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Tzarist Russia was without doubt a bitter place for a Jew to live in.  Our people were 

confined to live in a small area of Russia known as the ‘Pale of Settlement’ and were 

condemned to live there in abject poverty.  Anti-Semitism was not only indigenous among 

the non-Jewish population, it was officially encouraged and sponsored by both the Tsarist 

Government and the Russian Orthodox Church.  Indeed, this anti-Semitism often broke out 

into violence, reaching a crescendo, for example, in the Kishinev massacre of 1903 when 47 

Jews were killed, and 92 severely, and 500 slightly, injured. Great material losses were inflicted 

on the Jewish community: 700 houses were destroyed; 600 stores were pillaged; 2,000 

families were utterly ruined. In fact the outbreak had been planned beforehand, and was not 

in any degree spontaneous. For six years previous to the outbreak a certain Pavolachi 

Krushevan, the Moldavian editor of the only daily paper in the city, the official Government 

paper “Bessarabetz,” had carried on a campaign against the Jews, publishing various false 

accusations against them, and not even hesitating to accuse them of ritual murder. Having 

poisoned the minds of the Christian population, Krushevan availed himself of the opportunity 

created by the murder of a boy (by his own relatives) in an adjoining village, and the suicide 

of a Christian girl in the Jewish hospital of Kishinev; he laid both tragedies at the door of the 

Jews, declaring emphatically that both were murders committed for ritual purposes; he 

described the incidents of these “ritual murders” with a wealth of sickening detail, and in 

inflammatory articles appealed to the people for vengeance.  And so the while the violence 

broke out the police stood by and watched.  You’d imagine that such experiences, repeated 

time and again throughout our long history as a people, would crush the Jewish spirit. That, 

at least, has always been the anti-Semitic intention. And yet, no! Rather than crushing our 

spirit, persecution has effected to forge it. One the many ways in which the Jewish spirit has 

not only resisted all attempts to crush it, but has paradoxically emerged stronger through 

them has been through humour. Jewish humour is pretty unique.  It is many things. It is, for 

instance, self deprecating, as Groucho Marx once said, “I refuse to join any club that would 

have me as a member”. Or the story of two Jews who were rescued from a desert island 

where they built three huts. "Those are synagogues," the men told their rescuers when asked 

what the huts were. "My synagogue, his synagogue and the one neither of us would belong 

to.” It tends to be anti-authoritarian, and has a critical edge. No one and nothing is spared 

this critical eye, not even God Himself. As Tevye asked God in Fiddler on the Roof, “God, I 

know we're the Chosen People—but couldn't you sometimes choose someone else?” As 

psychologist Benjamin Hulkower has ad libbed a comic exchange about circumcision 

between Abraham and his maker: "Let me get this straight," the patriarch said. "They get all 

the land and the oil, and we get to cut a piece off what?”  Jewish humour, Hulkower has 

suggested, is the humour of the oppressed. In a world that is hostile or worse, the joke can 

be an act of defiance, a kind of heroism. The mind dances when nothing else can. "If you 

can't change your circumstance," Hulkower has said, "at least you can think of it in different 

terms." To illustrate, he cites his mother-in-law's experience in Hitler's death camps. She 

survived, she told him, by thinking of the unspeakable as a game. "I woke up in the morning, 

and I was in the game," she recalled. "And if I went to bed at night, I had won the game.” 
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Humour made the unbearable bearable. It was a humour forged out of tragedy which helped 

keep the Jewish soul from being crushed. But, we may ask ourselves, how and why could  

humour exist at all in such desperate circumstances?  Well, this question is one which has 

only recently begun to be explored, for example in the celebrated film about the Shoah, “Life 

is Beautiful”, and also in a recent academic study of 84 Holocaust survivors now living in 

Israel.  One survivor thus reported that “There was a lot of humour about ourselves, about 

what we do.... that is we made a joke out of every situation, we made fun, yes, why not, how 

can you live any other way? Look, if I say I'll die, I'll die, you'll die before you're dead, you 

should know there were many people who died because of it before their time was up 

because they did not know how to laugh at themselves, we had to!”  Another survivor 

explained that, “Look, without humour 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.”  And still another survivor added, “Humour 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. This I am telling you as a former prisoner. However little it was, however sporadic, 

however spontaneous, it was very important, very important. Humour and satire played a 

tremendous role, in my opinion. 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.” One joke that did the rounds in the terrible days of the Second World War was, for 

instance, of an aging, venerable Jew who was drafted into a slave gang and forced to clean 

the toilets at the local army barracks.  He was paid the equivalent of about 25 pence a day, in 

addition to the cuffs, kicks and curses he endured, but still it was better than being herded 

into Auschwitz.  At least he could go home at nights.  Each day, upon leaving the compound, 

he would push a wheel-barrow, filled with the filthiest straw, past the guardhouse.  And just 

as regularly the guards examined the foul straw minutely, strand by strand, for they were 

