts were such a staple of Nazi
propaganda? Yet there is not a single illustration in the
entire book. So how are we to get the joke? Well, in the
first place, it all depends on what you mean by 4humor.a
And by the way, satire is not humor. The author defines
these and many other related terms with such fine de-
grees of distinction that oneas head begins to swim a lit-
tle. One of the surprising revelations of his study is the
sheer number of theoretical articles published by com-
mentators and authors during the period worrying about
whether the public was getting the point. To his credit,
he has slogged through whole deserts of arid nonsense
of this kind. And he has ploughed through hundreds of
third-rate, once popular, and now long-forgotten plays,

since one of his central interests is the theater. Perhaps
that alone deserves a prize!

One of Patrick Merzigeras principal aims is to dis-
credit the common perception that humor in the Third
Reich was largely expressed in FIAY%sterwitze (so-called
whispered jokes), often directed against the Nazi leader-
ship. These, he claims with some justification, have been
foregrounded to emphasize that there was danother Ger-
many4 of sensible people who did not follow their lead-
ers uncritically. He also points out that their authenticity
as contemporary jokes is frequently questionable, since
some editors only started to collect them after 1945. In ad-
dition, since many were related in Nazi Party circles and
especially among adolescent Hitler Youths, they cannot
be cited as evidence of anti-Nazi sentiment. Merzigeras
main focus is on the theaterahe claims there were sixty
thousand stages in Germany in 19334and on booksathe
Wehrmacht alone had sixty-five million books printed
during the Second World War.

The first half of the book deals with satire, which
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many authors felt to be an appropriate tool to damage
the enemies of the new Reich. Their enthusiasm is curi-
ous, and perhaps reflects the fact that few people actu-
ally read Mein Kampf, where Adolf Hitler had rejected
the use of satire in propaganda, mindful of examples in
the First World War that portrayed the British as cow-
ardly or stupid. That led German troops to underestimate
their enemy, leading to defeats in battle. However, Joseph
Goebbels felt that satire was just what was needed, and
his own books in this genre easily outsold his rather fee-
ble novel, Michael (1929). The goal was to destroy the en-
emy by making him ridiculous, through laughter to ha-
tred. We are all familiar with grotesque cartoon draw-
ings of Jews, but Goebbels even went to the trouble of
touching up photographs, for example, making the nose
of Berlin Political Police Chief Bernhard Weiss look big-
ger in one of his books. The trouble was that heavy-
handed satire could provoke sympathy for the target. Al-
ready in 1932 one commentator had asserted that, un-
like French or Jewish jokes, German humor was char-
acterized by love, tolerance, profundity, and idealism.
That could hardly be said for the derision heaped on the
opponents of the Nazis. Not all the targets were Jews,
of course, and various victims began to protest. In one
scene of the 1933 film Hitlerjunge Quex, a Communist is
shown, reading a popular fashion magazine. Its circula-
tion dropped immediately, and the editors demanded that
the scene be cut out. The play, Die endlose StraAe, with
successful runs since 1930, made a mockery of an army
paymaster. Now that a government more supportive of
the military was in charge, the Association of German
Paymasters lodged a complaint in 1933 that the play was
falsely suggesting that this was 4an exemplary represen-
tation of frontline experience in the Second World Wara
(Merziger means the First World War) (p. 116). Other
plays gave rise to regional outcries against the portrayal
of stupid Saxons or boorish Bavarians. Merziger sees this
not as a sign of real rebelliousness (Renitenz), but rather
as a desire to fit in and belong, not to be viewed as the
outsider. Konjunktur was the big hit of the 1933-34 the-
ater season. The play examined in a comedic fashion the
rush of millions of Germans to join the Nazi Party, thus
treating the issues of inclusion and exclusion.

In 1933 alone, thirty dissertations on satire and cari-
cature were produced in university departments of jour-
nalism. And throughout the book, Merziger emphasizes
the importance of such theorists and critics in subse-
quently effecting a shift away from satire. The negativity
was causing damage. In February 1936, the SS newspa-
per Das Schwarze Korps ran an article calling for AMore

Humor!a It referred to complaints the editors had fielded
from civil servants, tailors, doctors, valets, bakers, ac-
countants, and even lion tamers, all of whom felt they
were being ridiculed. Merziger sees this article, directed
more at writers than the general public, as a turning point
in the shift away from satire toward 4German humor.a
Serious discussion moved from seeing satire as the wave
of the future, to conceding that the problems it was caus-
ing required some modification, and finally to rejecting
it as too destructive. In the late 1930s, satirical maga-
zines duly ran fewer distorted cartoons of Jews, and more
of naked women. Even that could not save their plum-
meting circulation numbers. Some clung to satire rather
longer, such as the wartime magazine Signal, which ini-
tially printed a color cartoon on its back cover, for ex-
ample, satirizing the British plutocracy. Yet this quickly
gave way to pictures of womenés bare legs in 1941.

