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AN EMPIRE OF SHAMING: LAUGHTER AS IDENTITY 
POLITICS IN NAZI GERMANY

Martina Kessel

In 1933, members of the Berlin SA arrested Hans Weinmann and 
his friend Horst Rosenzweig, two German–Jewish men whom they 
accused of distrib uting illegal leaf lets. The SA cele brated the arrest by 
staging a derisive sketch in which they cast the de tainees in major roles. 
They hung up a portrait of Friedrich Ebert, the Social Demo cratic first 
presi dent of the Weimar Repub lic, in front of which Weinmann had 
to say a few words in Hebrew. He was forced to bow to a row of SA 
men, intro ducing himself with the words ‘the Jew Weinmann, circum
cised’. Before and after, he had to sing a song in which he de scribed 
him self as ‘sad’: ‘My greatest luck is now in sight: The Nazis caught 
me in the night. Why am I so sad, why feel such awful sorrow, when 
I might well be dead to morrow!’ Both were forced to dance what the 
SA called a ‘Negertanz’ (‘negro dance’) to duly selected music. Finally, 
the SA shaved the men’s heads, and when Weinmann began bleed ing 
Rosenzweig had to lick the blood from his friend’s head.1

In their ritual of humiliation, the SA carefully chose each elem ent 
for its sym bolic meaning. At the same time, they asserted their pos
ition of power through a deeply inter personal structure in which the 
pris oners had to act out the inferior position they were pushed into 

This is the lightly revised text of my Gerda Henkel Lecture, held at the GHIL 
on 26 November 2020. All translations are my own unless stated otherwise.

1 Wiener Library, 048EA0523, Ref. P.II.C., NO. 607, 4–5; quota tions from the 
English trans lation available online at [https://www.testifyingtothetruth.
co.uk/viewer/fulltext/104819/en/], accessed 8 June 2021. Martina Kessel, 
Gewalt und Gelächter: ‘Deutschsein’ 1914–1945 (Stuttgart, 2019), 221–2. 
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according to their captors’ desires. The SA men used the typical triad 
of what they con sidered enemy refer ences—social dem ocracy, Black
ness, Jewish ness—and forced their vic tims to in scribe them selves into 
each feat ure of Other ness: talking to a symbol of demo cracy in a lan
guage de fined as nonGerman, dancing to a tune framed as Black, 
point ing out the fact of their circum cision, and finally having to em
body the stereo type of the blood thirsty Jew. The pris oners had to act 
out with their bodies that they were now ‘sad’ Jewish losers, so to 
speak, who had been over come by cheer ful nonJewish victors. As 
their only permit ted form of ex pression, this denied them the chance 
to inter pret their fates them selves. The SA directed and watched this 
perform ance of im agined identities. By hurt ing and mock ing their 
vic tims, they pos itioned them selves as German, and there fore dis tinct 
from these Others. 

Such derisive laughter echoed through Nazi Germany. It was a 
struc tural feature, not an inci dental one. Research on humour in Na
tional Social ism has so far often focused on its vast and multi facet ed 
pres ence in the media.2 However, a recur ring ex peri ence for those 
hunted down as nonGerman was to be laughed at even as they were 
driven out, tor tured, or killed.3 But why? Humili ation and deri sion 
were not function ally neces sary for per secution and geno cide. Yet con
temporaries ridi culed and mocked those they per secuted in so many 
theat rical and osten tatious acts of humili ation that they turned German 
soci ety not only into a geno cidal culture, but into an empire of shaming.

Mockery, I argue, had a systematic meaning: nonJewish Germans 
created and acted out imagined identities while investing them with a 
par ticular reading of history.4 In other words, contemporaries brought 

2 Christian Adam, Lesen unter Hitler: Autoren, Bestseller, Leser im Dritten 
Reich (Berlin, 2010), 159–74; Patrick Merziger, National sozialistische Satire 
und ‘Deutscher Humor’: Politische Bedeutung und Öffentlich keit populärer 
Unter haltung 1931–1945 (Stuttgart, 2010). Merziger’s key thesis that satire 
dis appeared during National Socialism is to my mind unconvincing as he 
excludes any antiJewish satire. 
3 Saul Friedländer, Nazi Germany and the Jews, 2 vols. (London, 1997–2007), 
vol. ii: The Years of Extermination (2007) describes many instances. 
4 See Alon Confino, A World without Jews: The Nazi Imagination from Per
secution to Genocide (New Haven, 2014), for a fascinating analysis of the 
import ance of narratives of history. 
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their understanding of history and identity—defined as German—
to life through derisive laughter and degrading violence. They gave 
ex pression to their dis tort ed version of German history and their 
own selfunderstanding as hurt, humili ated victims, and they used 
their pos ition of power to invert that imagin ary histor ical narra tive 
and make it a reality. Further more, by enact ing their power through 
theatri cal forms of mock ery, they in scribed them selves into a specific 
notion of German ness with a par ticu larly high social status—namely 
the persona of the ‘artistsoldier’.5 

Accordingly, I do not so much analyse antisemitism in Germany 
as trace how con temporaries defined their German ness as non
Jewish. This ap proach makes antiJewish im pulses visi ble not only 
as Other ing prac tices de signed to reduce fellow Germans to mere 
Jewish stereo types, but as part of the for mation of the self as German. 
In recent decades we have learnt much about people’s motives and 
con texts for partici pating in the Shoah and the multi ple ways in 
which nonJewish Germans produced a socalled Volks gemein schaft, 
or ‘people’s com munity’, creating time and again a bound ary be
tween those who were accept ed as German and those who were not.6 
But we could more strongly fore ground the pro duction and affirm
ation of an ex clusion ary self as the basis of an ex clusion ary society. 
Weinmann and Rosenzweig’s humili ating perform ance high light
ed the re lational dimen sion of identity for mation. The SA lit erally 
walked them through elem ents they con sidered meaning ful for pro
ject ing identities, turn ing hate ful stereo typing into visible and audi ble 
dis play. By pro ducing a sup posedly nega tive mirror image through 
the cruel abase ment of their pris oners, they positioned them selves as 
German in the sense of nonJewish. 

To be sure, no single interpretive framework suffices to ex
plain why mil lions of Ger mans pro duced a geno cidal cul ture that 
prac tised sys temic vio lence. Struc tures, circum stances, indi vidual 

5 Martina Kessel, Langeweile: Zum Umgang mit Zeit und Gefühlen in Deutsch land 
vom späten 18. zum frühen 20. Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 2001), esp. 321–30. 
6 Susanne C. Knittel and Zachary J. Goldberg (eds.), The Routledge Inter national 
Hand book of Perpetrator Studies (London, 2020). For debates on the Volks gemein
schaft, see Martina Steber and Bernhard Gotto (eds.), Visions of Community in 
Nazi Germany: Social Engineering and Private Lives (Oxford, 2014).

laughter as identity Politics in nazi gerMany



6

dis positions, and differ ent mo tives played their part in making 
many ac tively pursue Nazism as an opportun ity, while others 
joined in re luctantly.7 But con struct ing the self as nonJewish meant 
find ing the reason for partici pation with in one self. David Theo 
Goldberg has argued in a differ ent con text that the modern state 
was based not only on ex clusion, but on the internal ization of ex
clusion.8 For German his tory, I em phasize that the selfdefinition 
of German ness as nonJewish (or nonMuslim or nonBlack) was 
pres ent as a potential ity from the late eight eenth cen tury. It did 
not deter mine German his tory, but it did not dis appear either and 
could there fore be appro priated and radical ized into an ex clusion
ary selfunderstanding. For nonJewish Germans, it became central 
during those periods we usually call dem ocra tiza tion, when Jewish 
Germans achieved greater partici pation or nor mative equal ity in 
polit ical, legal, social, and cul tural terms. Gen tile Ger mans acti vated 
the modern, essen tial izing notion of German ness as nonJewish 
when they could no longer see any differ ence in rights and hab itus 
be tween Jewish and Chris tian Germans. This hap pened in Im perial 
Ger many, as Uffa Jensen has shown, and even more radic ally in the 
Weimar Republic.9 Humili ation was a way to live out, manu facture, 
and ex peri ence the self as an in ternal cate gory of differ ence. In this 
sense, shaming was a deeply modern prac tice, making and mark
ing an ex clusion ary under stand ing of identity that could be set in 
oppos ition to a demo cracy that had at least the potential to leave the 
self as a hier archy behind. 

