
Attitudes toward violence: the subculture
of violence revisited ; Conflict and control
functions of sexual humor ; Resistance to

genocide : victim response during the holocaust

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors EDELMAN, CAROL FAYE STERN.

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:46:39

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/184232

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/184232


iNFORMATION TO USERS 

The most advanced technology has been used to photo
graph and reproduce this manuscript from the microfilm 
master. UMI films the original text directly from the copy 
submitted. Thus, some dissertation copies are in typewriter 
face, while others may be from a computer printer. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a 
complete manuscript and there are missing pages, these will 
be noted. Also, if unauthorized copyri.ghted material had to 
be removed, a note will indicate the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are re
produced by sectioning the original, beginning at the upper 
left-hand corner and continuing from left to right in equal 
sections with small overlaps. Each oversize page is available 
as one exposure on a standard 35 mm slide or as a 17" x 23/F 
black and white photographic print for an additional charge. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been 
reproduced xerographically in this copy. 35 mm slides or 
6" x 9" black and white photographic prints are available for 
any photographs or illustrations appearing in this copy for 
an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order. 

Accessing the World's Information since 1938 

300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, M148106-1346 USA 





Order Number 8803251 

(1) Attitudes toward violence: The subculture of violence 
revisited; (2) Conflict and control functions of sexual humor; 
(3) Resistance to genocide: Victim response during the 
Holocaust 

Edelman, Carol Faye Stern, Ph.D. 

The University of Arizona, 1987 

U·l\lI·K 
300 N. Zceb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





PLEASE NOTE: 

In all cases this material has been filmed in the best possible way from the available copy. 
Problems encountered with this document have been identified here with a checl( mark_.,J_. 

1. Glossy photographs or pages __ 

2. Colored illustrations, paper or print __ _ 

3. Photographs with darl< bacl<ground __ 

4. Illustrations are poor copy __ _ 

5. Pages with blaclt marl<s, not original copy ,/ 

6. Print shows through as there is t~xt on both sides of page __ _ 

7. Indistinct, brol<en or small print on several pages V 
8. Print exceeds margin requirements __ 

9. Tightly bound copy with print lost in spine __ _ 

10. Computer printout pages with indistinct print __ _ 

11. Page{s) lacl<ing when material received, and not available from school or 
author. 

12. Page{s) seem to be missing in numbering only as text follows. 

13. Two pages numbered . Text follows. 

14. Curling and wrinkled pages __ 

15. Dissertation contains pages with print at :::. ::;~c:.nt, filmed as received ___ _ 

16. Other ____________________________ _ 

------------------------.. --------------------------------





~ ATTITUDES TOWARD VIOLENCE: THE SUBCULTURE 

OF VIOLENCE REVISITED; 

~ CONFLICT AND CONTROL· FUNCTIONS 

OF SEXUAL HUMOR i 

3) RESISTANCE TO GENOCIDE: VICTIM RESPONSE 

DURING THE HOLOCAUST 

by 

Carol Faye Stern Edelman 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF SOCIOLOGY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

1 9 8 7 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have read 

the dissertation prepared by Carol Faye Stern Edelman 

entitled 1) Attitudes Toward Violence: The Subculture of 

Violence Revisited 2) Conflict and Control Functions 

of Sexual Humor 3) Resistance to Genocide: Victim 

Response During the Holocaust 

and recommend that it be accepted as fUlfilling the dissertation requirement 

for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Date 

.. __ 7..!..--/1_5 !-I f..!..-7 __ _ 
Date 

Date 

Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the 
candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the Graduate 
College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

reqUir~~7t . 

~v-.,--, 
Dissertatio Date 



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial 
fulfillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of 
the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are 
allowable without special permission, provided that 
accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for 
permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of 
this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 
head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate 
College when in hi.s or her judgment the proposed use of the 
material is in the interests of scholarship. In all other 
instances, however, permission must be obtained from the 
author. 



ABSTRACT 

According to the subculture of violence theory 

(Wolfgang, 1957), people engage in interpersonal violence 

because they have internalized values that encourage this 

form of behavior. Wolfgang hypothesized that those groups 

with high rates of involvement in violent crime, the young, 

males, blacks, and the lower social class, should be more 

likely to approve of interpersonal violence than other 

groups in society. To test this proposition, data from the 

1984 NORC General Social Survey were examined for 

correlations between the demographic variables specified in. 

the theory and six items eliciting attitudes about 

interpersonal violence. The finoings generally did not 

uncover the value differences between those s08ial groups 

with low and high rates of involvement in violent crime as 

predicted by the subcultural explanation of violent 

behavior. Contrary to the theory, the relation of the 

demographic variables to approval of violence varied 

inconsistently across the items. Also, middle and upper 

class whites were more pro-violence than lower class 

blacks. 

ii 



I. 

II. 

III. 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES ••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 0 • 0 0 • 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS •••••• • • • • • • • • 0 • 0 0 0 0 0 • • 

ATTITUDES TOWARD VIOLENCE: THE 
SUBCULTURE OF VIOLENCE REVISITED • . . . . . . 

ABSTRACT ••••••••••••• • • • • 0 • • • 0 • • 0 • • • • • • • • • • • 

Research Design. 
Findings •••••••••• 
Conclusion. 

REFERENCES •••••• 

00. 0 

• • 0 . . . . . . . . 
... 

o • • • • • . .. 
CONFLICT AND CONTROL FUNCTIONS OF 

. . . . 
• •• 0 • 

SEXUAL HUMOR •• 0 •• 0 ••••••••••• 0 •••• 0 • 0 •• 

ABSTRACT •••• oo.oo • • • 0 0 • • • • • • • 0 0 • • • • • 0 • • • 0 • • • 

Methodology •••• o ••• oo •• 

Findings ••••• oo ••••• • • • • • 0 • 

Anatomy Jokes •••••• 
Sexual Behavior Jokes. 
Conclusion... • ••• 

REFERENCES •••••••••••••• o ••• 

. . . . ... 
o ••• 0 . . . .. .. 

• 0 •• 0 ••• 

RESISTANCE TO GENOCIDE: VICTIM 
RESPONSE DURING THE HOLOCAUST. . . . . .0. . . 

ABSTRACT, " •••• 0 ••• • • • • • • 0 • • • • • • 0 • • • • 0 • • .0. 

Methodology . .. 0 0 • 0 • 0 •••• 0 • 0 ••• 0 •••••• " • 

European Jewish Communities 
Prior to World War II ••••••••••••• 

The Destruction of the Jewish 
Communities in Europe ••• o ••••••••• 

Collective Armed Resistance 
During the Holocaust. • • • 0 • 0 • • • • • 

Cultural Creativity Under 
Nazi Rule. o ••••• .. 

Conclusion. • 0 0 • 0 • • Q • 

REFERENCES •••••••••• • 0 • • • 

iii 

Page 

iv 

v 

1 

ii 

16 
18 
31 
41 

1 

ii 

8 
12 
14 
22 
34 
40 

1 

ii 

4 

9 

13 

23 

32 
51 
57 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

I-1 Respondents Attitudes Toward 
Violence on Six Items....................... 19 

I-2 Percentage of Respondents Giving Pro
Violence Response for Six Violence 
Questions................................... 22 

II-1 Number and Percent of Jokes in the 
Different Thkematic Categories.............. 11 

iv 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

Figure Page 

1-1 Sex X Color X Income X Age X 
Hitor to Hitrobbr ••••••.•••••••• ~........... 26 

1-2 Sex X Color X Education X Age X 
Hitok to Hitrobbr........................... 27 

v 



ATTITUDES TOWARD VIOLENCE: THE SUBCULTURE 

OF VIOLENCE REVISITED 



ATTITUDES TOWARD VIOLENCE: THE SUBCULTURE 

OF VIOLENCE REVISITED 

One of the earlier sociological perspectives on the 

etiology of crime and delinquency involved the role of 

subcultural values and attitudes in creating criminal 

behavior. Using data on police and juvenile court 

contacts, Shaw and McKay (1942) found that districts within 

cities varied in rates of delinquency and that the level of 

delinquency was associated with the physical, economic and 

population characteristics of the district. Areas high in 

delinquency were deteriorating neighborhoods in undesirable 

locations of the city (i.e., next to business and 

industry), with high unemployment, high population density, 

low socio-economic status residents, and high proportions 

of immigrants and non-whites. They also claimed that high 

delinquency areas, as opposed to areas of the city with 

lower delinquency rates, had less unifonnity in values and 

standards of behavior. 

Children living in such cornrnunitites are exposed 
. to a variety of contradictory standards and forms 

of behavior rather than to a realtively consistent 
and conventional pattern. More than one type of 
moral institution and education are available to 
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them. A boy may be familiar with, or exposed to, 
either the system of conventional activities or 
the system of criminal activities or both. 
Similarly, he may participate in the activities of 
groups which engage mainly in delinquent 
activities, those concerned with conventional 
pursuits, or those which alternate between the two 
worlds (Shaw and McKay, 1942:172). 

The heav~ concentration of delinquency in 
certain areas means, therefore, that boys living 
in these areas are in contact not only with 
individuals who engage in proscribed activity but 
also with groups which sanction such behavior and 
exert pressure upon their members to conform to 
group standards. • .0. This contact means that 
the traditions of delinquency can be and are 
transmitted down through successive generations of 
boys, in much the same way that language and other 
social forms are transmitted (Shaw and McKay, 
1942:174) • 

Although Shaw and McKay never used such terms as 

2 

"culture" or "subculture," that was clearly what they were 

talking about (Forman, 1963; Empey, 1978). Citing 

Sutherland's (1939) process of differential association, 

they claimed that people who live in high crime 

neighborhoods were exposed to and learned a set ~f 

attitudes favoring delinquency and crime that were 

qualitatively different from the "conformity to law" values 

of the larger society. Since more people in high as opposed 

to low crime districts were expos8d to and internalized 

these attitudes, more criminal behavior was committed in 

those areas and this resulted in the rate variations by 

district which they observed. 
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Wolfgang's (1958) detailed study of interpersonal 

aggression is an example of the same school of thought. He 

found color, sex, age and social class differences in 

criminal homicide rates computed from police reports in 

Philadelphia from 1948 to 1952. Like Shaw and McKay 

(1942), he attributed the rate differences to cultural 

diversity. Violent behavior can be traced to values that 

either encourage or discourage this mode of interpersonal 

conduct. While the dominant culture discourages violence, 

there exists a subculture of violence with norms and values 

that support violent behavior. Thus members of this 

subculture engage in violence because they are adhering to 

the norms they have learned. 

Our analysis implies that there may be a sub-culture 
of violence which does not define personal assaults 
as wrong or anti-social; in which quick resort to 
physical aggression is a socially approved and 
expected concomitant of certain stimuli; and in which 
violence has become a familiar but often deadly partner 
in life's struggles. Attacks against the person are 
made without compunction, despite the middle-class 
value-system which views such acts as the most heinous 
of crimes. A conflict or inconsistency of social norms 
is most apparent, and the value-system of the reference 
group with which the individual differentially 
associates and identifies, determines whether assaultive 
behavior is necessary, expected, or desirable in 
specific social conditions (Wolfgang, 1958:328). 

There is really only one passage in the book where 

Wolfgang describes the subculture of violence in some 

detail. He is not only talking about a general approval of 
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violence, but also about violence being a more appropriate 

response when certain situational stimuli are present. 

Intensive reading of the police files and of verbatim 
reports of interrogations, as well as participant 
observation in these interrogations by the author 
suggest that the significance of a jostle, a slight 
derogatory remark, or the appearance of a weapon in 
the hands of an adversary are stimuli differentially 
perceived and interpreted by Negroes and whites, 
males and females. Social expectations of response 
in particular types of social interaction result in 
differential "definitions of the situation." A male 
is usually expected to defend the name and honor of 
his mother~ the virtue of womanhood (even though his 
female companion for the evening may be an entirely 
new acquaintance and/or a prostitute), and to accept 
no derogation about his race (even from a member of 
his own race), his age, or his masculinity. Quick 
resort to physical combat as a measure of daring, 
courage, or defense of status appears to be a cultural 
expectation, especially for lower socio-economic class 
mal es of both races. ~fJhen such a cuI ture norm response 
is elicited from an individual engaged in social inter
play with others who harbor the same response mechanism, 
physical assaults, altercations, and violent domestic 
quarrels that result/in homicide are likely to be 
relatively common (Wolfgang, 1958:188-9). 

In the years since Wolfgang (1958) first introduced 

the concept of a subculture of violence, there has been 

surprisingly little empirical testing of the theory. Those 

studies that have been done can be divided into two 

mutually exclusive types. The first type of investigation, 

the rate studies, were done in the decade immediately 

following publication of Wolfgang's book and focused on 

patterns of violent crime. Although none of these studies 

were as comprehensive as Wolfgang's, they replicated his 
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analysis of homicide in Philadelphia using official data 

from other urban areas of the United States. The purpose 

was to test whether the patterns unc~vered in Philadelphia 

could be found elsewhere. Studies in such urban areas as 

Cleveland (Bensing and Schroeder, 1960), Houston (Bullock, 

1955; Pokorny, 1965), St. Louis (Pittman and Handy, 1964), 

and Chicago (Voss and Hepburn, 1968) have generally 

reporLed the same temporal, situational and demographic 

patterns in criminal homicide and aggravated assault in 

those cities as was found in Philadelphia. 

However, there were some differences in findings 

among the studies. For example, while Wolfgang (1958:83) 

found that stabbing was the most common method of 

inflicting death, both Bensing and Schroeder (1960) and 

Voss and Hepburn (1968) found that shooting was most 

frequent in Cleveland and Chicago. Likewise, Pittman and 

Handy (1964), who studied aggravated assault in St. Louis, 

found that the knife was the leading weapon used in 

aggravated assaults while the pistol was the preferred 

weapon in homicides. Yet this disagreement over which type 

of weapon is used is relatively minor in terms of the 

subculture of violence. While the argument is made that 

subcultural members are both more likely to carry weapons 

and more likely to resort to using them because of their 
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value system (Wolfgang, 1958; Wolfgang and Ferricuti, 

1967), it really is theoretically unimportant whether the 

weapons are knives or guns. 

Potentially more damaging to the subculture of 

violence thesis is Pittman and Handy's (1964) finding that 

the majority of those involved in criminal violence in St. 

Louis had no prior arrest record. This is quite different 

from Wolfgang's findings that not only did 64% of the 

offenders and 47% of the victims in Philadelphia have prior 

arrest records but that most of these priors were crimes 

against persons rather than crimes against property 

(1958:175-9). Wolfgang (1958:168-75) already realized that 

contradictory evidence existed about whether murderers 

tended to have prior records or were first offenders. 

Despite this he concluded, based on his data, that not only 

do they have prior records but also that "criminal 

homicide offenders have a strong proclivity for engaging in 

crimes of violence or of personal assault rather than in 

crimes of an acquisitive nature" (Wolfgang, 1958:180) and 

of course that proclivity was due to the norms learned as a 

subculture member. Since the notion that subculture of 

violence members should have a history of violent behavior 

is important, this is one area of research that needs more 

in depth study. 
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However, in general, all of these studies concluded 

that the variations in rates found by Wolfgang were not 

unique to Philadelphia. Crucial for the subculture of 

violence theory 'was the fact that the demographic trends 

were the same in all the urban areas studied; all the 

investigations of official crime statistics concurred that 

nonwhites, males, the lower class, and young adults had the 

highest rates of violent crime. It is among these groups 

that the subculture of violence, if it exists, should be 

evident. 

That the rate studies have generally substantiated 

the demographic patterns of criminal violence identified in 

Philadelphia has been enough for some criminologists to 

support the existence of a subculture of violence. For 

example, Hepburn (1971) seemed satisfied that the evidence 

of consistent group rates in a number of cities confirmed 

the existence of a violent subculture. He then made 

suggestions for further research based on the theory's 

crime prevention and prediction implications. 

However, even though there is susbtantial agreement 

among the several rate studies, that does not in itself 

support the existence of value differences. In other 

words, even though certain groups were repeatedly 

identified as more violent in behavior than the rest of the 
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population, it does not necessarily follow that they were 

behaving violently because of values learned. There are 

several different theoretical schools of crime and 

delinquency, like strain theory and social control theory, 

which would attribute the patterns of violent behavior to 

other causes such as limited access to legitimate means of 

upward mobility or the strength of bonds to the social 

system. These and other theoretical perspectives could 

explain why a jostle or a slight derogatory remark would 

escalate into to a violent confrontation without evoking 

the concept of subcultural values. 

In order to verify the existence of a subculture of 

violence and refute other plausible explanations of 

official ~te differences, independent varification of 

value differences between groups with low and high rates of 

violent behavior is crucial. In other words, the theory 

cannot be supported without empirical evidence that a 

subculture, with different values regarding the 

appropriateness of violence, exists. While Wolfgang (1958) 

provides convincing empirical evidence of significant crime 

rate variations and these variations are confirmed by later 

studies, none of these authors had any data at all on the 

distribution in society of values and attitudes toward 

violence. Even in his second book on the subculture of 
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violence (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967), no such data was 

offered. 

It is precisely the necessity for research on 

attitudes toward violence that eventually led in the 1970's 

to the second type of ~esearch on the subculture of 

violence, the value studies. Unfortunately, only a few 

have been done and they do not show the same level of 

agreement as the rate studies. 

Ball-Rokeach (1973) analyzed responses to the 

Rokeach Value Survey (Rokeach, 1973) for a national random 

sample of males reporting various degrees of participation 

in interpersonal violence and for 363 male felons 

incarcerated in a Michigan prison. For both samples, her 

conclusion was the same. "Values do not distinguish 

reliably between °violent' and anon-violent' males" (Ball

Rokeach, 1973:749). Controlling for social class in the 

national sample did not alter the results; she could find 

no evidence supporting the existence of a subculture of 

violence. 

However, her analysis has some crucial theoretical 

and methodological problems. It was only a partial t.est 

for the subculture since the important demographic 

variables of sex, color and age were excluded. Even more 

critical is the validity issue stemming from the choice of 
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an indicator of violent attitudes. None of the 36 

instrumental or terminal values on the Rokeach Value Survey 

are directly related to violence. Perhaps realizing this, 

she argued that the value survey can identify machismo and 

machismo is related to the subculture of violence (Ball- • 

Rokeach, 1973:740-1). 

Not only is this an unnecessarily roundabout method 

of testing for a subculture of violence but it is not 

completely warranted. "Physical aggression is often seen 

as a demonstration of masculinity and toughness. We might 

argue that this emphasis on showing masculinity through 

aggression is not always supported by data. If homicide is 

any index at all of physical aggression, we must remember 

that in the Philadelphia data, ._:....n-white females have rates 

often two to four times higher than the rates of white 

males. Violent behavior appears more dependent on cultural 

differences than on sex differences, traditionally 

considered of paramount importance in the expression of 

aggression" (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967:154) 0 In other 

words, Wolfgang and Ferracuti realize tllat, while the 

subculture of violence may be consist.ent with social 

notions of masculinity, it is different from and more than 

that. The realization that Ball-Rokeach was actually 

testing for machismo, while iL may explain why the males' 
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values were so similar, also leads to the conclusion that 

this is not a theoretically acceptable test of the 

subculture of violence thesis. 

Magura (1975) also criticized Ball-Rokeach's use of 

the Rokeach Value Survey. "That is, the relevant issue is 

not whether violence~p:conE! men place more emphasis on being 

°courageous' and °independent, I but whether physical combat 

is the normative expression of courage and independence for 

them" (Magura, 1975:835). Based on this and other 

methodological issues he raised, Magura concluded that 

"substantial questions of validity in this study render 

premature any definitive statements about the worth of the 

subculture of violence thesis" (Magura, 1975:835). His 

limited reanalysis of her data led him to argue that 

improved measurement techniques would find support for such 

a subculture. 

Erlanger (1974A) reanalyzed data on attitudes toward 

violence from a national survey originally collected for 

the President's Commission on the Causes and Prevention of 

Violence (Baker and Ball, 1969). His analysis reconfirmed 

the original findings of both an overall low rate of 

approval of violence among the people surveyed and an 

absense of major race, income, and education level 

differences in approval of interpersonal violence. He also 
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reanalyzed data from a 1969 survey of males aged 21 to 64 

in Milwakee, Wisconsin, testing whether men ''''ho fight feel 

that they are accorded more esteem by peers. His argument, 

derived from Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967:160), was that 

members of the subcultur.e who conform to its violent values 

will perceive more respect from the group than those who do 

not. His predictions were not supported by the data so he 

concluded that the 'v.Jeight of the evidence was against the 

existence of a subculture of violence. 