certain he was stealing something.  But what? As the months dragged on, the old Jew waxed 

fat and sleek.  The sentries were now convinced that he was taking something out of the 

army base and selling it on the black market.  He surely could not be eating that well on 25 

cents a day.  So they reported him to the commandant.  He too watched as the old Jew 

trundled out his wheelbarrow of disgustingly dirty straw every evening, and like the others, he 

also was frustrated.  The office even went so far as to have the straw examined by chemists, 

but to no avail.  In 1945 the Allied armies rescued the Jewish people, among them the elderly 

patriarch.  The old man, now free, asked a young American officer where he could find the 

former commandant of the German barracks.  He was told that he had been imprisoned and 

would soon stand trial for his crimes.  A few days later the old man secured permission to visit 

the German in his cell.  “Do you remember me?” the old Jew asked through the bars.  “Yes,” 

snarled the German.  “You know, you were quite right when you accused me of stealing 

something from the army base every evening.”  The German tried to ignore the visitor but he 

could no longer contain his curiosity.  “I watched you wheeling out that damned straw every 

day for almost a year,” he finally muttered.  “We even used magnifying glasses.  Tell me, just 

what were you stealing?”  “Wheelbarrows,” the old man grinned. 
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Jewish humour never misses an opportunity to send up the persecutors. Back in pre-

revolutionary Russia Jewish jokes about the Tsar naturally abounded. Rasputin: “Your Majesty, 

the Jews are saying you are anti-Semitic.  Why not kill them all as a lesson?” Tsar Nicholas: 

“Whoever said I was anti-Semitic is a liar.  And to prove it, I certainly will not kill them all as 

you suggest.  You should be ashamed of yourself for even thinking such terrible things.  Kill 

half!” In pre-war Poland anti-Semitism was as bad as anywhere outside of Nazi Germany 

itself. Jewish humour naturally took aim at this hatred. There is story, for instance, of the Jew 

and a Polish university professor who were travelling in the same coach of a train.  The Jew, 

feeling sociable, greeted his travelling companion with a genial “Good morning, sir.”  The 

professor, an avowed anti-Semite, ignored him.  The Jew repeated his greeting but the 

university man would not lift his eyes from the magazine he was reading.  After being 

addressed the third time, the professor looked squarely at the Jew.  “Why do you persist in 

talking to me?  Can’t you see I have no desire to talk with an ignorant Jew?”  The Jew 

carefully hid his anger, and when he finally spoke his words were even and low.  “An ignorant 

Jew is often more than a match for an educated bigot.  I will make you a little wager to prove 

my point.  First, I will ask you a simple question.  If you cannot answer correctly you will pay 

me twenty-five zlotys.  Then you may ask me any question you like.  But as I am only an 

ignorant Jew, according to your own statement, if I am unable to answer I will pay you only 

five zlotys.  Is that agreed?”  “Agreed,” said the university professor confidently.  “Go ahead 

and ask.”  “What is it that has three eyes, eats feathers and builds houses of solid gold?”  The 

professor wracked his brain for the right answer and made a number of wild guesses, but 

finally surrendered.  “All right, I give up,” he said.  “Here is your twenty-five zlotys.  Now tell 

me, what has three eyes, eats feathers and builds houses of solid gold?”  “I don’t know 

either,” replied the Jew.  “Here are your five zlotys!” 

 

I’m sure you get the point. Anti-Semites are idiots! Indeed, they are so stupid that they don’t 

even know they are being laughed at. I was reminded of this when Louise and I saw Sacha 

Baron Cohen’s ‘Borat’ at the cinema some years ago. The character Borat, from Khazakhstan, 

is not only an anti-Semite, but there are several sequences in the film where his anti-Semitism 

is cheered by unwitting members of the public. In one of these sequences Borat sings a song, 

‘Throw the Jew Down the Well’ in a bar in Arizona. Within moments the whole bar is singing 

the song with him with great gusto. As Cohen, who describes himself as a devout Jew who 

keeps kosher and observes Shabbat, has said, Borat “essentially works as a tool. By himself 

being anti-Semitic, he lets people lower their guard and expose their own prejudices, whether 

it's anti-Semitism or an acceptance of anti-Semitism. 'Throw the Jew Down the Well' was a 

very controversial sketch, and some members of the Jewish community thought it was 

actually going to encourage anti-Semitism. "But to me it revealed something about that bar 

in Tuscon. And the question is: did it reveal that they were anti-Semitic? Perhaps. But maybe 

it just revealed that they were indifferent to anti-Semitism," he said. Cohen, who studied 

history at Cambridge University under Ian Kershaw, knows what he is talking about. "I know 

it's not very funny being a comedian talking about the Holocaust, but I think it's an 

interesting idea that not everyone in Germany had to be a raving anti-Semite. They just had 
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to be apathetic," he said. I can understand why some in the community were nervous about 

Borat’s anti-Semitism encouraging it in others because when I saw it at the cinema there were 

several young muslim guys around me who took it all at face value and made anti-Semitic 

comments during the film. Little did they know that Cohen was actually laughing at them! So 

was I! 