Furthermore, using laughter as a lens to study Nazi Germany ac
centu ates the import ance of symbolic violence in the develop ment of 
German geno cidal cul ture. The SA’s con struction of inter personal re
lations was typical, and it produced a social fabric that both facilitated 
7 Mary Fulbrook, ‘The Making and UnMaking of Perpetrators: Patterns of 
Involve ment in Nazi Persecution 1’, in Knittel and Goldberg (eds.), Routledge 
Inter national Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, 25–36, at 26. For the systemic char
acter of violence, see Mary Fulbrook, ‘Private Lives, Public Faces’, in Elizabeth 
Harvey et al. (eds.), Private Life and Privacy in Nazi Germany (Cambridge, 2019), 
55–80, at 59–61.
8 David Theo Goldberg, The Racial State (London, 2002), 2. 
9 Uffa Jensen, Gebildete Doppelgänger: Bürgerliche Juden und Protestanten im 19. 
Jahrhundert (Göttingen, 2005); Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 99–111.
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geno cidal radicalization and later shaped the very methods of mass 
murder. Sym bolic vio lence also in volved many more people than 
the geno  cide itself, with partici pants and on lookers creating public 
spaces of shared know ledge and pos sibly show ing their support for 
per secution.10

In this article, I will demonstrate how laughter functioned as iden
tity politics by looking at two dimensions that are hard to separate: 
first, laugh ter as a narra tive concept, con struct ing a spe cific mean
ing of his tory and iden tity; and second, laugh ter as a prac tice and a 
recur ring way for nonJewish con temporaries to shape self and soci
ety through performa tive de rision. Both the narra tive con cept and the 
theat rical perform ance point to the mean ings nonJewish Germans 
in scribed into the Holo caust, and these were cru cial. Con temporaries 
re wrote the de struction of human lives into some thing else en
tirely—namely into a means of pro  duc ing a modern soci ety which 
they pro ject ed as the pin nacle of progressive ness. By enact ing the ex
clusion ary notion of German ness through humili ation and violence, 
they defined them selves as creators of a new world.11 

Laughter as a Narrative Concept

That laughter as a concept came to define self and history was due 
to its seman tic develop ment in Germany. From the late eight eenth 
cen tury, German intel lectuals estab lished an imagined binary pit ting 
what they called German humour against an irony which, de pend
ing on circum stance, they classified as Jewish or French, or associated 

10 Kim Wünschmann, Before Auschwitz: Jewish Prisoners in the Prewar Con
centration Camps (Cambridge, Mass., 2015), 207–8; Paul Levine, ‘OnLookers’, 
in Peter Hayes and John K. Roth (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Holocaust 
Studies (Oxford, 2010), 156–69, at 158.
11 See Peter Fritzsche and Jochen Hellbeck, ‘The New Man in Stalinist Russia 
and Nazi Germany’, in Michael Geyer and Sheila Fitzpatrick (eds.), Beyond 
Totali tarian ism: Stalinism and Nazism Compared (Cambridge, 2009), 302–41, at 
303, for the argument that ex clusion ary notions of iden tity were as modern 
as the liberal self. I argue that the liberal self was also a poten tial cate gory of 
differ ence, making it easy for National Socialists to radicalize its ex clusion ary 
force. See also Confino, World without Jews.
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with some other perceived an tagon ist. They associated the notion 
of humour with the willing ness to pro duce a German nation, while 
dis miss ing irony as undue criti cism, hos tile, and nonGerman.12 Con
sequently, the dis cursive binary of laugh ter became a vehi cle for 
iden tity polit ics. Those who wanted to deny Jewish Germans their 
German iden tity could in scribe them with al legedly evil, nonGerman 
laugh ter, trans lating the reli gious differ ence between Christian ity 
and Juda ism into a sup posedly essen tial differ ence be tween German
ness and Jewish ness. In this sense, laugh ter had no thing to do with 
comedy. The trope served in stead as a ‘matrix of the imagin ary’,13 
bundl ing a whole set of in vented binaries such as warrior versus 
pacifist and loyal versus treach erous that served to define human 
beings as either German or nonGerman. The seem ingly harm less 
seman tics of humour could thus turn toxic, signal ling ex clusion from 
the very idea of German ness. 

The meanings laughter acquired in the Nazi period were all pres ent 
during the First World War as a potential waiting to be appro priated 
and trans formed. In October 1914, the anti semitic agi tator Theodor 
Fritsch aggres sively put these ideas into prac tice. He attacked Jewish 
Germans as ‘die lach enden Dritten’—‘laugh ing third agents’—who did 
not belong to any iden tity or soci ety, but trans gressed all bound aries 
to profit at the ex pense of others and then crow over their own suc
cess.14 That last point was cen tral: by mis represent ing Jews as both 
trans gressive and mock ing bodies, Fritsch painted them not just as 
profit eers, but also as seek ing to ridi cule and shame those whom they 
ex ploited. Thus the trope of laugh ter centred on the idea of shaming 
or being shamed. 

12 Jefferson Chase, Inciting Laughter: The Development of ‘Jewish Humor’ in 19th 
Century German Culture (Berlin, 2000).
13 Jacques Sémélin, ‘Elemente einer Grammatik des Massakers’, Mittelweg 36, 
15/6 (2006/2007), 18–40, at 39.
14 Theodor Fritsch, ‘Burgfrieden’, Hammer: Blätter für deutschen Sinn (1 Oct. 
1914), 505–10, at 506. Cf. Elisabeth Albanis, German–Jewish Cultural Identity 
from 1900 to the Aftermath of the First World War (Tübingen, 2002), 37. On the 
figure of ‘the third’, see Zachary Sng, ‘Figure3: The Metaphor between Virtue 
and Vice’, in Ian Cooper, Ekkehard Knörer, and Bernhard Malkmus (eds.), 
Third Agents: Secret Protagonists of the Modern Imagination (Newcastle upon 
Tyne, 2008), 60–76. 
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To be sure, humour in everyday life, the media, and other public 
de bates served many pur poses in the First World War, from ex press
ing reser vations or criti cism to coping with the horrors of war. But 
the pro ponents of vic tory at all costs exten sively evoked the dis
cursive binary to exhort the German people to keep fight ing. Joke 
books, semiofficial trench jour nals, and offi cial spokes men alike 
urged sol diers to keep going by in sinu ating that the Entente would 
mock and be little them as un manly if they ever gave up. They equally 
deni grated the desire for peace as a sup posedly Jewish trait.15 Such 
voices emotional ized the debate about war aims and polit ical choices 
and took it far beyond polit ical differ ences, framing both a negoti
ated peace and a mili tary defeat not only as an utter loss of German 
power, but as shame fully and humili atingly under mining a purport
edly fixed German iden tity. 