Hartnagel (1980) tested whether approval of violence 

was correlated with sex, race, social class, and self

reported levels of involvement in violent behavioro His 

date were gathered as part of a larger study of television 

violence, surveying adolescents in 8 junior and 5 senior 

high schools in a Maryland county. Like Erlanger (1974A), 

his indicator of attitudes toward violence were similar to 

those used in the original research (Baker and Ball, 1969) 

for the presidential commission. He concluded that his 

work provided partial support for the subculture of 

violence, but that it was neither very strong or 

conv incing. 

The last study to be reviewed here was an indirect 

test of the subculture of violence. Hypothesizing that 

subculture members engage in violent behavior because they 
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are "striving for the social rewards that violence would 

presumably bring them ll (1978:149), Berkowitz interviewed 65 

white men, each incarcerated for a violent crime against 

another male. He questioned them about the incident that 

had resulted in their imprisonment. Anger, directed mainly 

by the desire to injure the other man, was the motive 

behind the assault for the largest number of felons 

interviewed. The second most common motive was self

protection. Not one of the men answered that they fought 

because they wanted to protect their reputation or gain 

approval from other people, which Berkowitz argued were the 

answers he would have expected to hear if a subculture of 

violence was responsible for the men's aggressive actions. 

While Berkowitz (1978) interpreted his work as 

refuting the subculture of violence, Toch (1978) and Curtis 

(1978) interpreted it differently. In fact, both of them 

disagreed with Berkowitz's theoretical reasoning and felt 

instead that his work fit with subcultural theory rather 

than argued against ito "Berkowitz's men tend to show 

internal rage, almost compulsive aggression, low boiling 

points, and limited self control. The implication is that 

these are Dinner' characteristics, independent of external 

influences. I would argue that they might be a combination 
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of °inner' characteristics and learned values and behavior ll 

(Curtis, 1978:167) 8 In other words, the acting out of 

internal rage or sel f protection needs may have occu:r.'red 

precisely because of pro-violent values learned. 

While it would be nice to have clear and consistent 

results, the review of these value studies leads to a big 

question mark. Berkowitz's study (1978) can be interpreted 

to support or refute the existence of a subculture of 

violence, depending on one's theoretical leanings. The 

contribution of Ball-Rokeach's (1973) work is questionable 

at best. Using the same indicator of attitudes toward 

violence but surveying different populations, both Erlanger 

(1974A) and Hartnagel (1980) find only limited evidence to 

support the notion of a violent subculture. On the whole, 

the only conclusion one can reach is that more analysis is 

necessary. 

To begin to fill that need, this paper will research 

the correlations between the several demographic variables 

emphasized in the subculture of violence thesis and 

attitudes toward violence using data from a national random 

sample of the United States population in 1984. The 

various rate studies have all concurred that groups with 

high and low violence rates can be distinguished on the 

basis of sex, color, socioeconomic status, and age. "We 
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suggest that, by identifying the groups with the highest 

rates of homicide, we should find in the most intense 

degree a subculture of violence" (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 

1967:153). Based on their "suggestion," it is hypothesized 

that males, blacks, lower class and younger people will 

have higher levels of approval of violence than will 

females, whites, middle and upper class and older people. 

In sum, the premises upon which the subculture of 

violence theory is based underlie much of sociology as 

well. At the heart of the sociological perspective is the 

belief that people are socialized into cultures and that 

the norms learned are one of the major forces in their 

behavior. Thus the argument that subcultures will 

influence their members' behavior is not a novel or 

contested one. The question here is whether such a 

subculture of violence, which approves of violence more 

than conventional middle class culture, exists. Is there 

such a group within American society that is more violent 

in both attitude and behavior than the remainder of 

society? In order to address this question, data is needed 

on the attitudes of people who might fit the profile of 

subculture of violence members. Information is also needed 

on the attitudes toward violence in the rest of the 

society. Only with both pieces of information can a 
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meaningful comparison be made. Then it can be determined 

whether those groups that have consistently been found to 

have the highest homicide rates also show the highest 

amount of approval of interpersonal violence. 

Research Design 

In 1984, the National Opinion Research Center's 

General Social Survey contained questions on attitudes 

toward violence. Respondents were asked, "Are there any 

situations that you can imagine in which you would approve 

of a man punching an adult male stranger (Hitok)?" 

Regardless of how they answered tiLis general question, all 

respondents were then asked about the appropriateness of 

violence in five specific situations. 

Would you approve if the stranger • • • (i) Was in 
a protest march showing opposition to the other 
man1s views (Hitmarch), (2) Was drunk and bumped 
into the man and his wife on the street 
(Hitdrunk), (3) Had hit the man's child after the 
child accidentally damaged the stranger's car 
(Hitchild), (4) Was beating up a woman and the man 
saw it (Hitbeatr), (5) Had broken into the man's 
house (Hitrobbr)? 

The possible responses were "yeS, no or not sure." 

The "not sure" responses, along with those few cases where 

there was no answer, constituted less than five percent of 

the sample in each question. Because the small frequencies 

would result in problems with zero cells, these responses 

were not included in the statistical analysis. 
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To get a clearer understanding of attitudes towards 

violence, the lIyes ll and IInoll responses were cross

classified by the demographic variables emphasized in the 

various rate studies. The data were analyzed using logit 

regression (Berkson, 1953). The log odds on lIyes/noll 

responses were regressed on the other factors and a 

preferred model was selected. The preferred model improved 

significantly over models containing fewer main and 

interaction effects but was not significantly improved by 

including additional effects. 

Unlike the other value studies, this statistical 

procedure was performed separately for each of the six 

IIhit ll items. Hartnagel (1980) added together the responses 

on his attitudinal items to form an index of approval and 

both Ball-Rokeach (1973) and Erlanger (1974A) did the same 

in parts of their analyses. Neither Hartnagel nor Erlanger 

mentioned whether they looked at the items separately 

before deciding to index them. Thus we do not know whether 

their findings are an artifact of their treatment of the 

violence questions. Combining the six violence items in 

thi.s study would not be justified since an initial analysis 

revealed substantial demographic differences on the items 

that might be masked or could cancel each other out if the 

items were indexed. Therefore, the decision was made to 



treat each item as a separate dependent variable rather 

than add them together to form an index of approval. 
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Using the NORC sample has its drawbacks. Although 

it is a random sample of the United States population, it 

is unfortuna.te that proportionally few of the subjects are 

the low-SES, young, black males that Wolfgang (1958) and 

Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) emphasize in their 

theoretical development. Nevertheless, it is still 

necessary to analyze the data collected by NORC to see if 

there are differences in attitudes toward violence among 

different color, socioeconomic, age and sex groups in the 

United States and whether the differences are in the 

directions predicted by the subculture of violence thesis. 

These differences must be established if criminologists are 

going to continue to argue that the observed rates of 

interpersonal violence are due to cultural variations. 

Findings 

The extent of approval for hitting a stranger was 

not the same for all of ~~e situations that respondents 

were asked about. The percentage distribution of the 

responses to all six items are given in Table 1. Already, 

we find a difference between the results of this survey and 

Erlanger's (1974A) analysis. While he found a low rate of 

approval for all of the items he used, only two of the 



Table 1. Respondents Attitudes Towards Violence on Six 
Iterns* 

Item Yes 

Hitok 59.40% 

Hitrnarch 3.26 

Hitdrunk 7013 

Hitchild 51.87 

Hitbeatr 81.53 

Hitrobbr 79.84 

No 

36.19 

94.43 

89.75 

43.86 

13.78 

16.97 

Not 
Sure 

3053 

1090 

2.10 

3.12 

3.67 

2.78 

No 
Answer 

.88 

.41 

1.02 

1.15 

1.02 

041 

*Source: National Opinion Research Center, 1984 General 
Social Survey (N=1473). 
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items here (Hitmarch and Hitdrunk) elicited low approval of 

violence; in both questions, less than 10% of those 

interviewed fel t physicaL .. flggression was warranted. For 

the remaining four items, there were more approving than 

disapproving responses. However, even among these items, 

the distribution of "yes" and "no" responses were not the 

same. In two of them (Hitbeatr and Hitrobbr), the 

responses were heavily weighed in support of punching the 

stranger while in the remaining two (Hitok and Hitchild), 

the responses were more evenly split between the 

affirmative and the negative. 

The remainder of this analysis involves cross

classifying responses to the six "hit" items by the various 

demographic variables deemed important by Wolfgang (1958) 

and then Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) in their explanation 

of the subculture of violence. The first thing to do 

involves looking at how each of the demographic variables 

was related to each of the violence questions asked on the 

survey. Two pieces of informat~.on are necessary to support 

the allegation that a subculture of violence exists. On 

the one hand, we should find a significant effect for each 

of the demographic variables on the response items. But 

that alone is not enough. The direction of the effect must 

also parallel those found in the rate studies; it is among 
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those groups that evidence the highest rate of homicide and 

assault that approval should be highest. 

All of the 2-way analyses are in Table 2. Of the 

five demographic variables, only sex and age show more than 

modest support for the subculture of violence. In four of 

the six items, sex of the subject is significantly related 

to response. Moreover, in each of the items where there is 

a significant sex effect, it is in the direction predicted 

by the subculture of violence thesis, i.e., more men than 

women believe that it would be appropriate to hit the 

stranger. 

In the tests for age effects, age of subject was 

condensed into two categories., "Almost universally it can 

be asserted that the highest incidence of assaultive crimes 

such as homicide is found among young Offenders, most of 

whom are in their twenties, many of whom are in their late 

teens or early thirties II (Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 

1967:258). Based on Wolfgang and Ferracuti's description 

of age and violent behavior, attitudes of those 35 and 

under were compared with attitudes of those'36 and older. 

Here, four of the items contained significant age effects 

and three of them were in the direction predicted. 

However, for the remaining demographic variables, 

the subculture of violence thesis does not fare well at 
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Table 2. Percentage of Respondents Giving Pro-Violent 
Response For Six Violence Questions.*** 

----------------------------------------_._-----------------
Hit Hit Hit Hit Hit Hit 
Ok March Drunk Child Beatr Robbr 

-----------------------------------------------------------
Sex 

Male 66.0 4.5 9.5 57.1 85.6 85.6 
Female 59.5 2.5 5.9 52.2 85.5 80.3 
X 

(1 d. f.) 5.73** 3.98** 5.80** 3.18 .00 6.28** 
+ + + + 

Color 
Black 40.5 6.7 3.0 41.9 68.2 84.7 
White 65.6 3.0 8.0 56.5 88.8 82.7 
X 

(1 d. f.) 36.64* 4.94*~'r 4.48** 11.62* 48.59* .27 
+ 

Age 
14-35 65.6 3.2 5.0 63.4 86.9 86.0 
36+ 59.8 3.4 9.0 47.9 84.8 80.1 
X 

(1 d~ f.) 4.63** ,00 7.72** 32.34* ln03 7 .87 * * 
+ + + 

Years Schoolin9 
0-8 49.3 6.7 13.0 37.7 77.1 82.4 
9-12 58.2 4.4 8.6 53.7 83.8 82.3 
13+ 70.9 1.1 4.3 59.5 90.0 82.6 
X 

(2 d. f.) 33.10* 16.91* 16.37* 23.34* 19.23* .02 
+ + 

Income 
0-$4,999 57.8 6.0 11.6 50.8 81.0 81.3 
$5,000-
9,999 50.6 6.5 9.6 45.5 77.6 83.5 

$10,000+ 65.4 2.8 5.8 57.0 88.4 82.9 
X 

(2 d. f .. ) 14.46'i( 8.06*~\" 8.16*'I'( 8.56~h\" 17.25* .26 
+ + 

***Source: National Opinion Research Center, 1894 General 
Social Survey. 

** Probability> 005 
* Probability> .001 
+ Percentages in direction predicted by subculture of 

viol ence thesi s. 
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all. While color and response are correlated in five of 

the six items, in only one of these are blacks more 

approving of violence than whites. The same is true for 

social class standing. Socioeconomic class was 

operationalized by two measures, years of schooling 

completed and annual family income. The results are the 

same with both indicators; a significant effect appeared in 

five of the items but only two of these are in the 

direction predicted by the subculture of violence thesis. 

Another way to analyze the data in Table 2 is to 

deal with each question separately. It is possible that 

some questions will distinguish subculture of violence 

members from the remainder of society while others will 

not. Looking down the rows, the first thing that becomes 

evident is that there is not even one item where all of the 

demographic variables specified by subculture of violence 

theorists are Significantly related to levels of approval 

in the direction hypothesized. The "Hitmarch ll item comes 

closest to the ideal. In that item, three of the four 

demographic variables, sex, color, and social class, fit 

the theory; only age does not. The remaining items 

evidence even less support, having only two, one or no 

demographic variables related to response in the manner 

predicted. 
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The last statistical manipulation of the data 

involved the logit regression technique for multi-way 

analysis. Each of the "hitll items was cross-classified by 

all four of the demographic variables at once. This 

process was repeated twice, once with income and once with 

education as the indicator of social class. To compare 

lower class responses with the other social classes, income 

was collapsed in a way that conformed with Erlanger's 

(1974A) previous analysis where those who earned under 

$5,000 were compared to those who earned over that amount. 

However, since his data were from 1969 and the value of the 

dollar has changed much since then, an intermediate 

category of $5,000 to $10,000 was added in this analysis. 

Each of the three income categories was allowed to va~r 

separately in the regression analysis, but the results 

uniformly confirmed that there was no significant 

difference in attitudes among those who earned under $5,000 

and those who earned between $5,000 and $10,000. On the 

other hand, education, which was also collapsed into three 

categories based the number of years of schooling 

completed, resulted in preferred models where all three 

levelS were significantly different from each other. 

With this combination of variables, it has turned 

out that income and years of schooling completed are in a 
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sense identical as measures of social class, i.e., the 

observable effect of social class on the individual IIhit" 

items was the same whether income or education was in the 

equation (see Figures 1 and 2). In the same two questions, 

both income and education were negatively correlated with 

approval of hitting the stranger. Also, in the same three 

questions, approval of interpersonal violence was 

positively correlated with income and educationa In the 

last item, neither indicator of social class had a 

significant effect on response. 

However, in another sense, the two measures of 

social class were not interchangeable. In only two of the 

questions, Hitbeatr and Hitrobbr, were the same models 

chosen whether income or education was the indicator of 

social class. In the remaining items, the indicator of 

social class that was being used had an effect on which 

model, out of all those tested, best represented the data. 

When income was the measure of social class, the preferred 

model for Hitok included income, color and age effects on 

response. The use of education to analyze the same item 

resulted in the selection of a different preferred model; 

while the social class and color effects were the same, the 

age effect was not detected and there was a sex effect 

instead. For Hitmarch, color and response were correlated 
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in both regressions, but there was a sex effect when income 

was used that was not present when education was the 

measure of social class. A similar thing happened in the 

Hitdrunk item; the same sex and social class effects were 

detected with both indicators of social class but an age 

effect was found with income that was not significant in 

tests of the models with the education variable. On the 

Hitchild question, the same main effects were found with 

both social class indicators. However, there was an 

interaction between color and income but not between color 

and education. While the choice of indicators will not 

alter the overall conclusions reached, especially on the 

issue of whether the existence of a subculture of violence 

was supported by the data analyzed, it is important to 

realize that the main and interaction effects of the 

preferred model do vary depending on whether income or 

education is used as the indicator of social class~ 

In general, the results of the five-way analyses did 

not reveal the value differences predicted by the 

suocultural explanation of violent behavior. None of the 

regressions uncovered a relationship between all four of 

the demographic variables specified as important by t:he 

theorists and response to the "hit" items. Consequently, 

there was no case where lower class, young, black males as 
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a category were more pro-violent than any of the other 

categories. 

What we find instead is that there were very few 

consistencies across items; the factors that were related 

to response and the direction of the relationship varied 

from item to item. The only trend of sorts was with the 

sex variable. This variable was not associated with 

response for all of the items. Yet, when it was 

significant, it was always in the same manner 

had higher odds on approval than did females. 

i. e., mal es 

While this 

variable does relate to pr.o-violent responses in the 

direction hypothesized, that is hardly enough evidence to 

say that the data support the notion of a subculture of 

violence. 

In fact, in terms of color and social class, the 

data reveal trends opposite those predicted by subcultural 

theorists. In general, whites were more pro-violent than 

blacks. The only time this was not true was with the 

Hitmarch question. In this case, it must be remembered 

that neither color group was very pro-violent. Yet still, 

blacks more than whites agreed that it was appropriate for 

a man to hit a stranger participating in a protest march 

expressing views that opposed his own. However it could be 

persuasively argued that in this one situation where blacks 
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are more approving of violence than whites, that approval 

has more to do wi th the history of black experiences in 

civil rights protests than with a subculture of violence 

that promotes interpersonal violence. 

The same contradictory finding is true of social 

class. Across the various items, social class is more 

often positively rather than negatively correlated with 

approval of interpersonal aggression. Thus one cannot 

argue that a pro-violent subculture exists only among the 

lower socio-economic class. The data highlight the 

possibility that there are many situations in which higher 

income and higher educated groups are more strongly pro

violent than their lower class counterparts. 

In sum, the data do not offer much in the way of 

empirical evidence that points to the existence of a 

subcultural milieu that approves of violence. Wolfgang's 

(1958:330) assertion that ";;1. sub-culture of violence exists 

among certain portions of the lower socio-economic group-

especially comprised of males and Negroes" was not 

supported. Indeed, though males tended to express more 

violence approval than females, the blacks and the lower 

class were anti-violent compared to the other color and 

social class categories. The absence of predicted color 

and class effects lends weight to an alternative 
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conclusion, that the sex effect is more likely attributable 

to gender role differences than to a subculture of 

violence. All in all, there was little support for the 

theoretical argument that certain groups in our society 

have high rates of involvement in violent crimes because 

the members of these groups have learned and internalized 

values that support violent behavior. 

Conclusion 

For many decades, criminologists have included 

subcultural theory as one of several viable explanations of 

criminal and delinquent behavior. The literature in the 

field is filled with the claims and counterclaims of those 

who defend or refute this perspectiv8. Meanwhile, the 

empirical studies that have attempted to test for the 

existence of a subculture that approves of interpersonal 

violence have had mixed results at best. Based on official 

data, there has been confirmation of the demographic 

patterns of involvement in violent crimes, especially 

homicide. However, studies of values and attitudes toward 

violence have not been as successful as the rate studies in 

uncovering class, color, sex and age differences in belief. 

In the present analysis of six questions dealing with 

attitudes toward interpersonal violence from the NORC 1984 

General Social Survey, the types of relationships necessary 
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to contend that those groups with high rates of 

interpersonal violence are behaving according to a set of 

pro-violent standards that conflict with the anti-violence 

standards of the middle class were not found. 

As a result of the present survey, the subculture of 

violence theory as originally proposed by Wolfgang (1958) 

can be questioned on several counts. Of course, the 

demographic variables have not behaved as Wolfgang 

predicted they would; this has already been discussed in 

detail. 

Also important is that this analysis leads one to 

question Wolfgang's description of the dominant cultural 

values. vJhat distinguished the subcul tUre of violence was 

not just its approval of violent behavior f but its approval 

of interpersonal violence within the context of the larger 

culture's rejection of such violence. It seems that 

Wolfgang was premature in characterizing the dominant 

culture as anti-violent in attitude. The majority of 

respondents in four of the six items were not against 

hitting the stranger; except for hitting someone who was in 

a march or someone who was drunk, approval among members of 

middle class white and black society was commonplace. In 

fact, one could go so far as to argue that there may indeed 

be a subculture of violence as measured by higher amounts 
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of approval of hitting the stranger in the situations 

described on the NORC survey. However, the subculture 

identifiable by pro-violent attitudes resides among middle 

and upper class whites rather than among lower class 

blacks. 