 

Which leads us to a consideration of Megilat Ester. This is a most Jewish of stories in that it is 

a distillation of everything we have heard that makes Jewish humour. It is a story about 

circumstances that we might not consider possible of humour at all - the potential 

extermination of the Persian Jewish population. And yet it is probably the funniest book in the 

Bible. Megilat Ester takes the terrible prospect of this genocide of Jews and retells it in an 

utterly irreverent way. It is a pantomime  that  pokes fun at authority and anti-Semitism. As 

Adele Berlin, Professor of Hebrew Bible at the University of Maryland, explains, Megilat Ester 

it is also burlesque. “Burlesque,” she explains, “is defined as “an artistic composition… that, for 

the sake of laughter, vulgarizes lofty material or treats ordinary material with mock dignity” 

“The lofty material that Esther vulgarises is the Persian empire and the Persian court. The 

normally sedate affairs of state, the carefully organised and controlled government structure, 

the legal system, the efficient postal system, the impressive accumulation of wealth indicative 

of a successful empire–all of the achievements most praiseworthy in the Persian empire are 

turned into a burlesque of Persian court life, caricatured by ludicrous edicts delivered by 

speeding messengers, a foppish royal court with an endless hierarchy of officials, and a 

wooden adherence to nonsensical laws. A major policy decision, the annihilation of the Jews, 

is made casually, but a small domestic incident, Vashti’s nonappearance at a party, becomes a 

crisis of state, with all the bureaucratic trappings that can be mustered.” Megilat Ester is also, 

she continues, a farce. “The style associated with burlesque, farce, and other types of low 

comedy uses exaggeration, caricature, ludicrous situations, practical jokes, coincidences, 

improbabilities, and verbal humor. Farce often employs repetition–of scenes, events, and 

phrases–and inversions or reversals. Most of these features are prominent in Esther and have 

been identified in the commentaries, but without the realization that they are characteristic of 

comedy or farce. Another characteristic of farce is a misunderstanding in which two 

characters interpret the same event in different ways (J. M. Davis, Farce, p. 62). Classic 

examples of this type of misunderstanding occur in chapter six, when Haman mistakenly 

assumes that the king is planning to honor him, not Mordecai, and in chapter seven, when 

Ahasuerus misunderstands or pretends to misunderstand why Haman has fallen on Esther’s 

couch. The effect in both cases is extremely comic. In farce there is little concern with the 

subtlety of characterization. Farce tends to use exaggerated or caricatured character types. In 

Esther, all the characters are types: Ahasuerus is a caricature of a pampered and bumbling 

monarch, a ruler ruled by his advisors; Esther is a paragon of feminine heroism; Mordecai is 

the model of a wise courtier; Haman is the archetypal comic villain–a knave, but, in keeping 

with farce, not darkly evil. We are not meant to feel threatened by the comic villain–not even 

children are afraid of Haman–nor are we meant to sympathize with him when he meets his 

deserved end. He is doomed from the start and we enjoy watching his downfall.”  
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If you have ever been concerned with illogicalities in the plot of Megilat Ester then it is 

probably because you missed the point that it is written as a farce and was purposed to bring 

comic relief to Jews suffering under tyranny everywhere. As Berlin again explains, “The plot is 

often unconvincing because one of the characteristics of farce is the rejection of rationality. 

“Farce enshrines the element of unreason” (J. M. Davis, Farce, p. 23). So the logical 

impossibility that looms largest–that Mordecai’s Jewish identity is publicly known while 

Esther’s remains secret–suddenly ceases to be problematic and becomes one more piece in 

the highly improbable plot. In fact, the entire plot turns on a succession of unlikely events, like 

the selection of a queen in a beauty contest and a series of ridiculous but irrevocable edicts. 

The largest interpretive problems melt away if the story is taken as a farce or a comedy 

associated with a carnival-like festival. The book sets out a threat to the Jews so that the 

Jewish audience can watch with glee and laugh with relief as it is overcome. The mad and 

threatening world of the beginning of the story fades into a happy ending where, for a brief 

moment, the Jews, through their two representatives, can play at wielding the highest power 

in the great empire to which they were in reality subservient and in which they were an 

insignificant minority. The story, like its accompanying festival, does what comedy and 

carnival are supposed to do. It confirms the belief that the power at work in the universe 

favors life and favors the success of the Jews. The Book of Esther affirms that all is right with 

the world and with the place of the Jews in it.” 

 

At Purim we all get to enjoy the joke against the anti-Semites, and we are reminded thereby 

that however much they may push us around, and oppress us, because of the power of 

Hashem, the joke will always be on them!  The joke of Purim reminds us that the people of 

Israel’s spirit has not been crushed, and never will be as long as we keep laughing at those 

who hate us. Am Israel Chai and Chag Sameach! 

 