In the Weimar Republic, those who hated defeat, revo lution, and 
dem ocracy used laugh ter as a narra tive con cept to de scribe German 
his tory as a story of hurt bodies and shamed feel ings. The defam ation of 
Weimar dem ocracy as an al legedly Jewish repub lic painted all republic
ans as Jewish in the sense of nonGerman, while vio lence against Jewish 
Germans became a con stant after 1918.16 In add ition, support ers of 
the repub lic were charged with mock ing the hap less Germans. When 
the social ist Kurt Eisner, Minis ter Presi dent of Bav aria from Novem
ber 1918 until his murder in Febru ary 1919, demand ed that Germany 
should acknow ledge its re sponsi bility for start ing the war—a highly 
sensi tive issue—the Munichbased jour nal Simplicissimus accused him 
of in viting the Entente’s ‘Schaden freude’.17 Given the broader under
stand ing of laugh ter as de noting iden tity, the jour nal also de fined 
the German–Jewish polit ician and intel lectual Eisner as nonGerman, 
there by shift ing polit ics into the realm of iden tity. 

The criticism of Eisner reflects general trends in the Weimar Repub
lic. It has often been demon strated that polit ical de bates in the 1920s 

15 For the various meanings of humour in the First World War see Kessel, 
Gewalt und Gelächter, 22–30; for direct attacks on Jewish Germans using the 
trope of laughter see ibid. 84–93.
16 Cornelia Hecht, Deutsche Juden und Antisemitismus in der Weimarer Republik 
(Bonn, 2003). 
17 Simplicissimus, 17 Dec. 1918, 475.
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cir cled not only around how to do democracy, but whether to have 
demo cracy at all.18 Yet the repub lic’s op ponents went even fur ther. 
Because they resented dem ocracy’s in clusive poten tial, they trans lated 
the dis cussion over political systems into a con flict about which form 
of govern ment was ad equate for their ex clusion ary idea of German
ness. In the pro cess, they not only inter twined polit ical de bates with 
iden tity, but also prac tised polit ics as iden tity polit ics. They achieved 
this by shift ing atten tion from polit ical issues to person alities, paint
ing polit ical op ponents and Jewish Germans as nonGermans who 
by defin ition would not act in German inter ests, but would hurt 
German iden tity. Two other tropes con nected with accus ations of 
mock ery show how evoca tively these im agined groups were marked 
as trans gress ing bodies who al legedly humili ated and hurt German
ness. Even out side rightwing circles, the Versailles Treaty and French 
occu pation were de legitim ized as a ‘rape’, pick ing up on how the 
Entente had criti cized German war polit ics in 1914–18 and turn ing 
the politicolegal act of the treaty into an il legal, hurt ful, and shaming 
prac tice that vio lated German bound aries and bodies.19 Ex tend ing the 
meta phor, op ponents of dem ocracy de scribed polit icians who were 
willing to negoti ate intern ally and extern ally as Zu hälter (pimps), thus 
depict ing them as figures who forced Germany to prosti tute itself to 
its en emies and there by wil fully in jured and heaped shame upon all 
Germans.20

18 On the pervasive desire for strong leadership see Dirk Schumann, ‘Polit
ical Violence, Contested Public Space, and Reasserted Masculinity in Weimar 
Germany’, in Kathleen Canning, Kerstin Barndt, and Kristin McGuire (eds.), 
Weimar Publics/Weimar Subjects: Rethinking the Political Culture of Germany in 
the 1920s (New York, 2010), 236–53.
19 On this and what follows see Martina Kessel, ‘Demokratie als Grenz
verletzung: Geschlecht als symbolisches System in der Weimarer Republik’, 
in Gabriele Metzler and Dirk Schumann (eds.), Geschlechter(un)ordnung und 
Politik in der Weimarer Republik (Bonn, 2016), 81–108, at 85–92. See also Sandra 
Maß, Weiße Helden, schwarze Krieger: Zur Geschichte kolonialer Männlichkeit in 
Deutschland 1918–1964 (Cologne, 2006), 105–28. 
20 Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 103–4; for the time after 1933 see ibid. 172. 
Hitler used the word ‘Zuhälter‘ extensively; see e.g. Adolf Hitler, Reden, 
Schriften, An ordnungen, 1925–1933, ed. by Institut für Zeit geschichte, 6 vols. 
(Munich, 1992–2003), i. 171. For his description of the Versailles Treaty as 
‘mili tär ische Ent mannung’ (military emasculation) see ibid. 250.
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Research on hate speech suggests that violence as a political tool 
can be more easily justified by its instigators when they insist that 
they need to avenge a great wrong, instead of only seeking to dis
credit their op ponents’ polit ical goals.21 Mis represent ing repub licans 
as hurt ing and humili ating the German body pol itic served this pur
pose. The evoca tive imagery of demo cratic and Jewish Germans as 
hurt ful, shaming figures pre sented the body they were allegedly 
hurt ing and shaming as nonJewish, suggesting that it was German 
by defin ition.22 These tropes turned pro ponents of peace ful negoti
ation both at home and abroad into perpet rators against German 
iden tity at the very moment when dem ocracy formally allowed 
all polit ical parties, Jewish Germans, and women to partici pate 
in shaping the pres ent and the future, there by seem ingly level
ling former status hier archies. By de fining repub lican and Jewish 
Germans as perpet rators, Weimar’s op ponents painted dem ocracy 
not only as a bad polit ical system, but as a space that allowed German
ness to be shamed, hurt, and ridi culed—a process they alleged could 
only be ended by abolish ing the repub lic. By projecting Weimar as 
nonGerman, antirepublicans pitted their ex clusion ary idea of self 
against democracy. 

These were the narratives that National Socialists drew upon when 
they reorgan ized in 1925. By structur ing their polit ical offers through 
the trope of laugh ter, they too presented their own ex peri ence as a 
story of hurt bodies and shamed feel ings. But they radical ized it into 
a se quence of pro ject ed events that they implied would in evit ably 
un fold unless they stopped it by force. In his socalled foun dational 
speeches in 1925, Hitler pre sented a threestep version of his tory which 
he prom ised to over turn. The Nazis’ op ponents, so he claimed, had 
first tried to silence them, then ridi culed them, and finally resorted to 

21 Christine M. Lillie et al., ‘Propaganda, Empathy, and Support for Inter
group Violence: The Moral Psychology of International Speech Crimes’, 
March 18, 2015, online at [http://bit.ly/1EjV8rA], accessed 11 June 2021.
22 On the importance of hurting others in order to feel powerful see Heinrich 
Popitz, Phänomene der Macht, 2nd edn. (Tübingen, 1992). See also Kessel, 
Gewalt und Gelächter, 65–77, on how spatial and bodily trans gression in the 
First World War was perceived as justified when seen as German, and as un
justified when defined as nonGerman.
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violence because they could not stop them other wise.23 After that, the 
three steps of silenc ing, mock ery, and vio lent assault served as a blue
print for their attack on dem ocracy. 

Reading National Socialist politics through the lens of laugh ter re
veals how systematic ally the Nazis talked about identity. Polit ical 
demands and prom ises were couched in the lan guage of laugh ter, 
which was in tended and under stood to dis tinguish the German from 
the nonGerman. These seman tics added a drama turgical arc of ten
sion to a pro gramme that was eclec tic except for its clear and con tinued 
insist ence on an ex clusion ary iden tity, its delib erate mis read ing of 
polit ical differ ences as at tempts to shame those deemed to be true 
Germans, and its glorifi cation of the Nazi move ment as rising triumph
antly against all odds. In September 1928, Hitler ended an appeal to 
NSDAP members with the threaten ing words: ‘I expect each member of 
the party to fulfil their supreme duty so that at some point in future the 
en emies of our people will stop laugh ing.’24 Like wise, in August 1930, 
when Hitler prom ised an integra tive soci ety to every one who followed 
him, he claimed the future would belong to the man who ‘laugh ingly 
defines himself as a German and no longer as a worker or as middle 
class’.25 In his dram atic 1932 elec tion cam paign he brought up the trope 
at every one of the nearly 150 lo cations he visited, having crafted it into 
the emo tive, rhyth mic slogan ‘ver lacht, ver höhnt, ver spottet’—‘laughed 
at, mocked, and ridi culed’. In the face of this sup posed ad versity, he 
added, the German people would rise victoriously.26

Even when Nazi speakers toned down antiJewish attacks in the 
early 1930s so as not to repel pos sible voters, their use of laugh ter as 
a trope still told atten tive listeners whom they had singled out as the 
ulti mate enemy. In November 1928 Hitler attacked ‘the Jew’ as ‘stand
ing smilingly’ behind demo crats and commun ists, wait ing for them 
to de stroy Germany so he could take over.27 In March 1929 he fol
lowed this up with even harsher and more graph ic images, de scribing 
‘Jews’ as ‘roll ing with laugh ter at the stupid ity’ of those who did not 
realize that they were aiming not for equality, but for dominance over 

23 Hitler, Reden, Schriften, Anordnungen, i. 112. 
24 Ibid. iii/1. 114.    25 Ibid. iii/3. 322. 
26 Ibid. v/1. 83, 134–5, 139, 266.     27 Ibid. iii/1. 275.
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‘Germans’.28 The speakers merely needed to point to an im agined 
victor ious laugh to get their message across. 