Defenders of the subculture of violence thesis might 

wish to argue at this point that this analysis is not an 

appropriate test of the subculture of violence thesis. 

They might argue for example, that the situations described 

in the survey items were not the correct ones for 

distinguishing subcultural members from the rest of 

society. If this is the case, the problem sterns from those 

who have specified the theory for not providing more 

detail. As stated previously, Wolfgang only described the 

subculture of violence in one passage (1958:188-9), and 

that same passage was quoted as the description of the 

subculture in the later book with Ferracuti (1967:153). It 

is curious that in the second book, the authors discuss in 

lengthy detail what a value is, but devote so little space 

to describing the specific values in the subculture or the 

situational stimuli that differentiate subcultural members 

from non-members. All we do know from Wolfgang's study of 

homicide is that the values he refers to are not pro-murder 

per se, but are pro-violence in certain vaguely specified 
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situations such that during social interactions, when those 

vaguely specified situational stimuli are present, the 

physical altercations that result between subcultural 

members may escalate into murder. The lack of specifics is 

probably due, at least in large part, to the type of data 

they based their study on. Wolfgang had no direct 

information on the subculture; he could do little more than 

infer its existence from the consistencies found in 

analyzing the police reports. 

The lack of specifics has created an unfortunate 

dilemma for those who wish to test the theory. At the same 

time that it provides little information for researchers 

about which situations might distinguish the beliefs of 

subcultural members from non-m~iliers, it also leaves them 

open to the cI'iticisrn that their indicators of violent 

attitudes are inappropriate. This lack of detail has 

resulted in a wide variation in the items used on 

questionaires to try and locate members of the subculture 

of violence. In addition to the Rokeach Value Survey, 

Ball-Rokeach (1973) uses three items (which incidentally 

she combines into an index) to ascertain respondents' 

attitude toward violence in her national sample. These 

items involved subjects' approving or disapproving of a 

teenage boy punching or beating another teenage boy, a 
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public school teacher hitting a student, and a judge 

sentencing a person to death (Ball-Rokeach, 1973:738). 

These are obviously very different from the items on the 

NORC survey. However, one can only argue that certain of 

these situations do or do not apply to the subculture of 

violence based on personal intuition or opinion; the 

theorists that have developed this line of thought supply 

few guidelines. 

In any case, the argument that the indicators of 

violent attitudes in this study were the wrong ones for 

testing the subculture of violence is not completely valid. 

For example, Hitok, the first question asked all 

respondents, was very general and should have uncovered 

subcultural patterns if they existed. Subjects were asked 

if there were any situations they could think of where they 

would approve of a man punching another adult male. It 

seems reasonable to assume that members of a subculture of 

violence would find it quite easy to think of such 

situations, certainly more so than people socialized into 

the supposedly anti-violence dominant culture. Yet still, 

lower class blacks were significantly less likely to 

respond affinnatively to this item than middle class blacks 

and all whites. So while one might argue that attitudes 

about protest marchers and house robbers are not 
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necessarily related to the subculture of violence and 

therefore should not be expected to differentiate members 

from non-members, other of the items are applicable and 

they show no more support for the subculture than do the 

rest. 

Another qualification, this one suggested by 

Hartnagel (1980), is that just because certain categories 

of people have high rates of violent crime, it does not 

necessarily follow that everyone in those categories 

commits violent crimes or has values that approve of 

resorting to interpersonal aggression. In other words, the 

subculture of violence is not a characteristic of the 

young, the lower class, blacks and males but "may be 

exhibited within these categories by smaller distinct 

groupings" (Hartnagel, 1980:236). Now the argument is not 

that the items on the survey may be inappropriate, but that 

the population sampled may be inappropriate for testing the 

subculture of violence thesiso Thus for example, 

aggregating survey data and comparing attitudes of middle 

and lower class people may be a poor test of the 

subcultural thesis because only a portion of the lower 

class, possibly only a very small portion i are actually 

subcultural members. 

While he does not even attempt to specify who among 

the lower class, younger, blacks and males might be 
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subcultural members, this is still an interesting argument 

that may indeed have some merit. Nevertheless, his 

proposal does not alter the fact that the present study is 

an accurate test of the subculture as described by Wolfgang 

(1958) and then Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) and that the 

findings do not agree with the subculture of violence as 

conceived by those authors. Nor does Hartnagel's line of 

reasoning address the finding in this study that there is 

definite evidence of pro-violence attitudes among those 

groups with low official rates of criminal aggression. 

Based on this research and the other value studies 

cited, there is precious little evidence that a subculture 

of violence exists among certain categories of Americans as 

specified by Wolfgang. Perhaps, in a sense, this is not 

surprising given the lack of confirming evidence for other 

types of lower-class subcultures that have been proposed by 

other theorists. For instance, Miller (1958) argued that 

delinquent gang activities were a result of certain "focal 

concerns" unique to the lm'ler class but Short and 

Strodtbeck (1965) could not find those unique focal 

concerns in their value study. Anthropoligist Oscar Lewis 

(1959) proposed that a subculture of poverty with its 

special set of values existed among the very poor but 

Liebow's (1967) observational study of a group of 
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streetcorner men led him to conclude that lower class 

values are not different from those held by the remainder 

of society. 

All this suggests that future research on the 

subculture will not be very promising unless some 

modifications of the theory are taken into account. One 

might want to try Hart~gel's (1980) suggestion and 

measure attitudes of certain groups within the lower class, 

young male community. Though Liebow (1967) did not find 

value differences with streetcorner society, their might be 

value differences in some other as yet unidentified segment 

of the lower class community. 

Perhaps there is an even more promising line of 

research. Instead of measuring a small number of values, 

it might be more fruitful to measure commitment to a wider 

range of attitudes about violence, thus taking into account 

Rodman's (1963) idea of lower-class value stretch and Della 

Fave's (1974) concept of value tolerance. One would be 

testing the possibility that a subculture of violence, 

while it contains the same values as the dominant culture, 

involves a lower degree of commitment to those values 

and/or a higher degree of tolerating deviations from those 

values than the dominant culture. 

Hovlever, there is one reason that has not been 

considered thusfar for predicting that even modifications 
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of the subculture of violence theory will not find much 

empirical support and consequently will not be useful in 

explaining criminal behavior. One other aspect of 

Wolfgang's data must be considered in any theoretical 

discussion of violence and values; this has to do with the 

presence of alcohol. Among the homicides studied in 

Philadelphia, alcohol had been used prior to the homicide 

by either the victim, the offender, or most often by both 

parties, 64% of the time (Wolfgang, 1958:136-7). The rate 

studies paralleling Wolfgang's work in other cities found 

similar patterns (Bullock, 1955; Voss and Hepburn, 1968). 

Assault and homicide have elsewhere been 

characterized as expressive crimes (Chambliss, 1975). 

While these criminal acts can be rationally planned and 

thought out ahead of time, more often they are not. 

Rather, they tend to be unplanned crimes, where the 

offender has not weighed the pros and cons of his actions 

(Chambliss, 1975). Typically, the offender unexpectedly 

finds himself in a situation where some emotion or 

combination of emotions are aroused and he acts on them 

without thinking. Chambliss has argued that the nature of 

this type of expressive crime makes it less likely to be 

deterrable by threats of punishment. Could we not take 

this a step farther and argue also that these crimes, 
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especially when alcohol is involved, are not necessarily 

value-based either? Almost everyone has had the experience 

while intoxicated of doing something on impulse, without 

thinking, that they would not do while sober because, when 

they are sober, they do not believe that it is the 

appropriate way to behave.. Is it not also possible that 

the values we believe in when soberly filling out 

questionaires have less influence on our behavior when we 

are drunk? It is conceivable to reinterpret Wolfgang's 

study such that the jostle or the slight derogatory remark, 

made by someone who is inebriated, is impulsively 

overreacted to by someone else who is inebriated, and the 

confrontation escalates without attitudes toward violence 

having much effect. This is a possibility that Wolfgang 

never considered. If he had, he might not have been so 

quick to argue that a subculture of violence existed. 

While Wolfgang's original work seemed to make a substant.ial 

contribution to understanding the causes of criminal 

behavior, a closer analysis suggests that his conclusions 

about the subculture of violence may be less fruitful than 

originally believed. 
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CONFLICT AND CONTROL FUNCTIONS 

OF SEXUAL HUMOR 



ABSTRACT 

Many types of humor, particularly ethnic and racial, 

have been discussed in terms of their social conflict and 

their social control or boundary maintenance functions. 

However, little analysis of sexual humor has been done, 

despite some evidence that sexual jokes are the type most 

often told in American society and the common claim that 

these jokes play an important role in children's 

development of sexual scripts. This paper involves a 

functional analysis of sexual humor using a sample of jokes 

obtained from students in lower division Sociology of Human 

Sexuality classes. It was found that the jokes were less 

about sexual activity than about gender. Both men and 

women were caricatured in a way that portrayed women as 

less important and lower in status than men. Sexual humor 

has much in common wi ·'.:.h racial and ethnic humor; all of 

these forms of humor distinguish dominant from subordinant 

groups, exaggerating the weaknesses of the out-group and 

the strengths of the in-group. 
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CONFLICT AND CONTROL FUNCTIONS OF SEXUAL HUMOR 

Humor is a type of symbolic interaction; to 

understand a joke, one must understand the conunon 

stereotypes and conunon customs in the culture. Yet, 

despite its prevalence, humor and jokes have not garnered 

the kind of attention among sociologists and social 

psychologists that other types of interaction have 

received. 

Those few social scientists who have studied humor 

have tended to do one of three things. A small number of 

studies are essays on the nature of humor and laughter. 

These works generally try to define humor, classify humor 

into a number of different forms and discuss what it is in 

the humor that leads to the human reaction of laughter 

(e.g., Blistein, 1964; Cameron, 1963; Freud, 1960; McGhee, 

1979; zijderveld, 1968). 

A second area of investigation in the literature on 

humor takes a micro or social psychological perspective 

focusing on either the people who listen to the jokes, the 

people who tell the jokes, or how the use of jokes affects 

the interaction between the listener and the teller. The 

studies on listeners are usually laboratory experiments 

1 
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designed to compare levels of humor appreciation among 

different social groups (e.g., Adelson, 1947: Borges et 

al., 1980, Ingrando, 1980; Middleton, 1959; Prerost, 1976; 

Priest and Wilhelm, 1974; Wilson, 1975; Zillman and 

Stocking, 1976). Subjects, often university students, hear 

a number of jokes and fill in a questionaire rating how 

much they liked each of those jokes. The researcher then 

looks for statistical associations between background 

characteristics of the subjects and their rating of the 

quality of the jokes. These studies have found that 

enjoyment of sexual humor is related to such factors as 

subject l s gender, skin color, marital status, and level of 

prej udice. 

Studies on the joke tellers have tended to be field 

studies where confederates would record the content of 

jokes that they heard and the social characteristics of 

those who told the jokes. These studies are fewer in 

number, probably due at least in part to the extended 

effort and time necessary to collect this type of data. 

Those few that have been done have come up with such 

interesting findings as that women told as many dirty jokes 

as men and that black college students told both anti-black 

and anti-white jokes more than white college students did 

(Middleton and Moland, 1959; Neitz, 1980; Winick, 1976). 
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Studies exploring the different influences of humor 

and jokes on interpersonal interaction are usually 

experiments where humor is purposefully introduced. For 

example, O'Quin and Aronoff (1981) used an experimental 

game situation and found that using humor made su~jects 

more willing to comply with requests. Baron (1978) found 

that subjects exposed to sexually exploitive humor 

responded less aggressively toward the confederate than 

those not exposed to that humor. 

The third perspective taken in the literature on 

humor and jokes is a broad functional perspective, looking 

at the needs that humor and jokes serve for the group 

(e.g.,Barron, 1950: Burma, 1946: Coser, 1959: Davies, 1982: 

Hertzler, 1970: Obrdlik, 1942: Stephenson, 1951). The 

large majority of these studies focus on race and ethnic 

jokes and most seem to concur that these jokes, while they 

can perform many different functions, work mainly as tools 

of social conflict or as tools of social control and 

boundary maintenance. The major difference between 

conflict and control humor is in the focus of the ridicule. 

Jokes that serve a conflict function ridicule an out-group 

or a minority group while jokes that are primarily social 

control oriented ridicule deviant behavior (Middleton and 

Moland, 1959). 



The conflict function of humor is expressed· 
largely by means of irony, satire, sarcasm, 
caricature, parody, burlesque, and the like. The 
particular adaptability of humor as a conflict 
weapon lies in the fact that humor may conceal 
malice and allow expression of aggression without 
the consequences of other overt behavior • • • • 
Conflict humor not only functions to express 
aggression but serves to strengthen the morale of 
those who use it and to undermine the morale of 
those at whom it is aimed • 

• • • As a means of social control, humor may 
function to express approval or disapproval of 
social form and action, express common group 
sentiments, develop and perpetuate stereotypes, 
relieve awkward or tense situations, and express 
collective, sub rosa approbation of action not 
explicitly approved (Stephenson, 1951). 

4 

Fine (1976) is one of only two authors who studied 

the functions of sexual humor. His paper is a cross-

cultural analysis of the situations or contexts within 

which sexually explicit humor was ritually prescribed as 

appropriate behavior. Using anthropological descriptions 

of different societies, he concluded, as others that have 

studied different types of humor, that sexual hl~or and 

obscene banter are rituals that groups use to reaffirm 

standards for appropriate conduct and as tools to express 

inter-group rivalry. He reached this conclusion without 

knowing the content of the humor but by relying on 

ethnographic descriptions of the ceremonial situations in 

which sexual humor was used. 

The work done by Legman (1968), the second author 

who has dealt with the function of sexual humor, is closer 
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in methodology to the research done in this paper. Legman 

spent thirty years listening for and recording dirty jokes 

told to him in all kinds of social situations. The result 

of all this effort is a thick, two volume Freudian analysis 

of dirty jokes. 

According to Legman, erotic humor has two important 

social and psychological functions. One involves a kind of 

verbal seduction, which he calls verbal rape, where jokes 

are used during interaction to move conversation on to the 

topic of sex and prepare for the actual physical approach 

which will soon follow (Legman, 1968:12-3,218). A good 

example of this would be the man who starts telling his 

date dirty jokes to set the mood for having sex. 

There is a problem here. Legman did extensive work 

almost single handedly for three decades, gathering a huge 

collection of erotic jokes; he did not however do any 

systematic information gathering on the situation in which 

those jokes were used or on who told them to whom. 

Nevertheless, he makes the conceptual argument, unsupported 

by his research, that these jokes exist and circulate 

because people are letting their "victim/date" know that 

sexual advances are soon to corne. 

The second function of sex jokes identified by 

Legman is equally unsubstantiated. He divided the jokes up 
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into many thematic categories and ·tried to argue that each 

of those themes was symbollic of such sexually-related 

frustrations as castration anxiety, penis envy, and sexual 

longing for mothers and fathers. He argued that erotic 

jokes are socially acceptable expressions of these tension 

laden sexual themes and the act of telling the joke serves 

as a release of sexual anxiety. In other words, people 

tell jokes about what bothers them because telling sex 

jokes acts as a safety valve, enabling both the listener 

and the teller to use laughter to cope with libidinal 

tensions. For example, jokes about penises exist so that 

men can tell these jokes and thereby temporarily alleviate 

their fears of castration. "Brags about the length of the 

penis are intended to reassure everyone concerned-in the 

story and listening to it-that the penis is not really as 

small as he fears: that is to say, cut off! (Legman, 

1968:292). " 

Legman makes claims about the reason dirty jokes are 

used, i.e., to preceed sexual activity and to reduce sexual 

anxiety; these claims are unsubstantiated because his only 

information is really the content of the jokes themselves. 

He did not observe the situations in which dirty jokes are 

used and did no research to determine whether or not 

verbalizing them reduces tension. His claims rely on 
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unprovable assumptions about people's psychic make up and 

ignore possible alternative interpretations 0 

The purpose of this paper is to apply the functional 

perspective to sexual humor. There is some evidence that 

sexual jokes are the type told most often in American 

society (Middleton and Moland, 1959:64; Winick, 1976:125); 

yet very few studies have considered their role in society 

thus neglecting much of the humor that circulates among the 

population. A sample of bawdy jokes obtained from students 

in a lower division sociology class was analysed to see 

what their content might tell USo It is an interesting 

question to see if there is some kind of consistent message 

being communicated in sexual jokes and to what extent this 

message parallels that found by numerous researchers 

focusing on other types of jokes. In other words, to what 

extent might jokes use humor to express conflict or malice 

between different groups of sexual participants and thus 

serve the same type of conflict function observed in ethnic 

and racial jokes? Also, to what extent might the jokes 

serve as mechanisms of social control expressing approval 

and disapproval of different types of sexual behavior? 

Given the taboo nature of sex, learning about it is 

difficult. While some actions and partners are considered 

decent and others are considered indecent, 
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institutionalized avenues for learning these standards have 

not been clearly developed. Thus jokes, along with other 

fo~~s of sexually explicit material, may play an important 

role in communicating social attitudes. 

It will be argued in this paper that while some of 

the jokes gave information on socially acceptable and 

socially deviant forms of sexual behavior, the jokes also 

served a conflict function, portraying women as less 

important and powerful then men. In other words, the 

message behind erotic humor is not focused solely on sexual 

activity: the jokes were also concerned about gender. They 

dealt with the image of men and the image of women and the 

relationship between the two genders, describing one as 

higher in status than the other in much the same way that 

ethnic and racial jokes distinquish dominant from 

subordinant groups. 

Methodology 

The purpose of this paper is to do a content 

analysis of sex jokes currently being circulated among 

segments of the public. The jokes included in this 

analysis were collected over two semesters from students in 

lower division Sociology of Human Sexuality classes taught 

at a state university of approximately 14,000 students. 

Early in the semester, students were given an assignment to 
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each turn in IIthree dirty jokes that are going around now. 1I 

They were told not to go to magazines or books for their 

jokes but to listen for and record jokes that were told to 

them. 

Over the semesters, 258 different jokes were 

collected. There was little if any variation in the types 

of jokes that were handed in from semester to semester. In 

fact, there was quite a bit of overlap over time in the 

jokes that were handed in by the students; although the 

wording was slightly different, many of them were repeated 

over and over again. Of those "dirty jokes" handed in by 

the students the overwhelming majority dealt with sexual 

activity and genetalia. However, some of the jokes had no 

sexual content in them. For example, there were a number of 

jokes with off-color language describing a minority group 

or some outrageous or stupid thing done by a member of a 

minority group. Others described famous politicians in a 

derogatory fashion. These types of jokes were not included 

in the content analysis for this paper. 

An analysis of a sample of the jokes led to the 

development of 13 categories based on the content of the 

sexual, humor. Most of the jokes fell in to one and only 

one category but a few of the jokes had elements of more 

than one category. In the instances where this occurred, 
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the jokes were counted twice, once in each of the 

categories that they seemed to fit. Since the jokes fit 

equally well into both categories, deciding which category 

to count the joke in '\oJould have been an arbi traI:Y decision. 

Also, unlike many content analyses, the categories derived 

here are not all mutually exclusive. For example, 

homosexuality and oral sex are separate sexual activities 

and yet the same joke can describe two homosexuals having 

oral sex and thus fit equally well into both categories as 

well as tell us something attitudinally about both 

categories. Therefore, it made more sense to forego any 

arbitrary decision and treat the joke as a member of both 

relevant categories. There were few enough of these that it 

would not change the relative number in the various 

categories. 

The percentage of jokes in each category is given in 

Table 10 This number counts the different jokes handed in 

by the students; if the same joke was handed in by more 

than one student, it was counted only once. This number 

can not be generalized to say anything about how often the 

jokes are told, who tells them, in what kinds of situations 

they are told, or their effect on the interaction. 

Although these are important questions that need to be 

researched, they are beyond the scope of this present 

study. 



Table 1. Number and Percent of Jokes in the Different 
Thematic Categories. 