A major point made by the author is that the Nazi
leadership was in the end unable to control the publicas
taste in humor. He notes that Goebbels never stopped
believing that satire and caricature were the most suit-
able forms of comedy for the regime. But even Goebbels
backed off from this at times. In February 1938, one week
after Anthony Eden had resigned as British foreign sec-
retary in protest against Neville Chamberlainas appease-
ment policies, the Propaganda Ministry issued a press di-
rective, halting any more cartoons of Eden. They would
simply fix him more firmly in the minds of the German
public, and the man needed to be forgotten. An SS in-
structional booklet of 1942 rallied its readers with the
cry: &We want to prove to the Bolsheviks, Mr. Churchill,
and Mr. Roosevelt that Germany not only understands
how to fight better..., we want to prove that it knows how
to laugh bettera (p. 185). That was certainly Goebbelsas
bizarre belief in an article in the VA9lkischer Beobachter
in February 1939: &There is enough, and more than
enough, humor in Germany.... We believe that in no other
European country today is there so much fun as in Ger-
manya (p. 186). That was a long way away from the
view of authors like Georg Foerster at the dawn of the
Third Reich: &When it4s a question of to be or not to be,
GemA 4tlichkeit must cease and humor is not appropri-
ated (p. 192). It was widely believed, however, that the
Germans had an especially fine sense of humor, or as a
reviewer of Siegfried Kaderas book, Rasse und Humor, put
it in 1939: 4Even though the word [humor] is a Fremd-
wort [foreign term], it is only the Germans who possess
humora (p. 202).

How should we define that concept, though? Some
felt that humorists exhibited an affection for their target,
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describing it as comical but still belonging to the com-
munity, whereas satirists were out to destroy it. A critic
in 1935 declared it adifficult to detach from this umbrella
term [humor] subsidiary terms like satire, grotesque, par-
ody, irony and burlesquea (p. 215). Theoreticians were in-
variably not up to the task. Humor was 4a mixture hard
to define,a you could not provide a formula for it. AHu-
mor is what you never have, as soon as you define ita
(p. 212). Merziger spends probably too much time dis-
cussing these sterile debates of justly forgotten authors
and critics, drawn from the one thousand books and ar-
ticles he claims to have studied for his dissertation. And
he admits that the Nazi period produced no actual theory
of humor, even though pundits drummed on constantly
about the marvel of German humor. The fanciful myth
was that it was affectionate, forgiving, accepting. Hilde-
gard Demeter felt in 1938 that humor embraced aevery
person with healthy feelings,4 and their foolishness sim-
ply reflected something that was lovable about all hu-
man beings (p. 228). Merziger does not mention that
this phrase directly reflected das gesunde Volksempfinden
(the healthy feeling of the people) that was now the flex-
ible backbone of German criminal law, but he does draw
the right conclusion: that this would exclude the racially
unfit, such as the handicapped and homosexuals. They
were presumably humorless and unworthy of protection
in benevolent German humor. And indeed the butt of the
latter became regular Volksgenossen, those who were in-
side, not outside, mainstream German society. Humor
came to treat mostly just the familiar, the lightly aber-
rant, who were integrated back into the fold in the end.
Merziger states that this was the choice of the public,
and not directed from above by the likes of Goebbels.
This deliberate looking the other way, ignoring outsiders
and the persecuted, did not reflect a flight into a dream
world, he says; rather, it was a flight into a real but pleas-
antly fenced-off world that thereby accepted persecution
and annihilation. He gets a little carried away in the
final pages of the book in describing this as dan enor-
mously appealing feeling that could only be compared
with the deep intoxication of alcohol, or regression into
early childhood,a but the overall point is sound (p. 368).

What is missing from this study? For all his focus on
the theater, he concedes that only some 40 million tick-
ets for the stage were sold in 1942, whereas a decade
earlier Germans had bought some 250 million tickets to
the movies, and that figure probably rose to 1 billion by
1942. Despite the term apopular entertainmenta in the
bookaés title, much of the material he parses is rather ar-
cane. He does discuss the attempt to air humorous radio

plays, but it turned out that what the public wanted, and
therefore increasingly obtained in order to secure their
continued support in wartime, was light music. With a
regime that placed so much emphasis on the visual arts,
this book cries out for illustrations. Merziger does occa-
sionally dissect a cartoon at length, for example, a labori-
ous, twelve-line description of a caricatured Jew (p. 76),
but the reader would get the point more readily if able to
see it. We are told that a photograph of a performance of
that hit 1928 play, Konjunktur, shows how awkward the
Hitler salute proved to be for some new, would-be Nazis.
Then why not show it? Mary Lee Townsendas book, For-
bidden Laughter: Popular Humor and the Limits of Repres-
sion in Nineteenth-Century Prussia (1992), managed to in-
clude forty-four illustrations and is the better for it.