By discursively linking both dem ocracy and com munism with 
Jewish ness, National Social ists re inforced their iden tity polit ics. Dis
credit ing both the Entente and domestic polit ical alter natives to a 
victori ous peace by framing them as Jewish had already been popu lar 
during the First World War.29 Since the mid 1920s, the identifi cation 
of all options other than Na tional Social ism as Jewish turned polit ical 
choices into an either–or de cision of iden tity, with German ness under
stood to be nonJewish. Accord ingly, demo crats, com munists, and 
any body else resist ant to Nazism were de fined not only as polit ical 
trai tors, but as trai tors against iden tity—as people who sup posedly 
turned them selves into Jews through their be haviour. Of course, 
nobody was being victim ized in the way that the Nazis claimed. The 
narra tive of victim hood became attract ive in Germany as a way to 
avoid debat ing German responsi bility for start ing and losing the First 
World War, and was inten sified by the Nation al Social ists. And in 
order to pos ition them selves as vic tims, they needed an tagon ists, 
whom they con structed accord ingly.30 By system atic ally revers ing 
the roles of victim and perpet rator in the 1920s and early 1930s, they 
narrowed down polit ical options to a binary choice between support
ing the allegedly shameful, nonGerman system of the Weimar 
Repub lic, or op posing it.31 This re versal served to jus tify per secution 
and expan sion at all times, adding a force of spite to the demand 
to fight the Othered.32 The effective ness of this fusion between Na
tional Social ism and the notion of German ness as nonJewish was 
demonstrated even by op ponents of Nazism. When lib erals out lined 

28 Ibid. iii/2. 59.
29 Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 86–7. 
30 Martina Kessel, ‘Race and Humor in Nazi Germany’, in Devin O. Pendas, 
Mark Roseman, and Richard F. Wetzell (eds.), Beyond the Racial State: Re
thinking Nazi Germany (Cambridge, 2017), 380–401, at 382.
31 On the Weimar Republic in general see Rüdiger Graf, ‘Either–Or: The 
Narra tive of “Crisis” in Weimar Germany and in Historiography’, Central 
Euro pean His tory, 43/4 (2010), 592–615.
32 Doris L. Bergen, ‘Instrumentalization of Volksdeutschen in German Propa
ganda in 1939: Replacing/Erasing Poles, Jews, and Other Victims’, German 
Studies Review, 31/3 (2008), 447–70. 
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polit ical alter natives, they hastened to add that they them selves were 
not Jewish, con firming how quick ly all op position came to be trans
lated into Jewish ness in the sense of not accepted as German.33 

During the Weimar Republic, and with an increasingly triumph
ant tone, the National Socialists coupled their re versal of victim and 
perpet rator roles with the second binary story line of winners and 
losers. The un deserving winners of 1918, so the di chotom ous narra
tive went, would, as mock ing perpet rators, forcibly turn the Na tional 
Social ists into vic tims and (tem porary) losers of the con temporary 
moment. After 1933, the Nazis changed this binary of winners and 
losers by cele brating their vic tory.34 The scene de scribed at the begin
ning of this ar ticle offers a case in point for how the SA orches trated 
this shifted hier archy of im agined iden tities. Their selfdefined victim 
status, how ever, re mained a key com ponent of German soci ety after 
1933, and was main tained by attacking Jews as perpetrators.35

In Nazi Germany, the binary of German humour versus Jewish 
laugh ter came to fruition as an alleged marker of iden tity. It not only 
travelled through the media, but was used by vio lent organ iza tions 
and indi vidual Germans alike, who cele brated their new power by 
turn ing the trope into a de risive perform ance.36 Sur vivors’ accounts 
tell us how the Gestapo ac cused the per secuted di rectly of laugh ing in 
order to paint them as guilty. During the Novem ber Pogrom in 1938, 
the Gestapo banned the CentralVerein (formerly the CentralVerein 
deutscher Staats bürger jüdisch en Glaubens), one of the last Jewish 
organ iza tions still in oper ation, al beit in much re duced and con trolled 
form. Hans Oppenheimer, who worked for its jour nal, was pres ent 
when the secret police shut down the Berlin office. He fled Ger many 
immedi ately after wards and wrote down his experi ences a few days 
later. In his account, he emphasized the absence of physical violence, 
33 Eric Kurlander, ‘ “Neither Jews nor AntiSemites”: The Liberal Answer to 
Hitler’s Jewish Question’, in id., Living with Hitler: Liberal Democrats in the Third 
Reich (New Haven, 2009), 152–93.
34 Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 138–40.
35 Jeffrey Herf, The Jewish Enemy: Nazi Propaganda during World War II and the 
Holocaust (Cambridge, Mass., 2008).
36 Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, ch. iv. On intentional misreadings of Jewish 
selfirony as ‘true selfallegations’ see Louis Kaplan, At Wit’s End: The Deadly 
Discourse on the Jewish Joke (New York, 2020), 153–81.
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but quoted the few phrases the Gestapo had uttered, such as ‘You’ll 
see what happens next’, demon strating their super ior know ledge,37 or 
‘You’ll stop laugh ing soon enough’. In brackets, Oppenheimer added, 
‘(Of course, nobody had laughed)’, emphasizing that the con struction 
bore no relation to people’s actual behaviour.38 

In his oftquoted speech from January 1939, Hitler com bined the im
agined roles of victim and victor in character istic fashion. He justi fied 
German aggres sion by al leging that Jews were about to start an other 
world war and prom ised that they would then be eradi cated from the 
earth. He also said some thing he kept repeat ing until about 1943—
namely that his promise to solve the socalled Jewish prob lem had been 
mocked loud est of all by the Jewish people before 1933—and he added: 
‘I believe that this once re sound ing laughter has by now died in the 
throats of all Jews in Germany.’39 Hans Frank, the GovernorGeneral of 
the occu pied part of Poland during the Holocaust, ex celled in this dia
logical de rision that pro duced know ledge and power. In August 1943, 
during the socalled Aktion Reinhardt, he gave a speech at a Nazi rally 
in Lviv. First, he de scribed the geno cide by saying that they had used 
a lot of ‘insect powder’ to cleanse the occu pied terri tory and make it 
habit able for German people. He then ob served that none of the thou
sands upon thou sands of Jews for merly living there were still around, 
before turning to his audi ence and asking them in con spira torial tones: 
‘You didn’t do any thing bad to them, did you?’ The tran script notes that 
these remarks caused great amuse ment among his listeners.40

This continuity in the semantics of laughter does not mean that the 
Na tional Social ists had been plan ning the Holocaust since the 1920s. 
Rather, they drew on narra tives long estab lished in German cul ture 
to essential ize im agined iden tities as German or nonGerman, to 
reverse the roles of victim and perpet rator, and to side step demo cratic 
37 Friedländer, The Years of Extermination, emphasizes this difference in know
ledge as a key structure of persecution. 
38 Ben Barkow, Raphael Gross, and Michael Lenarz (eds.), November pogrom 
1938: Die Augen zeugen berichte der Wiener Library, London (Frankfurt am Main, 
2008), 113.
39 Max Domarus (ed.), Hitler: Reden und Proklamationen 1932–1945, 4 vols. 
(Munich, 1965), ii/1. 1058.
40 Quoted in Dieter Schenk, Hans Frank: Hitler’s Kronjurist und General
gouverneur (Frankfurt am Main, 2006), 313. 
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argu ment. By de riding the per secuted as sneer ing perpet rators, they 
pos itioned them selves as vic tims in order to justify all kinds of vio
lence, and then radical ized that vio lence into the mark of a sup posed 
winner. End less repe tition estab lished a set of dis cursive tropes that 
could be drawn upon without need ing to unpack their mean ing in so 
many words. What made them effect ive, though, was the willing ness 
of in numer able Germans to turn them into social prac tices, en suring 
that com munication with the per secuted took place primar ily through 
sym bolic or physical violence.