Category 

Anatomy Jokes (N=87) 
Penis 
Vagina 
Semen 
Breasts 
Menstruation 

Sexual Behavior Jokes (N=147) 
Heterosexual 

Intercourse 
Oral Sex 
Homosexuality 
Masturbation 
Virginity 
Prostitution 
Beastiality 
Incest 

N 

53 
24 

5 
4 
1 

64 
42 
19 

7 
6 
5 
3 
1 

% 

22.6 
10.3 

2.1 
1.7 

.4 

27.4 
17.9 

8.1 
3.0 
2.6 
2.1 
1.3 

.4 

11 
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There is a wide variation in how often the thirteen 

different sexual themes were used in the jokes handed in by 

the studentsG A few were quite common while most of them 

occurred relatively rarely. The most common theme in all 

the jokes described intercourse or attempts at intercourse 

between heterosexual couples. Following close behind were 

those jokes about the male organ G These were jokes, not 

about its use with a female or another male, but about its 

length, width, and durability. Jokes featuring oral sex 

were also quite common. Numerous, though less so than the 

other three categories just mentioned, were jokes about the 

vagina and about homosexualitYG The remaining nine themes 

appeared relatively rarely in those jokes circulating among 

the students and thus were not included in the analysis. 

In thi s paper, some of the jokes handed in by the 

students will be repeated to provide examples of the themes 

evident in the humor. Except for some grammatical and 

spelling corrections, the wording of the jokes is exactly 

as submitted by the students. To separate the jokes from 

each other and from the body of the paper, they will be 

identified by quotation marks and capital letters. 

Findings 

The division of jokes ~nto their categories produced 

some interesting results. One important finding is that 
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there are really two broad categories of dirty jokes, 

sexual behavior jokes and anatomy jokes. As expected, many 

of the jokes are about sexual behavior. In these jokes, 

the topic is the sex act and something about it is treated 

humorously. Though these jokes involve different 

participants doing different kinds of things with each 

other, they all have in common a description of some form 

of human sexual interaction. 

However surprisingly, about 40% of the jokes do not 

have much directly to do with describing sexual behavior. 

Instead, these jokes focus on body parts such as the penis 

or the vagina, organs considered erotic and important for 

their sexual function. The anatomy jokes, though they are 

about sexual organs, do not describe the organ's use during 

sex. Instead, these jokes describe the physical 

characteristics of the organ: its size, its shape, its 

odor, etc., and so have very little to do with sexual 

behavior itself. 

In summary, some of the "dirty jokes" are about 

sexual behavior, treating such acts as oral sex or 

homosexuality in a humorous fashion. There were also a 

large group of jokes in the sample which, though they 

describe organs of the body that are used during sex, focus 

on their physical characteristics rather than their use 
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during a sexual encounter. To complete the content 

analysis of jokes, each category of sexual humor will be 

looked at separately. 

Anatomy Jokes 

Of all the male and female body parts that could be 

considered erotic or useful during sexual intercourse, only 

four are mentioned in the jokes. Though two are male and 

two are female the equal treatment stops there. The most 

often joked about body part was by far the penis; indeed, 

it was the subj ect of the maj ori ty of jokes that deal t wi th 

the human anatomy. The vagina, as the female organ most 

often joked about, was mentioned in fewer than half as many 

jokes. 

Women might breathe a sigh of relief at this point. 

For once, men seem to be getting the raw deal: after all, 

their bodies have the dubious distinction of being most 

often joked about. However, we need to look at the content 

of these jokes as well as their frequency to see how the 

male and female anatomy are treated. 

The best place to begin is with the most commonly 

mentioned organ, the penis. By definition, the penis is 

long and hard. "WHAT DO A MOTORCYCLE AND A MAN HAVE IN 

COMMON? •• THEY BOTH HAVE A KICKSTAND. II "WHY DO GUYS HAVE 

LEGS? •• SO THEY DON°T GET STUCK IN GOPHER HOLES." 
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In fact, sometimes the size is so long that it 

becomes absurd. "LITTLE JOHNNY WENT WITH HIS MOMMY TO THE 

ZOO. WHEN THEY PASSED A GIANT BULL ELEPHANT, JOHNNY 

POINTED AND ASKED, °WHAT'S THAT? °HIS TAIL, HE USES IT TO 

FLICK FLIES,' SAID MOM. °NO, THAT THING.' °OH, YOU MEAN 

HIS TRUNK.' °NO, THAT THING BETWEEN HIS LEG,' SAID .JOHNNY. 

°OH IT'S NOTHING,' MOM SAID AS SHE WISKED HIM AWAY. NEXT 

WEEK, JOHNNY GOES WITH HIS DAD TO THE ZOO AND THEY SEE THE 

SAME BULL ELEPHANT. °WHAT'S THAT?' JOHNNY ASKS. °THAT'S 

HIS TAILu' °NO, THAT ••• ' °OH, THAT'S HIS TRUNK.' °NO, THAT 

THING BETWEEN HIS LEGS.' °OH, THAT'S HIS PENIS. HE USES IT 

TO REPRODUCE.' °BUT MOM SAID IT WAS NOTHING.' JOHNNY 

REPLIES. DAD PATS HIM ON THE HEAD AND SAYS, °THAT'S OK 

SON, YOUR MOM IS JUST SPOILED. III "THREE GUYS WERE ON THE 

ROOFTOP OF A TALL BUILDING COMPETING TO SEE WHO HAD THE 

LONGEST DICK. THE FIRST GUY DROPS HIS OVER THE LEDGE AND 

IT GOES DOWN THREE FLOORS. HE'S ALL EXCITED UNTIL THE NEXT 

GUY'S GOES DOWN FOUR FLOORS. THEN THE THIRD GUY HANGS HIS 

PIl~CE OVER THE EDGE AND STARTS JUMPING UP AND DOWN. THE 

OTHER TWO WONDERED WHAT HE WAS DOING m~TIL THEY LEANED OVER 

THE SIDE OF THE BUILDING AND SAW THAT HE WAS DODGING 

TRAFFIC. II 

These are a small sample of the jokes where the 

penis is described as extremely and implausibly long. 
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Certainly, the humor in these jokes is in part based on the 

notion that the size of the penis is so exaggerated. Yet 

it is significant that these jokes do not treat the penis 

or the men attached to them derogatorily. They do not 

treat these oversized organs as body deformaties or ugly. 

These men are not described as freaks of nature all hunched 

over because of the terrible problem of carrying around 

alot of added weight and length. Instead, the male 

characters are quite proud of what they have have been 

endowed with and are quite eager to show off or brag about 

it. 

Indeed, the male characters that are equipped with 

these large penises are continually bragging about them. 

One joke gloats, "HAVE YOU EVER SEEN AN ELEPHANT WITH AN 

AFRO? II and then the joke teller (who must be male) begins 

unzipping his pants. "WANT TO KNOW HOW I CAN MAKE MY COCK 

TEN INCHES LONG?eoFOLD IT IN HALF. II And there are still 

other jokes with the same idea. "WHY IS DAIRY QUEEN ALWAYS 

SMILING? ~ •• BECAUSE BURGER KING HAS A WHOPPER. II "WHAT HAS 

151 TEETH AND PROTECTS THE INCREDIBLE HULK?ooMY ZIPPER. II 

Men in the jokes who are not endowed with such huge 

whoppers and incredible hulks can be found wishing for 

them. "A CUSTOMER ASKS THE BARTENDER ABOUT THIS TINY MAN 

PLAYING PIANO AT THE BAR. THE BARTENDER SAID THE LITTLE 



GUY FOUND A MAGIC LAMP AND MADE A WISH BUT THE GENIE 

SCREWED UP--SHE THOUGHT HE WANTED A TEN INCH PIANIST." 
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One last example involves a flMAN WHO FOUND A BOTTLE WITH A 

GENIE IN IT AND GOT THREE WISHES. HE ASKED TO BE AS 

HANDSOME AS ROBERT REDFORD. A LIGHT FLASHED AND POOF, HE 

WAS GORGEOUS. HE WANTED A STRONG WELL PROPORTIONED BODY 

AND POOF, HE GOT IT. HIS LAST WISH WAS THAT HIS DICK WOULD 

TOUCH THE FLOOR AND POOF, HE HAD NO LEGS." In these jokes, 

the humor comes from the genie not understanding the manls 

wish for a long penis and changing something else instead. 

The overall message in all these jokes reviewed so 

far is that men have long penises and are quite proud of 

them and those who do not have them would go to any lengths 

to get them. In fact, it is those characters in the jokes 

who do not have large penises that are objects of derision. 

Among the category of penis jokes, the most common put down 

is that the penis is undersized. "DID YOU HEAR ABOUT THE 

GUY WHO TRIED TO WALK THROUGH THE WALL WITH A HARD ON?o.HE 

BROKE HIS NOSE. II "WHAT IS 'llfIE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN OH AND 

AHH? •• THREE INCHES. II "AN AIRLINE STEWARDESS ANNOUNCED 

THAT PASSENGERS SHOULD HAVE THEIR TICKETS OUT SO SHE COULD 

CHECK THEMo WORKING HER WAY DOWN THE AISLE, SHE GETS TO A 

MAN IN A TRENCH COAT WHO FLASHES HER. °OH SIR, YOU MUST 

HAVE MISUNDERSTOOD ME. I ASKED TO SEE YOUR TICKET, NOT 

YOUR STUB 0 I II These are just three examples of the many 
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jokes where the man is put down~ and sometimes by a woman, 

for not having equipment big enough to be acceptable. 

In sum, the major concern in the jokes about the 

penis is its size. As an organ, the penis is long and 

hard. Having one like this is something to be proud of for 

the male owner and a delight for the female who gets to see 

it. Those unfortunates who do not have such equipment are 

seen as lacking and made light of. No wonder these 

underendowed men seek genies to modify the trick played on 

them by nature and genes. 

Jokes about the female anatomy concentrate most on 

the vaginal area. When reading these jokes, one is left 

with the impression that the terms "woman" and "vagina" are 

synonomous. "DEFINITION OF A WOMAN: A LIFE SUPPORT SYSTEM 

FOR A PUSSY." "WHAT'S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A BUNCH OF 

PIGMIES AND A GIRL'S TRACK TEAM? • ONE IS A BUNCH OF 

CUNNING RUNTS WHILE THE OTHER IS A BUNCH OF RUNNING CUNTS." 

"FOUR DADS WERE BRAGGING TO EACH OTHER. I'VE GOT 5 BOYS, 

ENOUGH FOR A BASKETBALL TEAM. I'VE GOT SIX BOYS, ENOUGH 

FOR A HOCKEY TEAM. I'VE GOT NINE BOYS, ENOUGH FOR A 

BASEBALL TEAM •. I'VE GOT EIGHTEEN GIRLS, ENOUGH FOR A GOLF 

COURSE. " 

Unlike the jokes about the penis, there is not one 

joke among those about the vagina where a female character 
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is proud of or bragging about her organ. Nor is there even 

one characteristic of the vagina that anyone, either male 

or female, delights in. Unfortunately, the vagina is not 

something pleasant to have, at least according to the jokes 

in this sample. 

Of all the things supposedly wrong with the vagina, 

the one mentioned most often in the jokes is that it 

smells. "YOU KNOW WHY THEY DON'T LET WOMEN SWIM IN THE 

OCEAN ANY MORE? •• THEY FIGURED OUT WHY THE FISH STINK." 

"WHAT DID THE BLIND MAN SAY AS HE PASSED BY THE FISH 

MARKET? •• oGOOD MORNING LADIES.'" "WHAT'S THE DEFINITION 

OF CONFUSION? •• TWENTY BLIND LESBIANS IN A FISH MARKET." 

"IF GIRLS ARE MADE OF SUGAR AND SPICE, WHY DO THEY SMELL 

LIKE ANCHOVIES?" 

There are other things wrong with the vagina as 

well. It is wet and sticky. "WHY DID GOD GIVE WOMEN 

LEGS? •• SO THEY WOULDN'T LEAVE SNAIL TRACKS WHEN THEY 

WALKED. " "WHY DON'T WOMEN THROW THEIR UNDERWEAR AGAINST 

THE WALL? Q •• IT MIGHT STICK." And they can be too big. 

"WHY DID THE GUY TRADE IN HIS WIFE FOR AN OUTHOUSE? •• THE 

HOLE WAS SMALLER AND IT SMELLED BETTER." 

In reading these jokes, one is struck by the absence 

of any characters, male or female, who delight in or brag 

about the female body. Indeed, vaginas are described in 
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such disguisting terms, as slimey, sticky, and smelly, even 

worse than an outhouse, that it leaves you wondering why 

men would be attracted to them at all. This image of the 

vagil~ is in contrast to other forms of sexual material, 

like pornographic magazines for example, where the vaginal 

area is a principle fetish of attraction for the male. 

This leaves us with the question of what function, 

if any, is performed by these anatomy jokes. Organizing 

them into thematic groups and analyzing their content has 

demonstrated that there is a consistant and clear message 

in the jokes. On the one hand, the male organ is long and 

hard and something to be proud of. On the other hand, 

women have the unfortunate lot of being endowed with organs 

that have no redeeming physical characteristics and in fact 

are more than mildly unpleasant. 

The content of the anatomy jokes had nothing 

whatsoever to do with the sex act; that is an important 

finding. This fact allows us to rule out sexual boundary 

maintenance as a possible function of this category of 

jokes. They provided no information about when, why, or 

how to engage in sexual intercourse. Likewise, they gave 

no information on what types of sexual behavior were 

socially acceptable or deviant. Rather, the key to 

understanding their function has to do with their focus on 



describing the attractive and unattractive physical 

characteristics of certain genetalia. 
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The best way to make sense of the message in these 

jokes is to look at them as caricatures of traditional male 

and female gender roles. The description of the genetalia 

parallel the relative status and worth of the two genders. 

Given that men are the supposedly stronger and higher 

status gender, it is not surprising that their identifying 

body organ is described in a manner consistant with that 

image. There cou.ld have been jokes circulating about the 

detractions of the penis, especially about some of the 

oversized ones described, but such themes were absent. On 

the contrary, it is as if the more square inches of long, 

strong penis you have, the higher your status. 

In the same way, given that women are traditionally 

regarded as the weaker and lower status gender, it was not 

surprising that there was nothing good to say about the 

vagina. There could have been jokes about the pleasures 

and desirability of that organ. In fact, if the jokes 

were functioning to give information about sex and 

appropriate sexual behavior, those are precisely the kinds 

of jokes you would expect to 'find circulating. Yet, those 

kinds of jokes were not found; there was absolutely nothing 

erotic or pleasurable about any kind of vagina and there 
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was nothing to be proud about if nature endowed you with 

one of those. 

In the jokes, the genetalia were symbolic of men and 

women; the humor gave information on the relative status of 

the two genders. That these jokes ridiculed people, not 

behavior, suggests that their function was conflict 

oriented. As one of the jokes said, "WHY ARE MEN SO 

INTELLIGENT AND WOMEN SO TALKATIVE? •• BECAUSE MEN HAVE TWO 

HEADS AND WOMEN HAVE FOUR LIPS." Exaggerating the 

strengths of one group and the weaknesses of the other, 

they functioned to express social conflict in the same way 

that racial and ethnic jokes exaggerate the flaws of the 

out-group and applaud the in-group. 

Sexual Behavior Jokes 

If dirty jokes function as social control mechanisms 

then it is among this category of sexual behavior jokes 

that this function should be clearly evident. We should be 

able to find messq,ges in the jokes that convey attitudes of 

approval for certain forms of acceptable sexual activity as 

well as messages that convey disapproval for those types of 

sexual activity that are less tolerable. Also, those 

characters in the jokes engaging in undesirable behaviors 

shoul d be trea ted with such scorn and ri di cuI e tha t we 

would never want to do what that character is doing. 
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However, a content analysis of the different types 

of sexual behavior jokes revealed more than the positive 

and negative attitudes one would expect if these jokes were 

functioning only as mechanisms of social control. 

Certainly, attitudinal and behavioral information on the 

appropriateness of the different sexual acts was there in 

the jokes, but also evident, particularly in the humor on 

heterosexual intercourse and oral sex, was the same clash 

between men and women present in the anatomy jokes. In 

order to support that statement, we will discuss the 

content of the different types of sexual behavior jokes, 

beginning with those categories that are least common among 

the jokes handed in by the students. 

Homosexuality. It is in this category that we 

finally see hints of a social attitude, in this case 

disapproval, being expressed. "THERE WAS THIS LITTLE BOY 

WITH 2 MATING FLIES IN HIS HAND. HE ASKED HIS MOTHER IF 

THERE WERE GIRL FLIES AND BOY FLIES BUT SHE, THINKING HIM 

TOO YOUNG ~ KNOW ABOUT SEX, SAID °NO.' HEARING THAT HE 

SLAPPED HIS HANDS TOGETHER AND SAID, °FAGS.'" In this one 

joke, the young male character is expressing a disdain 

trygard homosexuals. 

Homosexuals are also put down in the jokes via name 

calling. They are referred to as fags, queers, and fruit 
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rather than some less offensive label. "HOW DO YOU GET 4 

QUEERS ON A BAR STOOL? •• TURN IT UPSIDE DOWN 0 II "WHAT'S A 

FRUIT CUP? •• A JOCK STRAP FOR FAGS. II "WHAT DO YOU CALL A 

CHARIOT DRIVER WHO WEARS PINK TIGHTS? •• BEN GAY." "WHAT'S 

A FAG'S MOTTO? •• NEVER LEAVE YOUR FRIEND I S BEHIND." "TWO 

MEN DIED AND WENT TO HEAVEN. AT THE PEARLY GATES, THEY 

WERE GIVEN THEIR WINGS WITH THE PROVISION THAT IF THEY 

THOUGHT NASTY THOUGHTS, THEIR WINGS WOULD FALL OFF. THE 

TWO NEW ANGELS WERE WALKING AROUNG ON THE CLOUDS WHEN ONE 

SPOTTED A BEAUTIFUL NAKED GIRL. IMMEDIATELY HIS WINGS FELL 

OFF. HE BENT OVER TO PICK THEM UP. THE OTHER GUY'S WINGS 

FELL OFF." 

Note that in these few examples representative of 

the jokes, the homosexual is not condemned as harshly as 

one might expect given the controversy over homosexuality 

in our society. Except for name-calling, the characters in 

the jokes were not portrayed as undesirable perverts, 

deviants, effeminate or butch, sick or anything harsh. Nor 

were there any jokes describing a clash between gays and 

straightso Even in the last joke given, the homosexual 

urge was no more nasty than the heterosexual one. One 

could argue that the description of the vagina in the 

anatomy jokes communicated more disgust and contempt than 

the description of the homosexual. In sum, none of the 
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jokes express approval of homosexuality~ though disapproval 

primarily in the form of name-calling is expressed, the 

condemnation is not a strong one. 

Oral Sex. In this category of jokes, we find some 

combinations of themes that have not appeared together 

before in the same joke category. Approximately half of 

the jokes are neutral, i.e., neither approving or 

disapproving, in their description of this sexual activity. 

"WHAT DO YOU GET WHEN YOU CROSS A ROOSTER WITH A 

PEANUT? •• A COCK THAT STICKS TO YOUR MOUTH. II "WHAT DO YOU 

CALL NUTS ON A WALL? • 0 WALNUTS. WHAT DO YOU CALL NUTS ON 

A CHEST? •• CHESTNUTS. WHAT DO YOU CALL NUTS ON A CHIN? •• A 

MOUTH FULL." "WHAT'S 69 MULTIPLIED BY 2? •• DINNER FOR 4." 

These are a few exampl es of the many oral sex jokes handed 

in by the students that do not communicate any social 

attitudes either condemning or praising this method of 

sexual stimulation. 

The remaining jokes did contain messages about the 

pleasures of oral sex and the attitudes of people who 

engage in this activity. As in the anatomy jokes, the 

message is different for men and women. 

The male characters in the jokes were just wild 

about oral sex. "WHY DO DOGS LICK THEIR BALLS? •• BECAUSE 

THEY CAN. II "WHAT DO YOU CALL A SMILING ROMAN WITH HAIR IN 
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HIS TEETH?oo.A GLAD-I-AT-OR." nIF GOD HADN'T INTENDED MAN 

TO EAT PUSSy WHY DID HE DESIGN IT TO LOOK LIKE A TACO?" 

Though the men may believe oral sex is a commandment 

from God, the women in the jokes have not been similarly 

persuaded about its delights. There were no jokes about 

women enjoying oral sex but several about them refusing to 

engage in thi s type of sexual acti vi ty. II A HU SBAND SMILED 

DOWN AT HIS SLEEPING SON AND SIGHED, °I WANT HIM TO HAVE 

WHAT I NEVER HAD.' HIS WIFE SHRIEKED, °YOU'RE NOT GIVING 

HIM A BLOW JOB!" 