Merziger is altogether too dismissive of cartoons.
They were widely used, for example, as reinforcement for
a broad array of instructional pamphlets. The Reichsver-
band Deutscher KleintierzA%chter enlivened its wartime
booklet on raising goats domestically ain a humorous
yet factual and arresting fashiona with colored cartoons
on every page (Die lustige Ziegenfibel [no date]). Even
a leaflet on safe and considerate driving, Nackte Tat-
sachen! (no date, but after 1939), was filled with slightly
saucy cartoons of nudists Adam and Eve. He could have
touched, too, on the vast field of childrenas literature
and school textbooks, where cartoons were sometimes
used to make lessons more entertaining. But there he is
more out of his depth, insisting at one point that there
was no such thing as a aKultusministeriuma (Ministry
of Culture) during the Third Reich (p. 136). He seems
unaware that this was the dpopulara term used for the
Reichsministerium fA%r Wissenschaft, Erziehung und
Volksbildung (Reich Ministry of Science, Education and
Popular Instruction), altogether too much of a mouthful
even for Germans.

Merziger writes that during the war, cartoons even
vanished from the main Nazi newspaper, the VA9lkischer
Beobachter, except for special campaigns. That may be
true, but there were many other outlets he overlooks.
He might have paid some attention to the Ernst Herbert
Lehmannas booklet, Wie sie IA%gen: Beweise feindlicher
Hetzpropaganda (1939-40), which employs both cartoons
and photographs as the basis for its rebuttals. In this vein,
he instead uses Fritz Reipertas In acht Wochen 107mal
gelogen! Dokumente AYber Englands Nachrichtenpolitik
im gegenwAnrtigen Kriege (1939). He is correct that this
book was widely sold (or at least distributed) in the hun-
dreds of thousands (actually, with the copy I possess it
had reached 1.1 million!), but he analyzes it as a satire,
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and I am not sure that it merits that label, consisting
rather of a laundry list of dry disclaimers. Along those
lines, he curiously omits altogether the famous collec-
tion of foreign cartoons, edited by Ernst 4Putzid Hanf-
staengl, Hitler in der Karikatur der Welt: Tat gegen Tinte.
Ein Sammelwerk (1933), which to our eyes today is hi-
larious in its feeble refutation of some of the best anti-
Nazi cartoons of the time. Despite being &vom FA%hrer
genehmigt,a or approved by the FA%hrer (aah, he had a
sense of humor!), I imagine it was lapped up by Hitleras
opponents. Nor am I convinced by the suggestion above,
regarding Eden, that one should simply ignore inimical
foreign politicians. Cartoons remained a major weapon
in the propaganda arsenal during the war. Following the
by now exiled Hanfstaenglas lead in choosing foreign
cartoonists, but this time to lend them greater credibil-
ity (!), Wolfgang Schaeffer in 1940 brought out Chamber-
lainabeschirmt und unbeschirmt: AuslAondische Zeichner
demaskieren Englands Premierminister, with over sixty
critical but amusing cartoons from Britain, the United
States, France, Italy, and elsewhere. After Americais en-
try into the war, Gerhard Brinkmann published a hard-
back (and thus fairly expensive) book of over one hun-
dred pages of cartoons, Die USA von G. Bri gesehen (1942).
From all we know about Nazi propaganda (not least from
Mein Kampf), these simple pictures would be expected to

have a greater impact than any dry text. And were neg-
ative portrayals of Jews in fact toned down, as Merziger
claims, even after most of the killing had been accom-
plished? I have a stray copy of Lustige BlAatter from July
1944, which indeed contains the kind of racy drawings of
attractive women that Merziger highlights. Yet there are
also two grotesque cartoons of Amoney-grubbingi Jews,
one of them full-page and in color. Many newspapers
may indeed have shrunk to a mere four pages (p. 185),
but this kind of humor was regarded as so kriegswichtig
(strategically important) that even at such a late stage of
the war, this magazine stretched to twelve pages, six of
them in color.

To sum up, this is a very thorough study of a great
deal of material that you or I would never be tempted to
read, which the author could have trimmed down, yet
at the same time ventured into still more popular ar-
eas of humorous entertainment in the Third Reich. The
concluding 6 pages of the book are a positively laudable
summation of the thesis that he has just spent over 360
sometimes wearying pages developing. I am reminded of
Voltaireas apology for writing such a long letter because
he did not have the leisure to compose a short one. Unfor-
tunately that witty and admirable sentiment never seems
to apply to German academic dissertations.
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