Laughter as a Practice: Performing Imagined Identities

As Hans Frank demonstrated, laughter as a narrative also func tioned 
as a performa tive and dia logical tool. Hitler invited listeners to laugh 
along by break ing off midsentence after making a de risive remark, 
while the audi ence’s appre ciative snigger ing sig nalled agree ment and 
spared him from having to ex plain the regime’s de cisions any fur
ther.41 Victor Klemperer noted that atten tive listen ers had realized this 
long before the Na tional Social ists came to power, so that after 1933 
they did not ex pect the leader ship to keep the popu lation in formed of 
their plans and decisionmaking.42 Instead, activ ists adopted mock ery 
as an inter active pro duction of power, dis play ing know ledge of what 
was happen ing in gener al or more specific terms. Two women who 
partici pated in the German ization of occupied Poland were ‘burst ing 
with laugh ter’ (as one of them wrote in a letter home) when a police
man they knew ex plained to a Jewish woman whose furni ture they 
had taken that they were only ‘borrow ing’ it.43 When a man deported 
from Theresien stadt to Auschwitz asked a guard when he would see 

41 Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 126–47.
42 Cf. Christoph Sauer, ‘Rede als Erzeugung von Komplizentum: Hitler und 
die öffentliche Erwähnung der Judenvernichtung’, in Josef Kopperschmidt 
(ed.), Hitler als Redner (Tübingen 2003), 413–40, at 420. 
43 Quoted in Elizabeth Harvey, ‘ “Wir kamen in vollkommenes Neu gebiet rein.”: 
Der “Einsatz” von Mitgliedern national sozialistischer Frauen organisationen im 
besetzten Polen’, in Marita Krauss (ed.), Sie waren dabei: Mit läufer innen, Nutz
nießerinnen, Täterinnen im Nationalsozialismus (Göttingen, 2008), 83–102, at 93.
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his wife and daughter again, from whom he had been separated upon 
arrival, the guard laughingly told him he should watch the smoke of 
a partic ular chimney.44 

Many mocking performances stood out due to their theatrical ity.45 
After the establish ment of the con centration camps, SS guards enacted 
their power through sar castic sketches, pre sent ing them selves as the 
best per sonnel for a career in the new cor ridors of power.46 Maximilian 
Reich, a journal ist deported from Vienna to Buchen wald and Dachau 
in 1938, de scribed how the SS ap plauded each other for coming up 
with new ways of demon strating to the pris oners that they had lost 
their agency.47 In the occu pied terri tories, and par ticu larly in East
ern Europe, German soldiers and per sonnel forced Jewish civil ians 
to dance, sing, and soil them selves accord ing to German desires. In 
the pro cess, the perpet rators also strengthened their group cohesion.48 

Thus the specific form the violence took was important. Beyond 
demon strating career suit ability and group cohesion, the theatrical ity 
can also be under stood in the light of yet another elem ent of German 
cul ture that I have con ceptual ized as the idea of the ‘artistsoldier’—a 
per sona fusing intel lectual or artist ic prow ess, polit ical ac umen, and the 
willing ness to fight when neces sary. When the Old Reich im ploded in 
the 1800s, it was sup posed that this figure had failed to emerge, but 
in 1870–71 Bismarck and army chief Moltke were praised as edu cated 
artistsoldiers or artistpoliticians for having forged a German nation 
through the art of war against France. After unifi cation, being seen as 
an artistsoldier offered the highest symbolic status in German cul ture. 
Men did not have to be polit icians, sol diers, or artists, but needed to be 
perceived as fighting for Germany in what ever form, as possess ing the 

44 Wiener Library, 059EA1345, P.III.h. No. 554 (Theresienstadt), 27, Vally 
Fink (Prague), from Theresienstadt to London. 
45 Peter Loewenberg, ‘The Kristallnacht as a Public Degradation Ritual’, Leo 
Baeck Institute Year Book, 32/1 (1987), 309–23. 
46 Christopher Dillon, Dachau and the SS: A Schooling in Violence (Oxford, 
2015), 133.
47 Maximilian Reich, ‘Mörderschule’, in id. and Emilie Reich, Zweier Zeugen 
Mund: Verschollene Manuskripte aus 1938. Wien—Dachau—Buchenwald, ed. by 
Henriette Mandl (Vienna, 2007), 35–243, at 216. 
48 Thomas Kühne, Belonging and Genocide: Hitler’s Community, 1918–1945 
(New Haven, 2010), 102. 
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creden tials for polit ical action (this was a masculin ized and masculin
izing notion), and as appre ciating art that was de fined as German.49

Until the 1920s, this imaginary notion was politically open and 
claimed across the polit ical spec trum. But it re mained the pre serve of 
so cially elitist White men with a Christian back ground, who jockeyed 
for pos ition and kept the status for them selves. Here again, the First 
World War proved to be an import ant turning point on two counts. 
First, the Jewish middle classes had em bodied this ideal per sona long 
before 1914 in terms of edu cation and art; but when German–Jewish 
men fought in the First World War, they added the miss ing ‘soldier’ 
ele ment by fight ing and laying down their lives. One could say that 
they entered not only society and politics on a norma tively equal foot
ing, but also did so in wardly in terms of the most esteemed ideal of 
iden tity, whose status they claimed for them selves.50 Second, those 
who re fused to accept defeat in 1918 de fined the Versailles Treaty as 
an attack not only on German power, but also on this under stand ing 
of iden tity. During the negoti ations at Versailles over re ductions to 
the German com mercial fleet in 1919—and remember that Germany 
had been the secondbiggest global eco nomic player behind the USA 
before 1914—Simplicissimus published a car toon of a fat and de risive 
Uncle Sam talking down to a sad halfsoldier, halfDeutscher Michel: 
‘So, now you’ve lost your trade fleet too. Now you can go back to 
being the land of poets and thinkers.’51 While German–Jewish men 
were laying claim to the most pres tigious ideal of German ness, the 
Entente was de picted as seek ing not only to crush German power, but 
also to de stroy the very iden tity that—for Simplicissimus at least—had 
finally been attained by the entire nation through the war. 