There were some among this group of jokes that dealt 

with women in a negative fashion. "QUESTION: WHICH OF 

THESE DOES NOT BELONG AND WHY.ooA RUG, AN EGG, A BLOW JOB, 

OR A WIFE? ANSWER: A BLOWJOB. YOU CAN BEAT A RUG, YOU CAN 

BEAT AN EGG, AND YOU CAN EVEN BEAT YOUR WIFE, BUT YOU CAN'T 

BEAT A BLOWJOB 0 " "WHY IS A WOMAN LIKE THE MAFIA? o. ONE 

SLIP OF THE TONGUE AND YOUR IN SOME DEEP SHIT." The most 

offensive of this type of joke is: "WHAT ADVANTAGE DOES A 

MUG OF BEER HAVE OVER A WOMAN?oo.THEY BOTH GIVE GOOD HEAD 

BUT THE BEER DOESN'T TALK BACK." 

In sum, there were no jokes condemning oral sex as a 

deviant or perverted type of sexual practice. In fact, 

much of this humor was neutral in its description of this 

act. rrhese jokes al so highl igh t a difference of opinion 
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between men and women: women were not as eager as men to 

engage in this form of sexual activity. 

While none of these jokes treated men in a 

derrogatory fashion, women were described negatively. It 

is interesting that women were ridiculed in ways that had 

little to do with sexual behavior. Women were not put down 

for disliking oral sex or not doing it well. Nor was there 

any ridicule of women who liked it too much or did it too 

often. The condescension expressed was more general than 

that. Women were put down in ways that had more to do with 

their tradi tional gender stereotypes, like that they tal k 

too much, than for anything related to sex. 

Heterosexual Intercourse. After isolating all the 

jokes on heterosexual intercourse and reading through them, 

it becomes apparent that these jokes are less about the sex 

act in general than about men's role in the sex act and 

women's rol e in the sex act 0 

As in the oral sex jokes, the most common theme in 

this group of jokes is that men simply love to have and are 

always ready to have intercourse wi th women. "A BIG CAT 

CAN KILL YOU BUT A LITTLE PUSSY NEVER HURT ANYONE. II "AN 

OLD BULL AND A YOUNG BULL STOOD SIDE BY SIDE AT THE TOP OF 

A HILL WATCHING THE FIELD BELOW FULL OF PRIME COWS. THE 

YOUNG BULL IN EXCITEMENT TURNED TO THE OLD BULL AND SAID' 
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°WHY DON'T WE RUN DOWN AND SCREW US A COW!' THE OLD BULL 

REPLIED, "WHY DON'T WE WALK DOWN AND SCREW THEM ALL. '" 

nTHIS GUY GOES TO A HOUSE OF PROSTITUTION AND HAS TO DECIDE 
-

WHICH PROSTITUTE TO USE. ONE GUY COMES OUT OF A ROOM WITH 

A BIG SMILE ON HIS FACE SO HE FIGURES HE WILL USE THAT ONE. 

THEN ANOTHER GUY COMES OUT OF A DIFFERENT ROOM WITH A 

BIGGER SMILE AND IS HUMMING SO HE FIGURES THAT HE'D RATHER 

GO TO THAT ONE. THEN ANOTHER GUY COMES OUT OF A DIFFERENT 

ROOM AND HE LOOKS TOTALLY EXHAUSTED SO THE GUY FIGURES 

°HEY, THIS IS WHERE IT LOOKS BEST.' SO HE WALKS IN AND IT 

TURNS OUT THIS PROSTITUTE WAS A TEACHER AND SHE TELLS ALL 

HER CUSTOMERS, "IF YOU DON'T DO IT RIGHT, YOU'LL DO IT 

AGAIN AND AGAIN AND AGAIN." 

Not only are the men in constant heat, but they also 

are the active partner in the sex act; they do it to the 

women and hog all the pleasure for themselves. These jokes 

do not portray the two partners as sharing and enjoying 

each other. "DID YOU HEAR WHAT HAPPENED TO LAURA 

SCUDDER? •• FRITO LAYED HER." "THERE WAS THIS ISLAND IN THE 

MIDDLE OF A WIDE RIVER WITH A ROOSTER AND A CAT ON IT AND 

THEY COULD SEE BOTH A MOUSE AND A WORM ON THE OTHER SHORE. 

THE ROOSTER WAS HUNGRY AND THOUGHT, °IF I HAD THAT WORM I 

WOULD FEEL SO GOOD.' SO HE BACKED UP, TOOK A RUNNING 

START, JUMPED THE RIVER AND ATE THE WORM. THE CAT SAW WHAT 
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HAPPENED AND THOUGHT, °I WANT THAT MOUSE. I'M GOING TO DO 

IT TOO. I SO IT TOOK A RUNNING START AND JUMPED, ONLY TO 

LAND IN THE MIDDLE OF THE RIVER. THE MORAL OF THE 

STORY ••• WHERE THERE'S A SATISFIED COCK THERE'S A WET 

PUSSY." Interesting that while the male is satisfied woman 

is merely wet. It makes no sense either to turn it around 

and say that the man is wet while the woman is satisfiRd~ 

the play on. social reality is gone. In another joke, 

Superman tells the story about how he was "FLYING AROUND 

ONE DAY WHEN HE NOTICED WONDER WOMAN LYING NAKED ON HER 

BALCONY, MOVING HER PELVIS SUGGESTIVELY. °NATURALLY I 

ZOOMED RIGHT DOWN ON TOP OF HER.' °BOY, SHE MUST HAVE 

REALLY BEEN SURPRISED!' °YES, I GUESS SHE WAS •• oBUT NOT 

NEARLY AS SURPRISED AS THE INVISIBLE MAN 0 " Whether the 

woman wants sex or not is irrelevant in these jokes~ when 

he has the urge, hE! just takes hero The woman does not 

have to be asked. 

Given that men are always ready to have sex and take 

charge of the situation, it is logical that the put down 

for the heterosexual male is that he does not have enough 

sex or that he is not expert enough at it to take charge 

correctly. "WHY DO PRIESTS WEAR BOXERS WHEN THEy'RE IN THE 

SHOWER?o o BECAUSE THEY DON'T WANT TO LOOK DOWN UPON THE 

UNDERPRIVILEDGED." "WOMAN: WHAT DOES A SATISFIED LADY SAY 
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AFTER SEX? MAN: I DON'T KNOW. WOMAN: I DIDN'T THINK YOU 

KNEW. II "I TOLD THIS GUY WHO PICKED ME UP THAT I WANTED HIM 

TO GIVE ME 12 INCHES AND MAKE IT HURT SO THE CREEP GAVE ME 

3 INCHES FOUR TIMES AND HIT ME WITH A ROCK!" "AN 

UNEXPERIENCED GUY DROVE TO THE EDGE OF THE LAKE AND PUT HIS _ 

HAND ON HIS DATE'S KNEE. °YOU CAN GO FARTHER,' SHE SAID. 

SO HE DROVE INTO THE LAKE." 

In contrast, there were few jokes where the woman 

actually wanted or initiated sex. More common were the 

jokes where she did not feel up to sex, like when she had 

that stereotypical headache. "JACK AND JILL WERE WORKING 

FOR A COMPANY THAT WAS HAVING SOME HARD TIMES. ONE DAY, 

THE COMPANY MANAGER CALLED JACK AND JILL INTO HIS OFFICE 

AND SAID, °JILL, I'M GOING TO HAVE TO LAY YOU OR JACK OFF.' 

JILL REPLIED, °JACK OFF. I'VE GOT A HEADACHE." 

As stated, women in the jokes do not seem to get 

very exicted about the possibility of having sex. Perhaps 

their complaisant response is understandable given that 

nothing is said in the jokes about them doing anything 

during sex or about them deriving any pleasure or 

satisfaction from the encounter. In fact, the woman's only 

importance is that she possesses a vagina for the male to 

use 0 "WHAT'S A VAGINA? 0 • THE BOX A PENIS COMES IN." 

"DON'T MAKE LOVE ON AN EMPTY STOMACH ••• FEED HER DINNER 
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FIRST." "HOW ARE FRYING PANS AND WOMEN ALIKE? •• YOU HAVE 

TO WARM THEM UP BEFORE YOU STICK YOUR MEAT IN." nWHAT DO A 

PLANE AND A WOMAN HAVE IN COMMON? •• THEY BOTH HAVE A 

COCKPIT." "WHAT DO A WOMAN AND A STREET HAVE IN 

COMMON? •• THEY BOTH F.AVE A MAN- HOLE. " 

If women were described in a way consistant with 

the portrayal of the men, than one would predict that the 

pu~ down for the women would involve female characters who 

want sex too much or who enjoy it too much or who are too 

aggressive during intercourse. Since the male characters 

supposedly want and orchestrate sexual intercourse, those 

who cannot do either of them well are ridiculed. The women 

in the jokes do not care for sex; they are used during 

intercourse without any reference to their own pleasure or 

feelings. It should follow then that women who violate any 

of those standards should be objects of derision. However, 

this message does not come through in the jokes. If 

anything, women are encouraged to have sex more. "BE SURE 

AND GET ALL THE MILEAGE YOU CAN FROM THOSE EXPENSIVE BIRTH 

CONTROL PILLS." 

That still leaves the question of how women are put 

down in these jokes. Simply put, women are mocked for 

being women. "WHAT DO WOMEN AND FARTS HAVE IN 

COMMON? 0 o o YOU WANT TO LAY THEM BOTH BUT YOU DON'T WANT THEM 
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HANGING AROUND." "HOW DO YOU FUCI< A FAT WOMAN? o. ROLL HER 

IN FLOUR AND LOOK FOR THE WET SPOT." "HOW ARE WOMEN LIKE 

BALLOONS? •• ONE PRICK AND THEY'RE GONE. II itA HORNY RAT IN 

THE JUNGLE WAS RUNNING AROUND PROPOSITIONING DIFFERENT 

ANIMALS TILL HE FOUND AN OBLIGING FEMALE ELEPHANT. HE 

MOUNTED HER AND DURING ONE OF HIS FRENZIED PERIODS A 

COCONUT HAPPENED TO FALL ON HER HEAD AND SHE CRIED °OUCH.' 

HE LEANED FORWARD AND SHOUTED, °SUFFER BITCH.'" 

These jokes have little to do with women's 

performance during sex. Women are not criticized for being 

either too unresponsive or too aggressive. While their lack 

of desire was ridiculed, they were never demeaned for 

wanting too much sex. It is interesting that the 

traditional double standard, contrasting moral women who do 

not have sex with immoral ones who do, was not expressed in 

the jokes. While that might be good news, the bad news is 

that these jokes show a lack of respect and regard for the 

woman; she is of little value, something to be used and 

then discarded. 

It is important to note that the themes in the jokes 

on heterosexual intercourse depend on whether a man or a 

woman is the center of the humor. The male characters want 

and enjoy sex and are always eager for more. They take the 

active role in initiating and controlling the encounter and 
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are the ones who derive the pleasure from the interaction. 

Only the male characters who are infrequent or novice 

lovers are put down in the jokes. 

The women, on the other hand, are portrayed as less 

dedicated to having intercourse. Yet intercourse is the 

reason for the woman's existence; she has the box that is 

to be used by the man. Yet even so, she is poorly regarded 

as an object, to be temporarily used by the man for his 

pleasure. 

Summary. It is within the category of sexual behavior 

jokes that we find expression of both the boundary 

maintenance and conflict functions. In terms of boundary 

maintenance, there are a number of different messages about 

sexuality being communicated. For example, in the jokes 

about homosexuality, derogatory statements are evident. 

While these might be less demeaning than one might expect, 

an attitudinal standard disapproving of homosexuality is 

clear. 

Also, the jokes, particularly on oral and 

heterosexual intercourse, communicate different standards 

of sexual behavior for men and women. Sharing and loving 

relationships are conspicuously absent in the humor. What 

you find instead is a sexual battle of sorts. While the 

male characters are combing the world looking for sexual 



opportunities, their potential female partners are 

portrayed as illlwilling or at best uninterested in the 

sexual act. This conveys the message that sex is more a 

male activity than a female one e Men want, control and 

enjoy seXj women do none of these. 
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However, the jokes on oral and heterosexual 

intercourse also express conflict between men and women. 

The message is also communicated that the only positive 

feature that men see in women is their "cockpit." As in 

the anatomy jokes, women are described in uncomplimentary 

term3 0 Women are referred to as bitches t pusseys, man

holes, farts and in other derogatory ways. They may be 

abused, beaten, or generally treated in a negative fashiono 

The woman is useful and her presence is desired only for 

providing sexual pleasure. Even though she has an 

important purpose for existing, she is not accorded any 

respect, admiration or worth. 

Conclusion 

Writers on sex education and sexual mores often cite 

both jokes and novels as two of several important sources 

of information on the cultural model of sex. Neither jokes 

nor novels were created to be a source of educational 

information. However, because we treat sex with such 

secrecy, accurate and detailed information on this activity 
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is not readily available. Therefore, people turn to these 

other sources to provide them with the material from which 

they can glean information on social standards and they use 

this information to judge their own sexual performance, 

judge the quality of their sexual encounters, and learn the 

culturelly prescribed norms of sexual behavior. 

But most of us developed our sexual scripts or 
models (the organized totality of our sexual 
knowledge) before we had access to accurate 
information. We grabbed whatever information we 
could find, from our friends and older boys (many 
of whom differed from us only in having a larger 
~tore of misconceptions), from the media, from 
sexual humor, and from any other sources at our 
disposal. Bit by bit we constructed a sexual 
script for ourselves, something to guide our 
sexual thoughts and behavior. Such scripts are 
acquired at a relatively early age and quickly 
become entrenched and resistant to major change 
(Zilbergeld,1978:19) • 

However, there are some important differences 

between jokes and other forms of sexually explicit 

information like novels that suggest that these genres do 

not work in completely similar ways. One difference has to 

do with length. Compared to the step by step descriptions 

given to readers in many fictional novels and pornographic 

magazines, there are relatively few details about sexual 

activity in this sample of jokes. Sexual encounters 

between characters in novels can take several pages, 

detailing the urge, the undressing, the touching, the 

kissing, the thrusting and on and on to the conclusion of 
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the sex act. These passages can give the reader a detailed 

though perhaps unrealistic picture of what sexual 

intercourse should be like. Erotic jokes, on the other 

hand, are at most several sentences long so the details are 

just not there. 

Even with the lack of details, sexual humor still 

performs a boundary maintenance function. Despite their 

limited descriptions, jokes serve as a source of 

information on appropriate and inappropriate forms of 

sexual encounters. However, evidence of boundary 

maintenance is limited only to the sexual behavior category 

of jokes. The anatomy jokes, comprising almost half of the 

jokes collected, had nothing at all to do wi th the sex act 

and thus had nothing at all to do with boundary 

maintenance. 

When considering both categories of sexual humor 

together, the consistent focus of contempt and denigration 

was not related to any characteristics of sexual activity 

but was reserved for women. Whether describing their 

ar~tomy or their role as sexual partners, the jokes were 

uniformly uncomplimentary. The chacterization of women is 

another way in which the jokes part company with novels and 

other forms of sexually explicit materials. Unlike the 

other genres of sexual material, the jokes have nothing 
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positive at all to say about women's biological equipment. 

Also unlike the novels, women do not desire sex and there 

is no concern for their enjoyment or satisfaction. 

This is not to imply that men escaped any ridicule 

in the humor studied. In both the anatomy and sexual 

behavior jokes, there were distinctions made between high 

and low status men. Real men were endowed with organs of 

the extra large variety. They were able to use their 

organs often and with expertise. These men were portrayed 

in glowing terms while men who did not measure up to any of 

those standards were the obj ects of ridicul e. 

Yet, while there were some lower status men 

ridiculed in the jokes, all women in the jokes, not just 

some of them, were stereotyped as low in status. This 

suggests that the jokes are conflict as well as boundary 

maintenance oriented. Just as racial and ethnic humor 

relegates a social group to being the butt of the humor, so 

too does sexual humor, which is not only about sexual 

behavior but also about the attributes of the two genders 

that take part in this activity. "Any persons or groups 

who are the butt of jokes thereby suffer discriminatory 

treatment and are indirectly relegated to an inferior 

status" (Burma, 1946). Many minority groups are objects of 

derision in this manner so it is not surprising that the 
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traditional status differences between men and women are 

caricatured in the jokes. What is surprising is that the 

few sociologists who have discussed sexual humor have 

assumed it served only a social control function and have 

not considered or emphasized its conflict nature. 

Likewise, those sociologists who have written about the 

conflict nature of racial and ethnic jokes have not 

considered that dirty jokes also perform this same 

function. 

While it was ascertained that the jokes circulating 

among college students contain messages of both social 

boundary rnaintenanGe and social conflict, this is only a 

partial investigation of the role dirty jokes may play in 

society. Much work remains to be done. One possibility 

might be to collect and then compare the content of sexual 

jokes circulating among different age groups in the 

population. Since both sexual concerns and gender 

relationships vary over the life cycle, it would be 

interesting to see whether the messages on the jokes mirror 

those changes 0 Another suggestion for further research 

involves collecting information on the circumstances when 

jokes are told in addition to the content of the jokes 

tOld. Information such as who told them to whom and in 

what situation will provide even more insight on joke 



telling behavior. It might even suggest that there are 

additional functions besides the two considered in this 

paper, perhaps such as male bonding or even the tension 

reduction and verbal seduction functions suggested by 

Legman (1968), also being performedo 
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RESISTANCE TO GENOCIDE: VICTIM RESPONSE 

DURING THE HOLOCAUST 



ABSTRACT 

This paper involves a critical evaluation of the 

current psychologically-based research on the Holocaust. 

The argument is made that the Nazi devastation occurred on 

two levels, the individual and the social. While the 

destruction of lives has been thoroughly discussed by 

Holocaust scholars, the social disorganization experienced 

by Jews while under Nazi rule has yet to be considered as a 

factor in the literature. Yet this factor is a necessary 

one for a full understanding of the Jewish victims' 

reactions to the Nazi threat. We will discuss the 

destruction of the Jewish pre-war community infrastructure, 

examining how this destruction affected the outcome of 

Jewish armed revolt and how it led to the creation of a 

body of literature stimulating a sense of group cohesion 

and pride in group membership. 
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RESISTANCE TO GENOCIDE: VICTIM RESPONSE 

DURING THE HOLOCAUST 

Most non-fiction, social science, historical and 

philosophical work on the genocide now known as the 

Holocaust has focused on atrocities. From the German 

vantage point, it is the story of what the Nazis did to the 

Jews and how they did it. William Shirer's Rise and Fall of 

the Third Reich (1960), Raul Hilberg's The Destruction of 

the European Jews (1961), Nora Levin's The Holocaust 

(1973), and Konni1yn Feig's Hitler's Death Camps (1979) are 

exmnp1es of contemporary studies of the Nazi attempt to 

destroy Europe's Jewish communities. Works representing 

the Jewish standpoint discuss the brutal cruelties suffered 

by the Jews and describe their conditions during internment 

with some attention to how the Jews felt and reacted. This 

perspective is evident in such works as Alexander Donat's 

The Holocaust Kingdom(1963), Miriam Novitch's 

Sobibor(1980), Azrie1 Eisenberg's Witness to the Holocaust 

(1981), Isaiah Trunk's Judenrat (1972), and Yitzhak Arad's 

Ghetto in Flames (1982) just to name a few. Actually, the 

two perspectives are just different approaches to the same 
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topic: an exposure of the atrocities committed by the Nazis 

against the Jews, often accompanied by a discussion of how 

a supposedly civilized nation could be moved to behave so 

barbarically. 

Now that so much has been written on the atrocities 

that occurred during World War II, it is time for the 

addition of another perspective on this event. Sociology 

could contribute to the knowledge of human and group 

behavior by applying its unique perspective to the victims, 

focusing not just on their plight but studying their 

behavioral and attitudinal reactions to the sudden and 

undesirable impact on their social reality imposed on them 

by force from outside the group. 

