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self-incriminating; but what's funny about it is that it enlarges our capacity
for love. It helps us see in [HHuck what Emanuel Levinas calls a “height of
the good” that transcends categories of logic—the logic of critical analvsis
no less than deadpan logic and the logic of culture—so that the novel pro-
vides a kind of litebuoy (a coftin-lifebuoy) to the ethical like.

We might call this the serious alternative—normative, satirical,
universalist—as distinct from the cheerful alternative I outlined earlier,
involving the sheer-fun volatility of language-plav. But here as before, alas,
we can follow the prospect only up to a point. The problem in both cases
is that the alternative entails a comic resolution, and any such resolution,
however we frame it, diminishes Twain’s fantastic achievement: the high
and delicate art by which he takes us in, and through which he offers us
the opportunity to have a good laugh at ourselves, good enough (in the sin-
ister sense) to do the job he believed all laughter should do, which is to
“blow [history] to rags and atoms at a blast.”** More important: to indulge
in those dreams of transcendence, formalist or philosophical—those
flights from textual-historical meaning into some free territorv else-
where—is to return in a metaphysical or aesthetic (or anesthetic) fog to
the Humorist’s ratt once again, drifting into precisely the traps of culture
which the novel works to expose and explode. Nor will it do to seek a
political resolution in that act of exposé as in the neo-Marxist forms of
ideological critique advanced by Louis Althusser, Antonio Grameci, and
Raymond Williams. In this perspective, the fact that Twain’s snappers dis-
tance us from Huck (and the American belief system he represents)
attests to the radical potential of interprctation. Although we cannot tran-
scend ideology, we have critical resources within the culture at large
which allow for resistance, which indeed prod us toward alternatives to
the dominant culture. Again, a happy prospect, perhaps; and again,
Huckleberry Finn is meant to disabuse us of precisely such visionary or
utopian expectations. What's positive for Twain is our capacity for humor
in clear-sighted despair—which is to say, for the laughter of realism, in all
its bleakness, as against the illusions of progress.

Freud offers a helpful insight into the contrast I'm suggesting. As a
rule, he observes, the comic serves to distance us from the “distressing
effects” of humor—the kind of humor that “does damage” and “causes
pain”—to the point where we are entirely disengaged from the painful sit-
uation. “The victim of the injury,” he writes, “might obtain humorous
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pleasure, while the unconcerned person laughs from comic pleasure.
That’s the core of the difference between Twain and those who would find
wavs out of the predicament he describes. To disengage from the injury is
to slight both form and content in Twain’s art. Fluckleberry Finn exploits
the pleasure principle in order to shock us, painfully, into self-recognition.
In effect, Twain’s inversion of traditional deadpan is a general dis-
avowal of comic modes. 1 said at the start that my concern was with his
concept of humor rather than with theories of the comic; but as I've indi-
cated by my references to Althusser and Freud, Derrida and Levinas, |
believe that his concept can be sharpened by contrast with certain theo-
ries of our time. The most relevant of these involves the current interest
in the skasz, the Russian vernacular monologue, where the humor lies
partly in the vernacular itself, as in Huckleberry Finn. According to
Mikhail Bakhtin, the skas is characterized by irony, satire, and parody, all
of which either advance social norms or else ofter spiritual or intellectual
alternatives—a prospect, in either case, which is precisely the object of
Twain’s ridicule. That ridicule applies, too, to the sort of “liberating magic”
which Walter Benjamin attributes to the folktales of Nikolai Leskov: tales
told in a vernacular which evokes “the earliest arrangements that
mankind made to shake oft the nightmare of which the myth had placed
on its chest.””” Twain, on the contrary, exposes liberation (as in Jim’s last-
minute emancipation by Miss Watson) as con-game magic, or as one of
those mirage-like points of light (such as Huck’s apology to Jim, or the
river idvll, or the respite on Jackson’s Island) that flicker briefly from time
to time in the ever-darkening journev back into slave country. Twain’s
deadpan foregrounds the unshakable burden of history—the nightmare
into which we are forever locked by training and human predisposition.
More telling still (considering the novel’s slavery-era context) is the
laughter-through-despair mode of Jewish humor. 1 think particularly of
Iolocaust humor and its related forms in the Yiddish skaz—notably the
monologues of Sholem Aleichem—describing the besieged shitetl. To begin
with, Huckleberry Finn pointedly refuses what David Roskies claims for
pogrom jokes: to fortity us against “the trauma of history” by “laughing
[them| off,” hence providing a sort of enclosed communal garden “against
the apocalypse.” Concerning Sholem Aleichem (with whom Mark Twain
has been compared), Roskies argues that his monologue technique “gives
us the laughter that results from the clash between languages and life . . .
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[and the] greater the discrepancy, the funnier it is, and the funnier it is,
the more fortitfying”—a technique which is the target of Twain’s snappers.
Secondly, Huckleberry Finn ridicules the notion that humor can
“embrace” so as to “diffuse hostility,” as Terrence Des Pres savs of
“Holocaust laughter.” In fact, Twain’s deadpan does just the opposite: it
turns our laughter into hostility—at society, at ideals, and at ourselves for
wanting to embrace either one or the other. His snappers (as the humor
bubbles along) do not save; they annihilate. Finally, Twain’s deadpan
reverses the effect of what Henri Bergson calls the “bisociated contexts” of
comedy. Peter Berger applies that theory to the general “tragedy of man,”
claiming that, by highlighting discrepancies in context, humor “rela-
tivizes” the tragic, and so “provides yet another signal of transcendence.”
Arthur Koestler speaks in this vein directly about gulag and concentration
camp jokes. The subversive writer, he argues, manipulates events that are
“capable of being interpreted in two entirely different meanings at the
same time” so as to ridicule authority. Twain too manipulates the bisoci-
ated contexts of comic meaning (including the contextual parallels
between the slavery and Reconstructionist periods); but he does so in
ways that reject signals of transcendence and make us the objects of
ridicule.”