In the Weimar Republic, National Socialists also adopted and 
adapted this persona.52 They re stricted its polit ical applicability 

49 Kessel, Langeweile, 321–30; ead., Gewalt und Gelächter, 16–17, 39–55, 120–1.
50 To my mind, the infamous Judenzählung (‘Jew count’) in 1916 was an at
tempt to with hold this status from them by dis credit ing them as shirk ers; see 
Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 52–5.
51 Simplicissimus, 25 Feb. 1919, 605. 
52 Birgit Schwarz, Geniewahn: Hitler und die Kunst (Vienna, 2009), and Wolfram 
Pyta, Hitler: Der Künstler als Politiker und Feldherr. Eine Herr schaftsanalyse 
(Munich, 2015), focus on Hitler and do not discuss these changes.
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solely to them selves by throw ing it open so cially.53 They offered any
body a sym bolic share in the ideal pro vided they went along with 
Nazi polit ics—be they agrar ian country side dwellers, old elites, 
aca demics, white or bluecollar workers, or even women if they re
mained in an appro priate pos ition or partici pated through relations 
with men. Hitler’s sup porters and ghost writers de picted him as the 
great est artistsoldier ever by pre sent ing him as one born to the role. 
In the pro cess they re moved the need for formal edu cation while 
still honour ing it, thus by pass ing the old, conserva tive elites. Na
tional Social ists also radical ized what they called the art of polit ics, 
treat ing not only war, but also all antidemocratic, antiLeft, and anti
Jewish vio lence as forms of ‘art’ that helped mould the Nazi iden tity 
and the soci ety it was em bedded in. They drew on the imagin ary of 
the great artist who could only be great if he followed his intu ition 
regard less of rules—least of all demo cratic ones. By enact ing this 
imagin ary through polit ics and vio lence, they trans lated humili ating 
and murder ous polit ics into what they saw as creative and product
ive be haviour, thus manu factur ing their own self through violence 
against those de fined as nonGerman. 

Performances of the nonJewish self as an ‘artist of violence’ took 
many forms, but often involved staging the dis empower ment of the 
Jewish self. The re lational, inter personal, and public char acter of these 
pro ductions was remark able, reveal ing a desire to hurt the bodies 
and souls of those hunted down, and creating nonJewish power by 
sharing know ledge about how it was achieved. In pillory pro cessions, 
Jewish and Gentile Germans were forced to sing selfderogatory 
verses accu sing them selves of en gaging in il licit sexual re lations.54 
Else where, nonJewish Ger mans symbolic ally appro priated the bodies 
of the per secuted, staging them selves as ‘winners’ by acting out the 
fate of the ‘loser’. Carnival parades were a case in point. These region
ally highly import ant and ritual ized forms of public enter tain ment 
under went inten sive expan sion after 1933 for reasons connected to 

53 On this and what follows see Kessel, Gewalt und Gelächter, 128–32. These 
ideas can also be traced in Georg Schott, Das Volksbuch vom Hitler (Munich, 
1924), who saw himself as Hitler’s first biographer. 
54 Michael Wildt, Volksgemeinschaft als Selbstermächtigung: Gewalt gegen Juden 
in der deutschen Provinz 1919 bis 1939 (Hamburg, 2007), 232–4, 248, 365–7. 
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both economics and tour ism.55 At the same time, the parades became 
a public stage on which to perform nonJewish selfempowerment. 
They re flected each major phase of per secution in vis ible and aud
ible forms of public shaming. Carnival floats in Cologne, Düssel dorf, 
Mainz, Nurem berg, and Singen featured live tab leaux that reenacted 
how German Jews were forced to emi grate, had their property taken 
away, and were disenfranchised.56 

A central topic was forced emigration, with local carnival associ
ations, schools, and elites im person ating those whom they forced 
to leave. In 1934, in the south ern German town of Singen, the local 
association of bar owners and the local shoot ing club took part in the 
carnival parade with a float carry ing a sign that read ‘From Berlin to 
Pales tine’ on its side, with smiling women and men looking out of its 
win dows.57 In the 1938 parade, a group of adults on foot carried suit
cases, and a cap tion on a con temporary photo graph states that ‘the 
last’ would now leave. To mark them selves as Jewish, the actors wore 
papiermâché false noses, which were avail able to buy in all sizes.58 
Ex clusion was in scribed not only into enter tain ment, but also into a 
con sumer cul ture that was geared towards specific desires. 

The expropriation of German–Jewish property was also reenacted 
publicly. In Schwabach, a town south of Nuremberg, David Bleicher 
and Moritz Rosenstein were forced to give up their business in 1935. A 
few months later their loss was staged by a float in the parade of 1936 
entitled ‘Firmen wechsel’, meaning ‘change of firm’, but also ‘change of 

55 E.g. through subsidized bus tours and cheap tickets; see Laura Engels
kircher, Karneval im Dritten Reich am Beispiel der Städte Speyer und Mainz 
(Speyer, 2010), esp. 44–6, 65–6, 74. Marcus Leifeld, Der Kölner Karneval in der 
Zeit des Nationalsozialismus: Vom regionalen Volksfest zum Propaganda instrument 
der NSVolksgemeinschaft (Cologne, 2015).
56 Live tableaux were an important feature in German culture, also to stage 
dem ocracy in the Weimar Republic. Manuela Achilles, ‘With a Passion for 
Reason: Celebrating the Constitution in Weimar Germany’, Central European 
History, 43/4 (2010), 666–89.
57 Stadtarchiv Singen, 432, Archiv der PoppeleZunft 1863 e.V., photo graph 
‘Von Berlin nach Palästina’, Fastnachtsumzug 1934. For an analysis of carni val 
see also Kessel, ‘Race and Humor’, 391–3.
58 Stadtarchiv 432, Archiv der PoppeleZunft 1863 e.V., photograph ‘Die 
Libanon tiroler hauen ab’, Fastnachtsumzug 1938.
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ownership’.59 The name ‘David Bleichstein’ was em blazoned on the 
top and sides of the float, corrupt ing the two names into one and thus 
implying that all Jews were inter change able. With one of the male 
actors wearing a long black coat, a black hat, a fake long beard, and 
fake side locks, and another in modest clothing like that of a street 
vendor, the actors trans formed German business men into East ern 
Euro pean orthodox Jews and peddlers. At the same time, the perpet
rators of such sym bolic violence literally hid inside the stereo typical 
clothing that mis represented the per secuted, thereby marking only 
the victims as actors.

The participants in these parades demonstrated what it meant to 
be German: they brought Jews back in dis torted form into a public 
sphere that the excluded could no longer define on their own terms. 
Further more, the de mean ing costumes donned by the actors turned 
base less alle gations into a tangible spectacle and thereby ‘proved’ 
them. Carni val partici pants visual ized the stand ard charge that 
German Jews were merely hiding their real Jewish ness under a super
ficial veneer. When Jewish Germans selfdefined as German, they 
were accused of hiding illegit imately behind a mask and com mit
ting a crime of iden tity. When carni val actors stepped in and out of 
their dis guises, they trans lated antiJewish alle gations from media 
sign systems into lived experi ence and asserted them selves bodily as 
masters over a difference they were unable to prove. 

A brochure for the Munich parade in 1935 (which featured a tank) 
spelled out explicitly how such selfempowerment could be read as 
part of the per sona of the artistsoldier. The anonym ous author started 
by asking the rhetor ical question of whether it was counterintuitive 
to see sol diers and jokers side by side, only to affirm emphat ically that 
German society would not be fully inte grated until nobody in this 
‘cheer ful society’ could tell sol diers and jokers apart, and until those 
who fought and those who pro vided enter tain ment became one.60 
Shaming the per secuted worked as an iden tity practice, proving one’s 
Germanness by domin ating the Othered at will and demon strating 
who enjoyed the power of definition. 
59 Stadtarchiv Schwabach, Foto 809 B, photographer Käte Schönberger.
60 Quoted in Carl Dietmar and Marcus Leifeld, Alaaf und Heil Hitler: Karneval 
im Dritten Reich (Munich, 2010), 156.
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The carnival floats also reinforced that bodies not only repre sent 
social order, but are the site of the ultimate experi ence of sym bolic 
struc tures.61 In a yearly ritual enter tain ment that was relished by 
partici pants and spec tators, activists clad their own bodies in mock
ing attire to define Jewish Germans as nonGerman. Further more, the 
parades pro vided a public space that made ritual ized degrad ation 
effect ive. Laugh ter was and is a power ful means to con firm ascrip
tions and make them stick. But whether spec tators laughed along or 
not, they lent weight to sym bolic vio lence through their very pres ence 
and their gaze.62 At the very least, they cre ated a space from which 
alter native voices were ex cluded.63 Further more, the partici pants 
cre ated ‘eine Zeit ohne Bei spiel’, as Goebbels called Na tional Social
ism—‘a time with no prece dent or com parison’.64 By acting as what 
they per ceived to be Jewish losers, they pos itioned them selves as 
German win ners. By doing so theat rically, they in scribed them selves 
into the sym biosis of the artistsoldier. 