One of the most interesting if not surprising 

behavioral responses to the horror the Jews were 

experiencing came in the form of cultural activities. 

These people i stripped of their possessions, starving, 

sick, overcrowded and overworked, recorded their 

experiences in diaries and reacted to their predicament by 

writing and often performing plays, operas, cabarets, 

songs, poems, etc. Though many people are aware of a few 

more famous pieces such as The Diary of A Young Girl 

(Frank; 1952) information on the variety and extent of 

such activities is not widely known. Nor has anyone yet 



looked systematically at these works for the purpose of 

analysis. 
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It is the purpose of this paper to begin such an 

analysis by looking at the nature of the Jewish 

communities in pre-war Europe and the Nazi-inspired 

destruction of those communities. However, the perspective 

taken here focuses neither on the atrocities nor the 

psychological mechanisms employed by those who committed 

them or those who experienced them. That has been 

repeatedly covered in depth elsewhere. Rather, the 

perspective taken here is one that has been ignored by 

previous writers on the Holocaust; it is more sociological, 

arguing that the destruction occurred not only on the 

individual l'evel but on the group level as well. In the 

process of achieving the "final solution to the Jewish 

question," the Nazis destroyed the various institutions, 

political, economic, familial, and religious, of the Jewish 

communities in Europe. 

There were several important results of this social 

genocide which will be explored in depth in this paper. 

One was that the ability of the Jews to respond quickly to 

Nazi policies with acts of collective armed resistance was 

impeded. While many Jews wanted to fight the Nazis and 

engaged in individual acts of defiance, the destruction on 
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the social level of pre-war organizations and instit.utions 

delayed their mounting of large scale armed revolts. 

A second significant consequence of the destruction 

on the community level involved the creation of a corpus 

of literature and cultural activities, attempting to reify 

the Jewish communities in a Durkheimian sense. We shall, 

in the context of this paper, analyze the content of some 

of the literature written by ghetto and concentration camp 

inhabitants during the war. These pieces of literature and 

information about them were collected from several 

different Holocaust archives and from interviews with 

survivors in Los Angeles, San Francisco and Israel. The 

intent is to explore how this literature acted as a method 

for rebuilding the social structure by creating new social 

boundaries and a sense of cohesion. 

Methodology 

Hugh Daziel Duncan (1962) discussed in detail the 

use of symbolic imagery in the development of the scapegoat 

image of the ,Jew which was developed as an almost reI igious 

ideal by the Nazis. Duncan and the other writers on the 

Holocaust have ignored for the most part the reverse 

activity on the part of the victims of the Nazis. The Jews 

were also involved in the development of a response to 

their hardship and punishment. While the documentation of 
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the activities of the partisans and the armed resistance in 

a number of the ghettos and concentration camps is a matter 

of some substantive record, the record of other kinds of 

response, including the writing of poetry, songs, plays 

operas, essays, jokes, cabaret and the production of 

paintings and drawings have not been studied in any great 

depth. 

The major source of information on literature 

written in the various internment camps and recovered after 

the war comes from documents that are now housed in a 

number of Holocaust archives in Israel, Europe and the 

United States. These documents include the origil~l plays, 

poems and diaries written during the war and buried or 

hidden in the hope that they would be found and circulated 

later. A few of these pieces have been published but most 

have not. Some of this material was rescued by allied 

forces liberating various concentration camps at the end of 

the war. For example, much of the archival material in the 

United States and Israel on the concentration camp Terezin 

was discovered after the war by the allies with the help of 

some of the surviving inmates. The Nazis also acted as a 

repository of some of the artistic works of the victims in 

museums in Prague and in Munich. Finally, much of the 

material we have today was rescued by the Jews themselves. 
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The survivors of the Warsaw Ghetto set up a museum and 

archive in Northern Israel called Lohamei Haghetaot or the 

Ghetto Fighters Museum. This museum and archive contains 

thousands of documents from tile Warsaw Ghetto as well as 

other materials that were for the most part rescued by 

survivors and carried to Israel after the war. 

To supplement the original material with information 

on the circumstances of its production, interviews with 72 

members of the survivor community in Los Angeles, San 

Francisco and Israel were conducted. From Jewish community 

organizations in Los Angeles and San Francisco, names of 

suvivors were received and when these people were 

contacted, other names were elicited. The same was done in 

Israel through two Holocaust museums and research centers, 

one in Jerusalem and one north of Haifa. Only those 

survivors from among those contacted who had first-hand 

knowledge of cultural activities were interviewed. 

However, an attempt was made to locate people who had been 

interned in different ghettos and concentration· camps so 

that we could find out about activities in as many 

locations as possible. 

From all of the survivors interviewed, we received 

information on the nature of the cultural activities that 

they had in some fashion participated in, either as 
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authors, actors, or audience. From some of them, we 

received additional cultural materials, pieces that they 

had been holding as mementos for years which were not in 

any archives. 

Some of the information provided by the survivors 

must be view€':: with caution. Soliciting information about 

this experience, which occurred so many years ago and which 

still arouses strong emotions in these people, has serious 

problems. Names, dates, and other details may be distorted 

because over forty years has passed and because other 

events since then have affected their recollections. 

We shall never know how many people were involved as 

writers, actors, or audience. One cannot generalize the 

information gathered on the behavior of this purposively 

selected sample to all of the Eu~opean Jews under Nazi 

control. It is not our intent to suggest either that all 

the victims of the Holocaust participated in cultural 

activities or that those who participated did so to the 

same degree. 

We shall never know how much material was produced 

during the war nor how many people were involved as 

writers, actors, artists, or audience. The existence of· 

this material is only becoming known now, 40 years after 

the war's conclusion, when a large proportion of those who 
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survived the war and could give us more information on this 

activity have already passed away. That when combined with 

the fact that 75% of Europe's Jews did not even survive the 

war, makes it impossible to ever know about the existence 

of material that was produced and not recovered or about 

activities that occurred but which were never written down. 

It is impossible to estimate these figures by interviewing 

the small proportion of survivors that remain. 

However, after exploring a number of archives and 

museums on the Holocaust in the United States and in Israel 

and inter~iewing survivors, we know for certain that a 

great deal of material was produced during the war under a 

wide variety of circumstances. Unlike the gypsies, who 

were also almost completely annihilated by the Nazi regime 

but who left almost no written accounts of the horrors they 

underwent, the Jews were prolific. Unfortunately, as the 

community of survivors shrinks more with age and death so 

too does the potential for gaining a greater understanding 

of the responses. 

We shall in the context of this paper explore the 

information taken from both the surviving literature and 

from interviews with survivors in t.he United States and 

Israel. Our intent is to explore how literature acted as a 

method for reacting to the Nazis in a symbolic fashion and 



how this material may have aided some of the victims to 

survive the war. 

European Jewish Communities Prior 
To World War II 

9 

Europe prior to World War II contained two separate 

Jewish communities. The economic and socia] differences 

between the nations of Eastern and Western Europe were 

reflected in the eastern and western Jewish communities 

which differed on such factors as size, urbanization, 

social class, religiosity and degree of assimilation. 

Before the war, the bulk of the Jews in Europe 

resided in the Eastern European nations (Dawidowicz, 1975). 

Though there was a wealthy class of industrialists, 

scholars and professionals, most of the people were working 

class shopkeepers and tradesmen. They lived in in small 

towns and villages where the population was predominately 

Jewish. They had few resources and little wealth, 

mirroring the rural lifestyle and poverty of the non-

industrialized countries in which they lived. 

This community faced overt anti-semitism and 

discrimination. Jews were by law excluded from certain 

jobs and professions, from owning land, and suffered a host 

of other restrictions dating back to the medieval period. 

Enrollment in secular educational facilities and 
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institutions of higher learning was either prohibited or 

severly restricted. Except for the Soviet Union, where 

legal barriers were eliminated after the 1917 revolution, 

Jewish participation in national politics and government 

was also rare. The Jewish populations of Eastern Europe 

were surrounded by hostile neighbors and suffered periodic 

violent attacks and massacres. 

The discrimination and violence of the prewar 

Eastern European population against its Jewish inhabitants 

literally forced that Jewish community to reject 

assimilation as an alternative for improving the quality of 

life. In Eastern Europe, the Jews preserved their own 

culture based on religious orthodoxy and their own 

language. Yiddish was the primary language of the Eastern 

European Jew across national boundaries, a strong indicator 

of the Jews separateness from the rest of the population. 

Because of the pervasive influence of orthodoxy, every 

small town and village had its religious seminary for the 

training of rabbis and scholars. Jewish r:ligious 

scholarship abounded. In the larger cities, Yiddish and 

Hebrew theatre and a Yiddish press prospered. 

The lifestyles of the Jews in Western Europe was 

very different. The greater part of the population was 

urban with pockets of small town and rural communities 
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dotting the areas of Southern Germany, Alsace-Lorraine, and 

south central France. The=e people were middle-class 

entrepreneurs, businessmen and professionals. Though 

prejudice and discrimination against them never 

disappeared, they enjoyed the freedoms of legal emancipa

tion granted in the nineteenth century. They were active 

in politics and government and the legal, medical, 

educational and scientific cOlTImunities as well. Thus 

Jewish influence was significant in a vast number of areas 

from the professions to manufacturing and such names as 

Freud, Einstein, Rothschild and others were symbolic of the 

growing success of the Western Jew. 

The Jewish communities in Germany, France, the 

Netherlands, Great Britian and other areas of western 

Europe contained a Jewish population which was for the most 

part fairly well integrated within the general society of 

western Europe. The Jewish community was for the most part 

"assimila ted" in that they consi dered themselves to be 

Germans or French or English first and Jews second. 

Even linguistically, the rush towards assimilation 

was extensive. Yiddish, the language of the shtetl 

(Eastern European village) and Hebrew, the language of the 

religious liturgy, was replaced by the national language of 

the country of residence. In western Europe, one spoke 



German if one lived in Germany, French in France, etc. 

Accents and Yiddish were to be avoided at all costs. 
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While the bulk of western European Jewry remained 

orthodox, at least in name if not in practice, a growing 

number of Jews turned to the newly developed Reform 

movement started in Germany by Moses Mendelssohn in the 

late eighteenth century. Reform ,Judaism became very 

popular because it expressed the assimilationist view that 

one could be both Jewish and a highly respected member of 

the nation one resided in. Influenced by the French 

revolution, it provided religious expression to the 

political emancipation granted the Jews of western Europe 

after the Napoleonic wars. Universal values were central 

to this new breed of Jewish religious practice rather than 

the more specific ethical code of Orthodoxy. Reform 

Judaism's crusade in the nineteenth century was for the 

inculcation of secular values, norms and attitudes, 

expressions of the non-Jewish world, into the corpus of 

Judaism. The goal of Reform Judaism was to show that Jews 

were national citizens of the Jewish faith. 

In contrast to the assimilationist perspective of 

Reform Judaism, the separa ti s't approach of the Eastern 

European Jews was embodied in ti.'le Hasidic movement. 

Hasidism was essentially a mystical and introverted form of 
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orthodoxy. Orthodox Jewish law was still of central value, 

but the law was to be enhanced by blind faith in the rebbe, 

the leader of the Hasidic group. Hasidism was a movement of 

extreme piety, mysticism and passion completely tied to a 

conscious withdrawal from the outside world which was both 

profane and evil. 

By the twentieth century, the Jews of Europe were 

experiencing contrasting economic and cultural lifestyles. 

In Eastern Europe, there was a renaissance of literature 

and art and religious activity expressing the values and 

norms of a predominately poor and orthodox Jewish culture 

within a hostile Gentile world. In Western Europe, there 

existed a prosperous and upwardly mobile group supported by 

a brand of Reform Judaism legitimizing acculturation. 

The Destruction of the Jewish 
Communities in Europe 

The literature on the Holocaust is replete with 

books detailing the process through which the Nazis 

committed atrocities against the Jews. The scholars agree 

that this destruction process was carried out in an 

efficient and organized fashion. After HitlerOs 

unsuccessful attempt to overthrow the Bavarian state 

government in 1923, which resulted in his internment in 

Landsberg prison where he wrote Mein K~pf. he determined 
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that his seizure and exercise of power would be through 

legal and discipli~ed means (Eisenberg, 1981:34-5). Only 

one time during Nazi rule, at Kristallnacht. was action 

taken against the Jews by unruly German mobs in the 

streets. Such behavior was quickly condemned and 

prohibited by the Nazi leadership. 

The one reason for the revulsion and even horror 
which the entire leadership--save Goebbels--felt 
for progroms and street violence was the 
realization that these "actions" could not be 
controlled. vlhen the mob was turned loose. things 
inevitably got out of hand. The pogroms were too 
expensive and. in the last analysis. accomplished 
nothing. • •• Every bureaucrat. in and out of 
the party. was henceforth convinced that measures 
against Jews had to be taken systematically •••• 
From now on. the Jews were going to be dealt with 
in a legal fashion--that is to say. in an orderly 
way that would allow for proper and thorough 
planning of each measure. by means of memoranda. 
correspondence, and conferences. Henceforth. the 
pros and cons of each measure were weighed 
carefully~ hasty action was precluded. The 
bureaucracy had taken over (Hilberg, 1961:29). 

A four step program developed under the German quest 

for a legal and controlled solution to the "Jewish problem" 

(Hilberg. 1961). First in Germany and then in each 

successive territory overrun by Germany. official decrees 

defining who is a Jew were issued by the government. Once 

the target population was designated, the second step of 

expropriation could begin. To achieve "Aryanization" of 

the economy and the labor force. decree after decree was 

issued forcing the Jews to give up their professions. 
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jobs. businesses. savings and personal belongings. 

Segregation of the Jewish population into ghettos was the 

third step of the process. The Nazis moved Jews from all 

over the Reich controlled territories to a small number of 

urban ghettos and labor camps where they were used as slave 

labor for German industries. Concentrating and confining 

the target population into specific sections of urban areas 

made it easier to reduce the contact between Jews and 

Gentiles as well as control the Jews. The ghettos were 

soon overcrowded and the residents suffered from inadequate 

supplies of housing, food and medicine. 

The last phase of the destruction process was 

exterminationQ Originally the Nazis had planned forced 

exile for all the Jews of Europe (D~~idowicz. 1975; 

Hilberg. 1961) 0 It soon became evident that there were 

many more Jews willing to emigrate then there were 

countries willing to take them in. The Nazis even tried to 

negotiate a treaty with France to get control of the island 

of Madagascar so they could move all the Jews there. When 

the negotiations failed in 1941. efforts to solve the 

Jewish problem through expulsion ended. Einsatzgruppen 

(mobile killing units) were organized to follow behind the 

Wehrmacht conducting killing operations on the Russian 

front and preparations were made for deporting the 
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ghettoized Jews in the rest of the occupied territories to 

killing centers that were then being built. 

It was important to the German bureaucracy 

implementing the annihilation procedures that their policy 

meet with as little resistance as possible. To that end. 

secrecy became a vital necessity to reduce the likelihood 

that population groups both inside and outside of the Reich 

might interfere with the plans. This was especially true 

for the Jews. By order. information on the existence and 

purpose of the Einsatzgruppen and the death camps was 

concealed. For example, Jews being transported to killing 

centers were told that they were being IIresettled ll in the 

East; they were even permitted to take small pieces of 

luggage with them to keep up the ruse (Dawidowicz. 1975: 

186) • 

The secrecy tactics did not work for very long; 

reports. rumors. and even some photographs circulated such 

that even if they did not have all the details. the Jews 

had enough information to surmise the fate that awaited 

them (Hilberg. 1961: 314. 624). However. there were other 

factors which the Nazis had not counted on that retarded 

the ability of the Jews to engage in collective resistance 

and thus enabled the liquidation phase to proceed smoothly 

as planned. 
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Application of the four step program had effects 

which turned out to be beneficial to the Nazi5 but which 

they had not deliberately planned to achieve. The 

unintended consequences of emigration. expropriation and 

segregation into the ghettos left the various Jewish 

communities in chaos. Their pre-war economic and social 

institutions were unable to function and their normative 

system had to adap~: t.v i:he very different condi tions of 

daily life in the gl-.lettos and camps. 

In the years immediately preceeding the war. 

Europe's Jewish community was a community on the move. 

Whil e the Je\'lS in Germany were being "encouraged" to 

emigrate. Jews in other European nations were voluntarily 

doing the same. Feeling that they would be safer in large 

numbers. families were moving from small towns and villages 

to larger cities. Besides a rural to urban shift. many 

were also leaving their country of birth to settle in other 

nations. Some went far away. to North and South America 

and Palestine. but many only went as far as neighboring 

European countries like France and Belgium. In 1933. there 

were 500.000 Jews in Germany; by 1939, 60% of this total 

had emigrated. France had about 350.000 Jews before the 

invasion by Germany in May. 1940. Of these. only 150.000 

were native-born. The rest were mostly recent refugees 
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from Germany. Austria. Czechoslovakia. Belgium. Holland and 

Eastern Europe (Dawidowicz. 1975). The result of these 

population shifts was a mixing together of Jews from all 

over Europe. Some towns and countries lost a large portion 

of their Jewish residents while other cities and countries 

expanded to the point that the majority of the Jews there 

were immigrant strangers from many different places. 

The expropriation of Jewish businesses and property 

caused economic disaster and had a profound impact on 

economic stratification. Professionals. businessmen. 

shopkeepers and merchants not only lost their businesses 

and jobs but could not replace them with new sources of 

income. Through a series of decrees. all their ties with 

the economic institutions of their country were severed. 

'~Ihen, through a series of levied taxes and conf isca tions. 

they lost their remaining assets. like savings, jewelry. 

furniture. clothes. and even homes. The impact of these 

economic measures was described by a survivor. who wrote 

after the war. "My family and I were not only penniless 

now, but homeless. How satanic this particular German move 

was can be appreciated by those who experienced its 

effects. When a man loses hi's home. he loses his roots. 

the ground under his feet. the base for resistance" (Donat. 

1963:74). For most of the Jews, the Holocaust was the 

great economic leveler, reducing them to economic poverty. 
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Once confined into the ghetto. new occupational and 

economic structures formeda Professionals and shopkeepers 

before the war. they all became either poor and hungry 

laborers or poor and hungry and unemployed. Those few who 

lived comfortably were mostly the nouveaux riches who 

emerged in the ghetto. Some were smugglers and 

blackmailers and informants whose activities earned them 

huge sums of money_ Others worked for the Nazis on the 

governing Jewish Councils and the ghetto police forces. 

earning income from those who bribed them in return for 

favors (Trunk. 1972:368) 0 It was as though the Jewish 

social structure was turned up-side-down. Previously 

middle and upper class respected citizens became poor. 

starving laborers while traitors and criminals, whose money 

came from illegal or unscrupulous means. became the upper 

class. powerful elites. 

Concentrating the Jews in a limited number of 

ghettos also displaced vast numbers of people. The forced 

deportations added to the mixing together of people from 

different areas that began when the Jews voluntarily 

migrated throughout Europe before the war. In the ghettos. 

two social groups became distinct. the natives and the 

strangers. "The latter were in desperate conditions. both 

mentally and economically. bewildered on arrival. with no 
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means. no food, no clothing" (Trunk, 1972:131). These 

people, often comprising the majority of the population in 

the ghetto. made up the bottom rung of the social 

hierarchy, the poorest of the poor. 

Once confined into the ghettos. all Jewish pre-war 

organizations. service. religious. and political. were 

banned. However. even before the banning. most of these 

organizations were already disorganized. Many had even 

ceased functioning altogether (Trunk. 1972:131)0 Huge 

blocs of their members. both leaders and supporters. had 

migrated to other places and often. many of the community 

leaders who had not migrated were immediately killed when 

the Nazis took control of an area. Panic and lack of 

resources caused even greater de :ay as the Nazis issued 

more and more of their restrictive decrees. 