Humiliating acts only broadened in scope and brutality after 1938; 
they did not change in char acter. Selfreferential justifications became 
even more pro nounced during the Shoah, when Goebbels ordered 
that those being killed were to be por trayed ever more ruth lessly as 
guilty in order to make sense of the killing.65 As more and more non
Jewish Germans wielded immedi ate power over human beings they 
de fined as nonGerman, both at the front and in the camps, so there 
were more and more instances in which they forced the per secuted to 
em body and there by ‘prove’ that they were perpetrators.

During the pogrom of 1938, for example, it was mostly edu cated 
middleclass men who were deported to Dachau or Buchen wald. 
When pris oners managed to dis cuss litera ture or philos ophy among 
61 Eric Santner, ‘Mein ganz privates Deutschland: Daniel Paul Schrebers 
geheime Geschichte der Moderne’, in Jörg Huber and Alois Martin Müller 
(eds.), Die Wiederkehr des Anderen (Basel, 1996), 169–96, at 188.
62 Hannes Kuch and Steffen K. Herrmann, ‘Symbolische Verletzbarkeit and 
sprach liche Gewalt’, in eid. and Sybille Krämer (eds.), Verletzende Worte: Die 
Grammatik sprachlicher Missachtung (Bielefeld, 2007), 179–210, 203.
63 Leifeld, Kölner Karneval, 23. 
64 Joseph Goebbels, Die Zeit ohne Beispiel: Reden und Aufsätze aus den Jahren 
1939/40/41, 4th edn. (Munich, 1942).
65 Friedländer, The Years of Extermination, 476–9.
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them selves, they were able to act like the male Bildungs bürger (edu cated 
citi zens) they were; yet when guards found out, they forced them to 
fight and physic ally injure each other, symbolic ally trans form ing them 
from Germans into Jewish perpet rators even against their own kind.66 
The taunts heard by CentralVerein members in Berlin in 1938 were 
radical ized by camp guards into utter ances like ‘Why are you laugh ing 
so dirtily, you swine?’ In re sponse, pris oners knew they had to keep 
silent—though their silence did not guaran tee their survival either.67 

The oftdiscussed binary of purity versus dirt implied by the 
guard’s use of the word ‘swine’ was another means to turn an im
agined bound ary into a visi ble and felt differ ence. Accord ing to Mary 
Douglas, dirt does not sig nify dis order in a soci ety that uses it to struc
ture iden tities and social ity. Rather, in such a con text the idea of dirt 
symbol izes the very abil ity to con trol what is repre sented as danger
ous by means of the meta phor. But to achieve the feel ing of con trol, 
both ends of the binary need to be de ployed again and again.68 The 
more danger ous the Other is made to appear, the more gratify ing the 
pro cess of creating what is called order becomes for those who dis miss 
others as dirt. In other words, the greater the per ceived danger, the 
greater the satis faction in being able to sub merge an iden tity marked 
as danger ous under real or imagined filth.69 

Again, Germans in power combined actively soiling the people and 
places they over powered with forcing those they per secuted to dirty 
them selves. During the occupation of Eastern Europe they system
atic ally de stroyed Jewish monu ments and sites of memory, in clud ing 
ceme teries, and associ ated those they per secuted with the taboo of 
dirt. They turned the grave of a famous zaddik in Ciechanów in 
Poland into a public latrine,70 im buing the last resting place of a lead
ing Jewish figure with a humili ating mean ing. In the camps they went 
a step fur ther: they forced the inmates to soil them selves and others. 

66 Reich, ‘Mörderschule’, 140. 
67 Ibid. 148. 
68 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and 
Taboo (London, 1984), 161–2.
69 Sng, ‘Figure3’, 63, 66–8.
70 Thomas Rahe, ‘Höre Israel’: Jüdische Religiosität in nationalsozialistischen Kon
zentration slagern (Göttingen, 1999), 41.
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Accord ing to Pelagia Lewinska, a Polish resist ance fighter, the latrines 
in Auschwitz were con structed in a way that made it almost im possible 
not to do so.71 Sum ming up her twenty months in Auschwitz as ‘mud’, 
Lewinska realized that the dirt had a pur pose and a mean ing for the 
perpe trators. In terms typ ical of sur vivors’ ac counts, she noted that 
the SS ‘with their wellcultivated sense of humour’ pushed women 
deeper into the dirt whom they saw moving slowly or with dif ficulty. 
Accord ing to her, the SS turned each human being into a ‘ridicu lous 
mon ster of mud’, so that the in mates them selves could barely look 
at each other without re vulsion.72 The guards’ be haviour should not 
be de fined as de human ization. It rather re flected their desire to exer
cise power over human beings whom they could force time and again 
to liter ally dis appear under dirt and excre ment—to break their pris
oners’ sense of self and laugh at them from a pos ition of suprem acy.73 
It has often been dis cussed how pris oners tried as best they could to 
keep them selves clean and helped each other to do so as a key prac tice 
of retain ing agency and their sense of self. Lewinska and a friend also 
vowed that they would not let each other die in the mud.74 

Other guards used spatial boundaries to act out their narra tives 
of iden tity. Charlotte Delbo, a French writer and member of the 
French resist ance after 1941, was deported in 1942 to Ravens brück 
and AuschwitzBirkenau. In her postwar recol lections she de scribed 
how SS men in AuschwitzBirkenau drew lines that prisoners were 
forbidden to cross.75 Then they would throw a cigar ette over the line, 

71 Pelagia Lewinska, ‘Twenty Months at Auschwitz: New York 1968’, in Carol 
Rittner and John K. Roth (eds.), Different Voices: Women and the Holocaust (New 
York, 1993), 85–98, at 87.
72 Ibid.
73 Johannes Lang, ‘Questioning Dehumanization: Intersubjective Dimen sions 
of Vio lence in the Nazi Concentration and Death Camps’, Holo caust and Geno
cide Studies, 24/2 (2010), 225–46.
74 Lewinska, ‘Twenty Months’, 87. 
75 For a discussion of space both as a means of torture and as demon strating 
the agency of the persecuted see Christiane Heß, Ein/gezeichnet: Zeichnungen 
und Zeit zeugen schaft aus den Lagern Ravensbrück und Neuengamme (forth
coming). See also Dominique Schröder, ‘Niemand ist fähig, das alles in Worten 
aus zu drücken’: Tagebuchschreiben in national sozialistischen Konzentrations lagern 
1939–1945 (Göttingen, 2020).
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demand that a pris oner fetch it back, and shoot them the second they 
crossed the line. Finally, Delbo added, the SS would laugh as they 
checked whether their ‘game’ was dead.76 In other camps, guards 
cruelly staged Jewish re ligion as the path way to death. Above the 
gas cham ber com plex in Treb linka they hung up a star of David, and 
in front of one en trance they in stalled a paro  chet with an in scrip tion 
stating that this was ‘the Lord’s gate’ through which all the right eous 
should pass.77 In this way they turned the sacred symbols of the Jewish 
re ligion into sym bols of death in order to strike a final emo tional blow 
before kill ing their victims.

In violent sketches, the SS forced prisoners to ‘transgress’ by 
cross ing into forbid den terri tory and then cast them as losers of his
tory and iden tity. By forcing the per secuted to embody the role of 
perpet rator, Germans were able to assume that role them selves with
out selfdefining as such.78 By direct ing a theatre of murder, they 
staged them selves as violent artistsoldiers, creating a new form of 
social ity by over power ing and destroy ing human beings. Time and 
again their shaming re pro duced the binary re versal of mean ing in 
which life for nonJewish Germans meant death for Jews. SS Sturm
bann führer Bruno Müller led the Sonder kommando 11b, one of the 
mobile death squads oper ating in occu pied East ern Europe. Before 
shoot ing a woman and her 3yearold child in August 1941, Müller 
pro nounced, ‘You have to die so that we can live’.79 The victims of 
per secution under went deep humili ation as a separate and additional 
layer of torture. Many of them recog nized how nonJewish Germans 
in scribed their power to hurt into the traditional values of German 
cul ture and used them as cate gories of differ ence, since their mean ing 
de pended on whether some body was accept ed as German or not. For 
camp in mates, the prom ise of free dom by com ply ing with cul tural 
norms only sig nalled death. Indeed, one pris oner in Sachsen hausen 

76 Charlotte Delbo, Auschwitz and After (New Haven, 1995), 68–9. 
77 Rahe, ‘Höre Israel’, 44–5. 
78 Kessel, ‘Race and Humor’, 397. 
79 Quoted in KlausMichael Mallmann, Volker Rieß, and Wolfram Pyta (eds.), 
Deutscher Osten 1939–1945: Der Weltanschauungskrieg in Photos und Texten 
(Darm stadt, 2003), 153. On the binary reversal of meanings see Boaz Neumann, 
Die Welt anschauung des Nazismus: Raum–Körper–Sprache (Göttingen, 2010).
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com pleted the contempt uous phrase Arbeit macht frei (‘Work sets you 
free’) with the words ‘Yes, in crematorium no. 3’.80 

Laughter in Nazi Germany: Identity Construction 
through the Power to Hurt

Practices of humiliation are not unique to Nazi Germany, but the 
mean ing they created and con veyed during Nazism was specific ally 
German. In mock ing the per secuted, some nonJewish Germans pos
itioned them selves as winners of his tory and iden tity. Others claimed 
to be artistsoldiers, bringing this longestablished per sona to fruition 
by ignor ing any bound aries for violence, thus creating a new soci
ety by degrad ing and destroy ing human beings. Mockery was not an 
after thought, but a core struc ture of ex clusion and kill ing—a means 
for perpet rators to invoke their read ing of history and iden tity in 
order to avoid having to justify their actions. 

The storyline they invoked—an imagined narrative of hurt and 
humili ation that they now sought to invert—relied on their de fining 
German ness, and thus the modern self, as a cate gory of differ ence. 
Partici pants organ ized the geno cidal culture as an end less web of 
inter subjective re lations, no matter how brief their involve ment or 
whether they did any more than just watch what hap pened or laugh 
along. Their relation ships of humili ation were de signed to hurt their 
victims bodily, cogni tively, and emotion ally before killing them. 
Those affected, in turn, had to find the strength to bear this add itional 
pain, includ ing the sounds of a laughter I cannot even at tempt to 
make heard in its cruel power. 

The question why Jewish Germans were identified as the great
est threat to German ness can only be answered if we read modern 
German his tory as a his tory of im agined iden tities and realize that the 
notion of the modern self as German was con structed as a cate gory of 
poten tially ex clusion ary differ ence. The definition of German ness as 
nonJewish had been present since the 1800s, but did not pre viously 

80 Quoted in Nicole Warmbold, Lagersprache: Zur Sprache der Opfer in den 
Konzentrations lagern Sachsenhausen, Dachau, Buchenwald (Bremen, 2008), 270.
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domin ate polit ics. Yet it was never aban doned either. Op ponents of the 
pro cesses of dem ocra tization that took place from the late nine teenth 
cen tury, espe cially in the Weimar Repub lic, pitted their hier archical 
notion of iden tity against equal rights and dem ocracy. They under
mined the under stand ing of politics as the demo  cratic and peace ful 
negoti ation of con flict ing inter ests geared toward com promise, as the 
Weimar Repub lic allowed and called for. They achieved this by doing 
polit ics as iden tity polit ics and by fore ground ing the essential ist 
defin ition of German ness as nonJewish as the guid ing prin ciple for 
pro duc ing one’s iden tity, all in the con text of an ex clusion ary society 
which they de fined as the height of modern ity. 

Accordingly, these violent and degrading practices were deeply 
modern, and the form they were given mattered. Con ceptual izing the 
German self as a category of differ ence was a modern prac tice. There
fore, modern society in general is to my mind con sti tutively based on 
in clusion and ex clusion, or at least on in clusion and hier archy. Histor
ical actors could decide either to reduce hier archies, or to radical ize 
hier archy into ex clusion. Every thing was possible. Whoever dis liked 
equal ity for Jewish Germans could draw on the notion of German ness 
as nonJewish to under cut a dem ocra tization based on human rights 
and respect. Framing the re versal of victim and perpet rator roles in 
terms of humili ated and hurt bodies gave an add itional and de cisive 
im pulse to act against those pro jected as nonGerman perpet rators. 
The radical ization after 1933 became pos sible because there were 
always enough people who desired to belong by wield ing power over 
those whom they de fined as not belong ing. In the pro cess, they pos
itioned their notion of iden tity as a key struc ture of the modern world.

To be sure, for the many actors who tried to make Weimar dem
ocracy work, Nazism was reaction ary, destroying respect and human 
rights along with dem ocracy. But National Social ists themselves 
claimed to be modern as well, drawing on the trope of laugh ter as 
well as the im agined iden tity of an ideal per sona with im mense 
sym bolic status in German society. They under stood them selves 
as modern not by creating a new worldview, but by offer ing an 
opportun ity for people to share in an imagin ary iden tity pre viously 
treated as ex clusive. They were success ful not least because many of 
those who accepted Weimar dem ocracy in formal terms still shared 
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the understand ing that German ness was nonJewish, even if they did 
not take it to its deadly con clusion. This also means that the idea of 
iden tity polit ics should not only be applied to marginal ized groups 
seek ing accept ance, but to groups in power who define dem ocracy as 
a threat to their en trenched pos ition and the privil eges that come with 
it.81 After 1918, too many people resented the idea that dem ocracy 
could dis pense with iden tity beyond citizen ship, while insist ing on 
being totally distinct from Jews. 

Those Germans who became Nazis played that to their advan
tage. They centred the demand that people prove their own worth as 
Germans by demon strating how they were not Jewish. They attracted 
people from differ ent classes and milieux by creating a mal leable and 
con flict ing pro gramme of many inter ests, all of which were based 
on this core prin ciple. National Social ism offered a new status—a 
notion of German ness with the high est sym bolic value—as a trophy 
for anyone who helped create a society fit for such an iden tity. But 
they never defined social or polit ical struc tures beyond saying that 
these would be for Germans only, because iden tity politics was their 
life line—a life line defined by death. Those who bought into this ideol
ogy defined the Shoah as their greatest Leistung, or ‘success’, and for 
this reason invested their leaders with cha risma regard less of mili
tary defeats. To my mind, this ex plains why even in the last days of 
the war, nonJewish civil ians con tinued to drive the few victims who 
managed to escape the death marches back into the hands of the SS.82 
They did this not so much because these sur vivors were wit nesses to 
the Shoah, but simply because they were sur vivors. For those who 
saw the Shoah as the ultimate Leistung, the greatest achieve ment 
and prom ise fulfilled by and for an iden tity defined as German, one 
surviving Jew was one too many.

81 On the USA in recent decades see Ezra Klein, Why We’re Polarized (New 
York, 2020).
82 Linda C. DeMeritt, ‘Representations of History: The Mühlviertler Hasen jagd 
as Word and Image’, Modern Austrian Literature, 32/4 (1999), 134–45.
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