In each of the ghettos. the Nazis ordered the 

formation of a Jewish Council. the Judenrat. whose function 

was to execute all demands made by the Germans. In 

choosing who would serve on the councils, the Nazis were 

inconsistent. In some ghettos. Jewish pre-war leaders were 

drafted to serve but in other places. people in the streets 

were randomly chosen. Of the original councilmen. only 

about half had "occupied various positions of trust before 

the war. providing community leadership in diverse 
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professional. economic. cultural. religious. and 

philanthropic organizations" (Trunk. 1972:34). However. 

the composition of the councils quickly began to change as 

the Nazis started killing councilmen who were resisting 

Nazi orders and replacing them with people the Nazis 

thought were more willing to execute their demands and more 

eager to benefit from the power and wealth and security 

that a council position would bring (Trunk. 1972). Over 

time then. the number of councilmen who were pre-war 

leaders fell considerably. Instead the councils became 

staffed by people who were less concerned about the welfare 

of the Jewish population and more concerned about their own 

situation. Though these people had power. they were not 

leaders around whom the ghetto inhabitants rallied. On the 

contrary. the ghetto population hated the Judenrat. hated 

what it did. and hated most of the people who served on it. 

Other welfare. political and religious organizations 

did function in the ghettos. albeit unofficially and 

secretly. Some pre-war groups. though crippled. 

reappeared. Other new groups were formed. Whether the 

Jewish Councils allowed these organizations to function 

depended on who was on the council and the extent to which 

the activities of the illegal organizations conflicted with 

the council's policies. Most allowed social welfare groups 
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to function and even financially supported them when there 

was a little extra money available. But underground 

resistance organizations were not tolerated everywhere; in 

a few ghettos. the councils let them organize but in the 

majority of the ghettos. the councils fought them 

viciously. even denouncing them to the Germans. Not only 

did the resistance groups have to avoid becoming known to 

the Germans. but in some ghettos their existence had to be 

kept secret from some of the Jews as well. 

The disorganization of the Jewish community was also 

evident on the normative level. Confined in the ghettos 

and camps. these people suddenly found themselves in the 

situation where past religious and behavioral norms could 

not be followed. New ones had to be established and 

learned quickly if one hoped to survive. Those who wished 

to observe religious rituals and customs faced impossible 

problems. The rabbis had to modify the worship and dietary 

laws to adapt to the conditions of the ghetto where it was 

impossible to be strictly kosher. where religious services 

and ceremonies were banned. where the Germans forced the 

Jews to labor on Sabbath and holidays. and where 

traditional Jewish dress made you likely prey to German 

brutality. Sacred norms were not the only ones changing. 

Life in the ghettos and camps was very different and the 
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people had to learn how to do things and ignore other 

things that they did not do before. One had to learn which 

previously innocent behaviors could now get you killed, how 

to be inconspicuous when Germans were nearby, hml to ignore 

someone being harassed or beaten next to you, and how to 

fit in to the new social structure of Jewish inmates. 

What we find then, is that after the Jews were 

forced into the ghettos, they were leaderless, in 

unfamiliar territories with strangers; surrounded by 

physical barriers and hostile non-Jews, with whatever pre

war institutions, organizations, status hierarchy and 

economic base they had in ruins. The usual social 

phenomenon of groups uniting when confronted by an outside 

enemy did not apply in this case because the Nazi policies 

undermined the social structure of the Jews and left them 

without their foundation for taking concerted action. 

Collective Armed Resistance During the Holocaust 

The disorganization of the Jewish community and its 

role in retarding organized armed resistance has been 

ignored by scholars writing on the Holocaust. Earlier 

works like those of Bettelheim (1960), Arendt (1963), and 

Hilberg (1961) view Jewish armed resistance as meager and 

ineffective during the war. For example, Hilberg (1961) 

claims that the Jews in Europe had a long history of not 
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resisting attacks against them. Even the fact that they 

were being killed en masse could not change their 

historically developed predisposition against resistance; 

using the psychological techniques of repression and 

rationalization. the Jews were able to ignore their fate 

and go on without resisting. 

People do not easily accept the fact that they are 
going to be killed; if they have the know-how to 
resist. they will defend themselves as best they 
can. If, on the other hand. they have unlearned 
the art of resistance. they will repress their 
knowledge of the true situation and will attempt 
to go on as though life could not change. The 
Jews could not resist. In complying with German 
orders they therefore tried to the utmost of their 
ability to ignore all evidence of danger and to 
forget all intimation of death. They pretended 
that nothing unusual was happening to them. and 
that belief became so crucial that they did 
anything to perpetuate it (Hilberg,1961:667). 

Hilberg acknowledges that there were a few instances 

of resistance offered by the Jews. However. he describes 

them as inconsequential last-minute rallies by the few who 

still survived. at a time when the evidence of their 

impending death was so overwhelming that the truth could 

not longer be effectively repressed (Hilberg,1961:663). 

In response to the allegations of weak resistance. 

studies of the Holocaust pro~uced in the next decade (Suhl. 

1975; Ainsztein, 1974) took the opposite extreme in their 

characterization of Jewish resistance. These authors argue 

that the Jews did resist and that their armed revolts were 

far from insignificant. 



The full dramatic story of Jewish resistance to 
Nazism during World War II has yet to be told, and 
the need for telling it is now more compelling 
than ever, not only to set the record down but 
also to set it straight. For there is a dangerous 
myth that the Jews did not resist. • • • Nothing 
could be further from the truth. The recorded 
facts present an entirely different picture of 
Jewish resistance. • • • Only when assessed in 
the light of the inhumane conditions of life in 
the ghettos and camps does the full grandeur of 
Jewish resistance emerge (Suhl.1975:3-4). 

Ainsztein even includes a lengthy account of European 

Jewish history to demonstrate these peopleos continual 
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psychological willingness to resort to armed resistance, 

historically as well as during World War II to flcounter the 

charge that the Jews went to their death like sheep to the 

slaughterfl (1974:239). 

This leaves us with two contradictory 

interpretations of Jewish behavior during the Holocaust. 

In the earlier works, we blame the victims for the success 

of their annihilation. Their psychological make-up 

rendered them Q~able to resist; they were easy prey. The 

behavior of the approximately six million Jews was reduced 

to their similarly developed individual psyches without 

considering the possible influences of social forces. Then 

came the revisionists. arguing that the Jews met force with 

force, but again overlooking the relation of social factors 

to the mounting of resistance. Somewhere in between these 

two extremes is another interpretation of the victims' 

behavior. 
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To be sure. many of the Jews responded to the Nazi 

threat with acts of defiance. In all of the ghettos. Jews 

smuggled in food despite German orders outlawing such acts 

and an automatic death penalty for anyone caught. Ghetto 

inhabitants working in Nazi factories would sabotage the 

products they were making whenever they could. People were 

constantly trying to escape from the ghettos. from the 

trains carrying them to their death and from the labor and 

death camps. Others defied Nazi rules by following Jewish 

dieta~' and holiday traditions as best they could 

(Hirschler, 1980) 0 There were people like Nachum Remba. a 

pre-war civil servant who became a "doctor" in the Warsaw 

Ghetto and rescued hundreds of people by walking through 

the crowds about to be deported at the train station. 

pointing out those who were supposedly too weak to make the 

resettlement journey and pretending to take them to the 

hospital (Suhl, 1975). Important though they were. one 

must note that these were the actions of individuals who 

chose to defy or outwit the Nazis. These were not the 

result of organizational planning and coordination and they 

did not involve armed revol t. 

Collective armed resistance ~Jentually took place in 

many ghettos and concentration camps of Nazi Europe but 

these armed uprisings did not start with the beginnings of 
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Nazi oppression. Indeed. during those first few years. 

there was little armed resistance of any sort. even among 

the Jewish partisan units forming in the forests of Eastern 

Europe (Ainsztein. 1974). Collective resistance really 

began with the Warsaw ghetto revolt of April 19, 1943. 

which took place three years after the ghetto's formation 

and only after a large proportion of the ghetto's 

inhabitants were already "resettled" in the Treblinka gas 

chambers. 

There were revolts in other ghettos like Vilna. 

Minsk. and BialystokQ As in Warsaw. these actions occurred 

several years after the ghettos were established and when 

most of the internees were already deported to killing 

centers. There were also revolts in many of the death 

camps. The undergrounds in Treblinka and Sobibor revolted 

in August and October. 1943 respectively and the 

sonderkommando, the Jews who operated the crematoriums in 

Auschwitz. blew up one of them on October 7. 1944. All of 

these camps had been fully operative extermination centers 

for at least a year and a half and each had already been 

the death site for hundreds of thousands of Jews. For 

example. at Sobibor. the smallest of the three. an 

estimated 600.000 Jews were exterminated before the revolt 

took place (Suhl.1975). 
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These revolts came late in the war years and too 

late to save millions of Jewish and non-Jewish victims of 

the German extermination policy. Ironically. if not for 

the swiftness of the Nazi annihilation procedures. many of 

the revolts would not have occurred as early as they did. 

Some of the undergrounds, like the ones in Treblinka and 

Sobibor. were able to develop their strategy for rebellion 

and then launch their offensive as planned. However in 

many of the ghettos and camps the underground was forced to 

act, not because it was ready. but because it was either 

then or never. 

The well-known Warsaw Ghetto uprising provides a 

clear example. The deportations from Warsaw began in July. 

1942. and by September of that year. 310.000 of the ghettos 

380.000 inhabitants had already been deported to Treblinka 

(Hilberg, 1961:320). In February. 1943. Himmler ordered 

the total liquidation of the ghetto. "The date for this 

action was set for April 19. The plan was to liquidate the 

ghetto in three days and to give the Fuhrer a birthday 

present--his birthday was April 20--a Judenrein (clean of 

Jews) Warsaw" (Mark.1975:92) 0 The Warsaw resistance 

movement had no choice but to revolt as it did on April 19 

if it was going to revolt at all: this was the last chance. 

But when the battle began. the ghetto was already empty; 

85% to 90% of the ghetto's residents were gone. 
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Yet in all of these places. work on resistance had 

begun much earlier. In almost every ghetto and camp. 

internees. especially the younger ones. had decided early 

on to form an underground and stage a revolt. What was 

happening in those months and years was that some of the 

Jews were actively organizing a quasi-military structure 

for mounting collective physical resistance. They were 

building their army. 

The process of army building usually began with the 

formation of separ~_.e little groups. each determined to 

resist. Over many months. they found out about each other 

and decided to join together into a unified resistance 

organization. with unification came the task of both 

coordinating and arming the new organization. Recruits 

had to be found, fighters had to be trained. a structure of 

fighting groups and leaders had to be formed. weapons had 

to be smuggled in or made, and tactics had to be decided 

upon and all of this had to be done in secrecy with few 

resources. 

That they were preoccupied with organizing and 

strengthening their forces does not mean that the 

undergrounds were inactive and only talking for all that 

time. Though they were not ready to mount large scale 

rebellions. they were coordinating small scale actions to 
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bring them closer to their end goal of becoming an 

effective fighting force and to disrupt Nazi control. They 

were busy smuggling weapons and dynamite. stealing back 

Jewish property that was taken by the Nazis. requisitioning 

Nazi uniforms, organizing the escape of fighters to join 

partisan units in the forests. sending couriers to other 

ghettos and camps to exchange information. assassinating 

spies and German officers. etc. 

Yet the fact remains that they chose to build an 

effective fighting force and this took so much time that 

they could not engage in large scale rebellion until after 

much of the Jewish population was exterminated. These 

people were handicapped in achieving their ambitious plans. 

Though they began work early in their captivity. having to 

organize themselves from scratch in the ghetto while under 

Nazi and Judenrat scrutiny with few resources and little 

help from the non-Jewish civilians surrounding them was no 

easy task. It took more time than their swift annihilation 

allowed them and in many instances they were forced to 

fight before they felt ready. 

Now we can return to the opposite pictures of Jewish 

resistance presented by the two generations of Holocaust 

writers. Hilberg's (1961) theory of the Jewish psyche is a 

tautological argument. using the lack of large scale 
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resistance as both support for the existence of that psyche 

and the result of its existence. What he ignores. probably 

in large part because his use of German wartime documents 

and correspondence as his main data source gave him scant 

and biased information on Jewish activities. is that the 

Jews began early to talk and plan for resistance. His 

individualistic focus causes him to overlook the possible 

relation of social factors to the mounting of resistance. 

He never goes beyond the internal apparatus of the 

individual to consider the internal apparatus of the group. 

The argument that much resist.ance took place and 

that this resistance was important is equally flawedo Both 

Suhl (1975) and Ainsztein (1974) fail to distinguish 

between individual and collective acts of resistance. They 

fail to consider that collective resistance came late in 

the war, too late to involve or save the majority of 

European Jews. One cannot deny that the Germans were more 

successful in their annihilation of the Jews than the Jews 

were in thwarting the Nazi goalo Like Hilberg (1961). they 

ignore the role of social forces in the encounter between 

Nazis and Jews. 

A different interpretation is being presented in 

this paper. Though the Jews thought early of rebellion and 

engaged in many acts of individual defiance. they were 



32 

paralyzed in their ability to react swiftly and strongly as 

a collectiveo Nazi policies toward the Jews effectively 

disrupted whatever pre-war organizations and institutions 

had existed. One consequence of this was that the Jews 

found themselves with no real infrastructure for organizing 

collective resistance; they attempted to build one. Their 

lack of leadership and community foundation played a 

significant role in delaying their ability to mount the 

kind of reprisals they ambitiously dreru~ed of. 

However, there was a second response to their lack 

of community, also ignored by previous researchers on the 

Holocaust. It involved cultural creativity, ioeo, the 

writing of poetry and prose during their internment in 

ghettos and concentration campso The literature itself and 

the collective act of gathering together to experience it 

and share it aided in creating a sense of unity and shared 

values among these people. 

Cultural Creativity Under Nazi Rule 

Both the western and eastern European Jewish 

communities were stunned by the swiftness of the Nazi take

over. At the same time that the Jews were building a 

structure from which to mount an attack against the Nazis, 

they were urgently creating a sense of community where 

there was none. One mechanism which aided in their group 
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building was cultural creativity. They wrote plays and 

poems and songs and diaries about their persecution. Many 

of the people who left us written records of what was going 

on around them were not writers before the war but felt 

compelled to do it at that point in their lives. 

The writing of plays and poems and diaries was only 

part of the cultural activities these people engaged in 

while under Nazi control. The activities ranged from large 

organized events such as theatrical performances. operas. 

and symphony productions to the more individual acts of 

poetry writing and performance. storytelling. diary 

keeping, painting and sculpture. and even cartoon drawing. 

The number of cultural activities which took place 

in the ghettos were so numerous that only a small portion 

can be catalogued here. There was both an underground 

and an above ground press. Scholars produced numerous 

articles and books on aspects of Jewish history. literature 

and culture. In at least two ghettos. poetry workshops for 

young writers were offered. In Lodz. a folklore collection 

and an encyclopedia of the ghetto were started. In 

Thereseinstadt and Warsaw. children wrote poems and drew 

pictures which were then hidden and found after the war. 

Also. Thereseinstadt and Warsaw both had ghetto orchestras 

and choirs; a few members were professional but roost were 
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amateur musicians and singers. They performed new material 

as well as classics like Verdi's Requiem and Smetana's 

Bartered Bride. In Warsaw. Lodz and Vilna theatre 

performances took place. There was even a travelling 

troupe of actors. the Star Players. who performed for a 

brief time for the partisan fighters of eastern Lithuania. 

In all of the ghettos. poetry and play readings were done 

up until the final liquidation. And in all of the ghettos. 

people wrote songs. poetry. plays and diaries. 

The ghettos were not the only sites of cultural 

activities by Jews during the war. Though there were fewer 

of them, at least that we know of. the survivors 

interviewed also told about cultural events that occurred 

in the concentration camps and killing centers as well. A 

cabaret was performed twice in Auschwitz. once in the men's 

camp and once in the women's camp. Lectures on philosophy 

were given in Mauthausen. There was a puppet theatre and 

a parody of Snow White performed in the family camp. 

Birkenau. Shakespeare was recited by memory for the 

inmates at Maidanek. Evening poetry recitations were held 

in Buchenwald. In almost all the camps. artists painted on 

whatever they could find. Menorahs and other Jewish ritual 

articles were made and hidden and even a miniature Bible 

was written from memory on scraps of paper. Survivors 
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remember creating work songs with anti-Nazi lyrics hidden 

in Hebrew verses. One survivor told of the lecture on 

social philosophy given by a noted Jewish professor while 

the camp inmates literally stood in formation for three 

days as punishment in Sachsenhausen. These ar-d other 

cultural acts were done all through the war period under 

the greatest hardship irnaginableo They were engaged in 

voluntarily by the Jewish inmates. distinguishing them from 

such activities as the Auschwitz ensemble which formed and 

played on orders from the Nazis running the camp. 

All of these cultural activities can be divided into 

two categories. those that involved pieces written before 

the Holocaust and those that involved pieces written during 

the Holocaust. Reciting Shakespeare and performing Verdi's 

Req~iem fall into the first category. The following 

excerpts from a poem. written in the Warsaw ghetto in 1942, 

are an example of the second. 

Woe to you, who have murdered all my children. 
And all my old ones. the oldest of ID¥ people. 
I tell you. nation of murderers. children are never 

lost. 
the aged never die before their time. 

We shall stand up on every single road, 
silent. silent. silent as the grass; 
mutely we'll stand and mutely we'll ask. 
why have you murdered us. why? 

We, the slain, will stand up and stare at you, 
stare at you mutely in our anguish. 
and. staring at you, devour you in silence: 
we'll cling to your very bones. 



May the earth in her great fury and in her hatred 
spit you out of her mouth with loathing 
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and let you lie dead in the streets. like us. like us. 
huddled together with your wife and child. 

Listen. listen. a marvelous song is ringing out 
in love and faith over the world--
listen. listen to the mighty voice. free and exalted-
he is singing in the choir of nations. the eternal Jew. 

Listen. listen and may a wild storm soon grind you to 
dust. 

and blow you into the deserts with your wife and child
let no memory of you remain! 
Nightmare. be erased. be blown away in the wind! 

(Szeintuch. 1982). 

In an attempt to begin analyzing why and how these 

activities took place. we will focus only on certain 

pieces falling into the second categ0ry. literary works 

created during the Holocaust. Narrowing the focus to song 

lyrics, poems and plays that were written from 1938-1945 in 

the ghettos. work camps and killing centers of Nazi held 

Europe allows us to treat these creative acts as cultural 

artifacts. This body of literature provides one of the few 

pieces of data on the morale of these people that is not 

adulterated by time. By examining the original works 

composed during the Holocaust and connecting them to 

suvivor testimony. we begin to get a clearer picture of the 

realities of the Jewish social world beyond the recounting 

of atrocities. 

There were a number of functions accomplished by the 

writing, performance and viewing of this material. 
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Certainly for all involved it provided a few hours where 

the Jews could forget all the suffering and misery around 

them. 

That hour and a half that we gave them was an hour 
and a half that they didn't think about hunger. 
They didn't think about having to go to work the 
next morning. It was an hour and a half of 
transposing yourself out of this daily routine • 
(Interview. 1983). 

This benefit of escaping from the everyday horrors of life 

and death in the ghettos and camps was mentioned by many of 

the survivors interviewed. 

Also mentioned repeatedly was that cultural 

activities had an important self-image-lifting consequence 

for those involved. One survivor interviewed put it 

succinctly. 

I also want to say that those cultural and 
spiritual activities did more to preserve the 
morale more than a piece of bread or even a 
victory or even armed resistance. It was so 
important that it gives us the feeling that we are 
still human beings and not animals. Everybody 
that did research on this on this level knows that 
the first step of the Nazis was to degrade us to a 
level I call subanimal. not subhuman. sub-animal. 
and if we succeeded in preserving our humanity. 
our dignity, then we accomplished alot (Interview. 
1983) • 

As in Goffmanos Asylums (1961), the camps and ghettos were 

total institutions where the inmates were forced through a 

long series of self-degrading rituals. Only in this case. 

the inmates used artistic creativity to maintain their 
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dignity, thus resisting the redefinition of self imposed 

upon them. 

Cultural activities among the internees also 

performed the important function of reifying the group. 

One must keep in mind that the inmates in the ghettos and 

especially the camps had little in common with each other. 

other than that they were born of Jewish parents. They 

came from different towns and different countries. spoke 

different languages. identified with their religion to 

different degrees. As the war progressed. people either 

lost through death or lost track of more and more members 

of their family and pre-war friends. There was a constant 

movement of population with hundreds or thousands of new 

people arriving or the same number of people being 

transported to other camps or killed. Likewise. they were 

in a new mode of existence. where the old norms did not 

apply anymore. Though they might all be Jewish. they were 

not a community in any sense. Whether intentional or 

unintentional. the literature helped build the foundation 

for coalescing disparate individuals into some form of 

cohesive groupo 

This sense of shared identity was fostered by three 

themes that were common in the literature. The first was 

that most of the writers wrote about the tragedy from the 
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group viewpoint, i.e., in the first person plural. It is 

interesting that amid this chaos. much of what the people 

wrote and sang about was not their personal condition but 

the tragedy experienced by the whole group. Some of the 

pieces were individual in orientation. i.e., the author 

wrote about his own feelings or losses. but this individual 

perspective was less common than one might expect. 

Besides writing from the viewpoint of the 

collective, many went a step fUrther and depicted a "WE" 

versus "THEM" situation. Who was at fault for the condition 

the Jews found themselves in? Who were the heros and who 

were the villains? What is good and what is evil in these 

n~l circumstances? The literature answered these 

perplexing questions by juxtaposing the decent Jews against 

the evil Nazis. It was one method by which the permissible 

and the nonperrnissible could be defined for a newly forming 

social system and it provided a context where the Jews 

could be praised and glorified and the Nazis condemned. 

The act of praising and blaming. while it helped 

create the boundaries of this new society. also set the 

stage for developing a consensus for action. The third 

idea cornmon in this literature was that of fighting to 

overcome the forces of evil. of revenge against the 

wrongdoers, of ending their ability to oppress. Before the 
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Jews fought with arms. they fought with words. It was a 

message of hope and courage. that together they could and 

would defeat the Na.zis. It atte.mpted to strengthen the 

morale and foster a spirit of resistence among these 

people. perhaps even to the point of thinking less about 

their individual chances of survival and more in terms of 

the urgency that some members of the group survive. 

The opera Brundibar. written by Hans Krasa and 

Adolph Hoffmeister and performed in Terezin concentration 

camp many times in front of large audiences. provides an 

example of the group-reifying themes in this cultural 

creativity. The opera is about two poor innocent children 

and their friends who are trying to raise money for 

themselves and their sick mother by singing in the streets. 

However. Brundibar. an evil organgrinder. and his allies do 

not take kindly to the children's presence. They steal the 

children's money and falsely claim that the children are 

trying to take over their territory. There was an obvious 

parallel between what the children were facing in this 

fictional play and what the Jews were experiencing. In the 

closing scene. the children not only triumph. but also 

encourage the audience to join together with them against 

tyranny. 

All (sing): We won a victory 
Over the tyrant mean. 
Sound trumpets. beat your drums. 
And show us your esteem! 



We won a victory 
Since we were not fearful. 
Since we were not tearful, 
Because we marched along 
Singing our happy song, 
Bright. joyful and cheerful. 

He who loves his dad. 
Mother and native land. 
Who wishes tyrant's end. 
Join us hand in hand 
And be our welcome friend! 
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This opera is an obvious allegorical reference to 

the circumstances into which the Jews had been thrust by 
. 

the Nazis.. .1\11 of the previously identified themes common 

in the Holocaust literature are evident. The piece is 

written from the vantage point of the young children; its 

lyrics have a group versus an individual orientation. It 

takes a significant step in the development of social 

boundaries, using words and actions to distinguish between 

good and evil, between the praisworthy and the blameworthy. 

And lastly, the plot of the piece is about the conflict 

between the two forces. ending with the innocence of 

childhood overcoming the tyranny of the powerful. All of . 

these themes meld together in the last stanza of this opera 

where the group is encouraged one last time to unify. to 

join together "hand in hand." 

However. the real social impact of the poems, songs, 

and plays is not in the themes but in the communication of 

those themes during performance. The literature tells us 
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something about what was on the minds of these people; it 

is a barometer of their morale. But that literature will 

have little social effect unless it is heard. 

The hours when these pieces were performed provided 

one of the few if not the only times when the Nazis 

permitted the Jewish inmates to be together in large 

numbers and interact as a collective. It was during those 

times that a sense of con~onality. of ~hared identity and 

spirit could be fostered. Perfonning these pieces was like 

cheerleading. The message was that they were a team. that 

their team was the decent one. and that their team would 

win. Given that they were constantly denigrated and 

threatened by the Nazis. the pieces that they were 

listening to acted as counterpropaganda. The gathering 

together to hear this literature was in a Durkheimian 

(1915) sense. a gathering together to celebrate the group. 

Only in this case. the group was not represented by a 

carved totem but rather it was embodied in the songs. 

poetry, and plays that were shared. 

One survivor interviewed was in the cast of 

Brundibar until she was deported to Auschwitz. She talked 

about the effect of the play 'on the cast and the audience. 

She emphasized both the collective spirit fostered during 

the performance and the sense of accomplishment and victory 

felt in the room during the finale. 



It was more for us than talking about poor 
children. For us it was hope that if you really 
sat your mind to something, you might achieve it. 
And there was a man who was playing on a 
organgrinder who was supposed to be a very mean 
man because the children were trying to sing to 
make money and he didn't want them to sing because 
they were getting the money that he was supposed 
to get for him playing the organgrinder. Then in 
the play somehow the whole public who was 
listening to the music realized that the children 
were working for a good cause and supported the 
children and he was very upset and he lost in the 
war which was never really fought because the 
children were supported by the public ••• 
Brundibar was defeated and we were the ones that 
won over him. I remember it because it was the 
finale and we all felt there is something that was 
defeated and we were all a part which helped to 
defeat (Interview. 1983) 0 
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One further interesting point can be made about the 

literature written during the Holocaust. There are 

consistent stylistic differences in the pieces by Eastern 

and Western European Jews. In both cases. the literature 

focused on the Jewish-Nazi confrontation but the members of 

the two communities wrote in ways that paralleled the 

religious and assimilationist characteristics of their 

community of origin. The literature authored by Western 

European Jews tended to be more universalistic in approach. 

They wrote about good and evil from the group pespective 

but at the same time they rarely mentioned Jews, Jewish 

rituals or symbols. Nazis. or any names and places 

associated with Nazi persecution. They often had fictional 

characters. settings. and events. On the other hand. much 
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of tile literature produced by Eastern European Jews was 

about Jews and Nazis and about things that had or might 

happeno Their pieces were more likely to refer to God. 

Jewish holidays and religious symbolse In many ways their 

style was almost opposite that of their western 

counterparts. 

The predominant focus of the cultural creativity in 

the western European transit and concentration camps of 

Westerbork. Terezin. and early in the war. Buchenwald. was 

to involve oneself in a created fantasy world either on the 

makeshift stage or in the poetry or songs one sang. Formal 

and direct mention of the Nazis or the Jews was absent. 

For example, the opera Br~dibar discussed before has no 

reference at all to Jews, Judaism or to the Nazis. The 

play communicates an anti-authoritarian perspective which 

under the circumstances of its production could clearly be 

identified as being anti-Nazi and anti-Hitler. However. 

this play is a general story of people in a fictional land 

being unfairly treated by a tyrant and could apply to any 

discriminatory situation. 

The Terezin concentration camp or "Paradise-ghetto" 

as it was sometimes euphemistically called was a holding 

place for the Jews of western Europe. Jews of Holland. 

Denmark. France. Italy Germany. Austria and Czechoslovakia 
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were held there with the prominent Jewish leaders and 

scientists whose sudden death might bring a cry of protest 

from the world. Also placed in Terezin were German Jewish 

World War I veterans and war heros whose deaths might 

provoke a protest by the Wehrmacht. The art. literature. 

poetry, opera and music created in Terezin was stark in its 

lack of substantive Jewish content. Much of it was 

certainly anti-Nazi in both subtle and overt forms; 

nevertheless. it lacked a certain amount of direct 

confrontation between the victims and the Nazis. There 

were Jewish oriented activities and prayers held and indeed 

a series of lectures was done by the famous rabbi. Leo 

Baeck; yet these activities were only a minor component of 

the cultural and spiritual activities in the Terezin 

ghetto. The prodigious artistic and poetic output of the 

ghetto remained essentially non-Jewish in its scope and 

content. 

The adult opera Kaiser of Atlantis was written by 

Czech composer Viktor Ullman and librettist Peter Kien in 

1944 in Terezin. It contained very strong anti-war 

sentiments and was a thinly veiled attack upon Hitler. The 

opera is about the emperor of a fictional kingdom whose 

main streLgth is his control over Death. When Death is 

convinced to refuse to work any longer. Emperor Uberall 
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must abdicate. The anti-war. anti-Hitler sentiment of the 

opera is clear. As in Brundibar. we again see the 

overcoming of evil in a world not of the ghetto or the camp 

but in a fictional land. The opera is also another example 

of a piece of literature written. acted and produced by 

Jews devoid of any Jewish content. 

One last example of the western style of expression 

comes from a poem written by a child. 

lid like to go away alone. 
Where there are other. nicer people. 
Somewhere into the far unknown. 
There. where no one kills another. 

Maybe more of us. 
A thousand strong. 
Will reach this goal 
Before too long 
(Green. 1978). 

As was typical in the Western European literature. this 

child is writing about what he sees happening around him 

but in a general way. He mentions nothing having to do 

with Judaism or Nazis. 

The western literature is in stark contrast to that 

produced by the eastern European Jews. who tried to portray 

the reality of the Nazi onslaught and its significance. 

The themes of the writers. poets and songmasters of eastern 

Europe abounded with Jewish. Zionist and anti-Nazi themes 

(except for those Jewish victims who were also Bundists or 

Communists--for this group the only acceptable response to 
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the Nazis was satire and inv'ective against the enemy 

without regard to ethnic or national concerns) 8 The 

cultural activities of the Warsaw, Vilna. Lodz, Bialistok 

ghettos and tlle various concentration camps such as 

Auschwitz were hot-beds of specifically Jewish responses 

to the Nazis. 

This approach is clearly evident in the works of the 

poet Yitzak Katzenelson. Katzenelson was a teacher in the 

city of Lodz who spent time in the Warsaw ghetto and the 

internment camp at Vittel. France, where he completed his 

diary, an epic poem and two plays before he was gassed at 

Auschwitz. One of the survivors interviewed was interned 

with Katzenelson at Vittel. She helped him bury his 

compositions and returned after the war to retrieve them. 

One piece of his work gives us a clear sense of what is 

meant by the idea of confronting the Nazis through reality 

rather than through fantasy and symbolism. Following are 

excerpts from his poem. liThe Song of the Murdered Jewish 

Peopl e. II 

Sing! Take your light, hOllow harp in hand. 
Stroke hard with heavy fingers. like pain

filled hearts 
On its thin chords. Sing the last song. 
Sing of the last Jews on Europe's soil. 

Sing, sing for the last time on earth. 
Throw back your head; fix your eyes upon Him 
Sing to Him for the last time; play to Him 

on your harp. 
There are no more Jews! They were killed. 

they are no more. 



Scream from the beasts' entrails in the wood. 
from the fish in the river 

That devoured you. Scream from the furnaces. 
Scream young and old. 

I want a shriek, an outcry. a sound. I want 
a sound from you. 

Scream 0 murdered Jewish people. scream. 
scream aloud! 

Come from Treblinka. Sobibor. AU8chwitz. 
Come from Belzec, Ponari. from all the 

other camps. 
With wide open eyes, frozen cries and 

soundless screams. 
Corne from marshes. deep sunken swamps. 

foul moss--

Emerge. reveal yourselves to me. Corne all 
of you. carne. 

I want to see you. I want to look at you. 
r want 

Silently and mutely to behold my murdered people-
And I will sing • • • Yes . . . Hand me the harp . 

r will play! 
(Katzenelson. 1980). 

48 

A very different image emerges in the mind of the 

reader when confronted by the vision created by 

Katzenelson. This is not a poem communicating an oblique 

critique of the Nazis. Orie does not have to make the 

conceptual leap that a group of innocent children are 

symbolic of the Jews or that an evil organgrinder or a 

personified death represent Hitler and the S.S~ Like many 

of his eastern European counterparts. he writes about the 

reality of the tragedy confronting the Jews. even naming 

the death camps. This is not a fantasy that could be 

applied to any other instances of racial or et.hnic hatred; 
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hi's poem specif ically mourns the annihilation of the Jews 

in the Nazi camps. 

A second example of the Eastern European genre 

comes from a song written in Auschwitz in 1944 by a group 

of young girls. Rather than writing about fictional 

kingdoms of death or tyranny as we found in the work of 

Western European Jews, they write about the suffering of 

the Jews in the camps. 

There are many rows of barracks in a camp 
somewhere in the world by which 

Rows on rows of Jews line up for roll call 
with tears in their eyes. 

Wretched. cold and soaking wet 
and the rain is pouring down 

But for roll call they must line up 
regardless of the weather. 

Be of good spirit and blossom. heroic 
Jewish worker! 

Before too long will come the day of freedom! 
The great day will come--the day of reckoning 
When the Jewish suffering will end forever. 

We will return to our beautiful homes 
Into the arms of long lost dear ones. 
This is our song until we die 
Our Jewish heritage we will never deny 
(Inte~,iew. 1983). 

It should not be unexpected that the two pre-war 

Jewish communities. so different in their adherence to 

traditional religious orthodoxy and in their degree of 

assimilation. would mirror those differences in the 

literature they each produced during the Holocaust. As 

always, there are exceptions to the trend. but in general 
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the pieces by Western Jews are more humanistic than Jewish. 

Their only tie to the Holocaust is that they describe an 

oppressive situation. but they describe it with few 

references to things Jewish or Nazi. Their pieces. while 

certainly applicable to the Holocaust. were general enough 

that they could be applied equally well to other situations 

of inter-ethnic conflict. At the same time. the writers 

from eastern Europe. coming from unassimilated communities 

and practicing traditional orthodox Judaism. write in a 

style that clearly identifies these pieces as Jewish and 

Holocaust oriented. Their pieces were rich with £eligious 

symbolism. They mention actual events and places in Nazi 

occupied Europe. They were specific expressions of 

opposition to the Nazi activities. 

Yet. though they did it differently. both groups 

were doing the same thing. They wrote about the hardships 

endured by their group and often pitted the forces of good 

against the forces of evil. They expressed the concerns of 

the victims as a unified group and tried to create a spirit 

of righteousness and resistance. They tried to create 

social boundaries to replace those destroyed when the Nazis 

took over and to counter the social definitions of reality 

espoused by the Nazis. And in sharing these pieces. they 

were engaging in social rituals where the collective 

identity and worth of the group could be fostered. 
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Conclusion 

Unfortunately, few of the works on the Holocaust 

have considered the social disorganization experienced by 

the Jews \'lhile under Nazi rule. Much of what was written 

about the behavior of the Nazis and the corresponding 

feelings and behaviors of the victims remained at the 

psychological level. Although these analyses can and do 

provide insights into the victims' responses, the picture 

they leave us with is at best incomplete and at worst 

inaccurate. 

The Holocaust must also be understood as a social 

phenomenon; it was not just individuals but rather a whole 

ethnic group that was t.hrea tened by an outside enemy. And 

the threat involved more than the lives of the individual 

members; the institutions and communit.y framework of the 

group were also attacked. The clear interition of the Nazis 

was to destroy the Jewish people. Whether the Nazis 

understood it or not, one by-product of the step-by-step 

manner in which they handled the "Jewish question" was to 

create huge gaps in the pre-war institutions and leadership 

structure of the Jewish communi ties. 

This presented the Jews with organizational 

obstacles that delayed their ability to mount large scale 

armed revolts against the Nazis.. In order to rebel, the 
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undergrounds had to do more than smuggle or manufacture 

arms and decide on tactics. They also needed to coalesce 

and organize a demoralized and disjointed people. 

Out of this upheaval, Jews slowly worked to rebuild 

a social structure with new leaders, boundaries and values. 

What we find in the unfortunate social experiment called 

the Holocaust is the proce8S by which a society under 

stress begins its reconstruction. Some of the members 

created and then shared a body of literature that would 

stimulate a sense of group cohesion and pride in group 

membership. The poems and song lyrics and dramas reversed 

the social labels advocated by the Nazis, portraying the 

Jews "as innocent victims and condemning the condemners. 

Cultural creativity during the Holocaust was 

hitherto ignored by scholars for a variety of reasons, from 

the lack of knowledge of its existence, to the paucity of 

translations, to the needs of the scholarly community and 

the organizations which supported research to focus their 

time and effort on examining Nazi atrocities. However, 

this literature deserves mo:r:e than minor attention. The 

poems and dramas written during the Holocaust are an 

important part of the remaining artifacts of Jewish 

Holocaust Eocietyo They provide a means by which we can 

recreate a picture of society as it evolved during those 

years. 
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This Ii terature gives us a vastly different view of 

Jewish responses to the Holocaust than we have seen through 

the eyes of Arendt (1963), Bettelheim (1952) g Hilberg 

(1961) and others. It suggests that Hilberg (1961) was 

wrong in his claims that the Jews were busy pretending that 

nothing unusual was happening and doing everything possible 

to perpetuate that belief. On the contrary, the literature 

shows that they were not repressing the horror and rage 

they felt; they were writing about the terrible things 

happening to them and about resisting Nazi domination. 

The Jews were not the only ones expressing contempt 

for the Nazis. People in many of the countries overrun by 

the Wehrmacht did a similar thing. Obrdlik (1942) spent 

nine months in Czechoslovakia during World War II. He wrote 

about the jokes ridiculing the Nazi leaders and their 

regime that appeared and circulated among the public after 

the invasion. However, there were some differences between 

the Czechs and the Jews. A minor distinction is that, 

while the Jews did circulate jokes about the Nazis and the 

Gestapo, they produced other things as well, like poems and 

plays and songs. However, the major difference is that 

while both the IJews and the Czechs ridiculed the Nazis, the 

Jews also wrote about and praised themselves. While the 

Czech sociai fabric was relatively still intact, the Jewish 
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one was not. The concern in the Jewish literature with the 

Jews as a group was an outcome of the disintegration in the 

community. 

In sum, the key to our understanding of the Jewish 

response to the Holocaust lies in the recognition that 

their community was disintegrating. Their response 

involved the rebuilding of a social structure, on the one 

hand creating a para-military force almost from scratch to 

fight against the Nazis and on the other hand creating a 

body of literature which expressed a new perception of self 

and society. 

This paper has only begun to explore the issue of 

Jewish behavior during the Holocaust. More research, 

including more systematic interviewing of survivors is 

desperately needed. Hawever# the survivor community 

across the world is aging; each day more and more pass 

away. Mass interviewing of the remaining survivor 

community is crucial. But it must be focused. Many Jewish 

communities are recording survivor tapes and videos in 

which the survivor recounts his or her experiences for 

posterity. There are archives of this material in several 

Jewish federations and colleges across the United States. 

Yet the tapes and videos are unfocused and in most cases do 

not go beyond atrocities to examine other aspects of ghetto 
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and camp life, like the cultural one presented here. It 

seems barely to occur to either interviewers or survivors 

what information in addition to descriptions of atrocities 

would be of immense value to those researching this 

historical period. Systematic interviewing in a wide 

variety of topics of as many survivors as possible would 

provide rich data source. 

As a corollary research tactic to the general 

interviews of survivors it would be both interesting and 

valuable to survey in depth the remaining survivor 

community of one or more ghettos or lamps to get a 

detailed picture of what was going on :ty community over the 

time that community existedo While generalizing such 

information is hazardous, it is the only way we can get a 

sense of the proportion of the Jewish population involved 

in cultural activities, the degree to which people were 

involved, and demographic or other factors that might be 

associated with the amount and level of involvement 0 

Finally, a review of other cultural groups which 

have in the past faced genocide or mass incarceration Jnay 

also uncover the use of cultural activities in response to 

the hardship. Like the Holocaust, we know that cuI tural 

activities were pursued and that there is a significant 

body of literature being produced in Africa and South 
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America in circumstances, although different from the 

Holocaust, could also be considered severe repression on 

the individual and social level, These materials should be 

compared and analyzed to ascertain if there are general 

social forces and mechnisms at work. In any case, future 

Holocaust research with a sociological focus is critically 

important. Not only can it test and revise what has 

already been done from other perspectives, but it can add a 

wealth of information to our understanding of social 

behavior under conditions of group strain and 

disorganization. 
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