In an important recent essay that builds on most of these
Holocaust commentators, Sidra Ezrahi defends 1lolocaust humor (as in
Roberto Benigni’s film Life Is Beautiful) as an “aesthetics of deferral”
developed by Jews over the course of their long diaspora, one that bal-
ances recurrent disasters against scriptural promises of millennial
redemption. Twain’s case is very different. ITe has been said, accurately, to
invoke the American redemptive dream—the river idvll as “an anticipa-
tion of the Messianic time (which is called the time of the ‘continuous
Sabbath’) of . . . peace and harmony”—but it’s a deadpan millennium. And
the nub this involves points to one of the darkest aspects of Twain’s humor.
I refer to the fact that the American promise is precariously open-ended,

forever provisional, and therefore potentiallv an anticipation of its oppo-
site, doomsday. That’s the potentiality which American dark humorists
have traditionally seized upon. The Jewish “theodicy [of] . . . the happy
end” is guaranteed, absolute, inscribed from eternity in the Bible.*® For the
Late Twain, the vision of a New World paradise is the last and greatest of
history’s con jobs. To recall the first recorded definition of deadpan
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(someone “holding four aces in his hand and you wouldn’t know it”), the
game being trumped by this card-shark—his poker face lit up in a broad
and cheerful (or is it satiric?) smile, setting out one shocking snapper after
another—is the American millennium.

Holocaust laughter is thus the obverse of Twain’s. It may be that all
laughter, even Satanic laughter, is a sign of hope, since it implies conti-
nuity; and continuity, even within the bounds of culture, testities to human
agency and will. But there’s a world of difference between the Jewish con-
text and that of Huckleberry Finn. Indeed, if we can allow the analogy, a
Holocaust Huck would be a derelict, sound-hearted German bov—call him
[leinz Pfin—running away from home and teaming up accidentally with an
adult Jew just escaped from a concentration camp, an empathetic, loving,
extremely capable, and enormously grateful man, desperate to reunite one

day with his family. In spite of himself, Heinz sometimes treats the escapee.

as an equal (though far more often as)a “benign superior’), all the while
feeling ashamed for doing so (how will he explain all this back in his
Bavarian hometown? he keeps thinking). And he feels ashamed because
Sundamentally he believes that the Jew is what his Nagi culture has
taught him (a “nobody,” a nonperson). Accordingly, he refers repeatedly
to “Jew-vermin” (“you can’t learn a kike to argue”; “if I ever struck any-
thing like it, 'm an Ungezeifer”), or, in his most generous gesture, directly
after the escapee has saved his best friend’s life, at the risk of his own, “I
knowed he was aryan inside.” Imagine reading a genuinely funny book of
this kind and concluding that this boy is not just forgivable (for his sound
heart and ostensible innocence), but a moral hero, the very model of what
bovhood should be. That would be deadpan on the author’s part. And to
follow Twain to the bitter end, the book would have to be addressed to a
German readership that was still very much anti-Semitic, as Twain’s
Reconstructionist readership was still very much racist. So imagine, fur-
ther, members of that readership laughing at themselves for having been
taken in by the deadpan, but, according to the author, having no alterna-
tive—no way out of the process of acculturation (and an inherently vicious
predisposition) that made them admire the boy in the first place.

What to do, then, with that paradox of exhilaration®? We must
leave it simply as paradox, I believe, and find the courage to confront the
import of Twain’s deadpan. Those who have hitherto evaded it betray a
certain desperation, well expressed some forty years ago in Perry Miller’s
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rhetorical question: “Can Americans imagine what they would take them-
selves to be if . . . Huckleberry Finn were expunged from the national
recollection? Ilow, without that book, would even those of us who had
never seen the Mississippi River know who we are*” How indeed, except
bv somehow meeting the challenge of Twain’s devastating American
humor? Other writers found a way out of despair—Wordsworth, for exam-
ple, who recalled his “utter loss of hope itself / And things to hope for” with
the tranquillity of faith restored. Twain never recovered; on the contrary,
he made contempt for hope his ground of creativity. To the last, he main-
tained that an optimist was a “Day dreamer more elegantly spelled”; to the
last, he claimed that there were no thoughts, no opinions, except those
that were “transmitted to us,” so that (as he lamented in his final autobio-
graphical dictations) there “was no escape from [our social and] natural
environment, not even for someone [like himself] who recognized it.™"
Miller’s question entails a comic view of Huckleberry Finn. But at the very
least the comic mode calls for a celebratory reunion at the end, if only as
a fiction to accommodate audience desire. By contrast, the proposed
reunion that ends Huckleberry Finn is a snapper directed against the con-
vention of happy endings, and the laughter it provokes is designed to
change desire to distress. In Freud’s terms, it turns our protective “comic
pleasure” into a self-ridiculing “humorous pleasure.” Twain seeks to
demonstrate through our laughter the process of our victimization.

The laughter of the victim: a bleak prospect, none bleaker. It’s like
imagining Job laughing at his misfortunes, before (or rather without) the
author’s cosmic resolution. Perhaps even that grim comparison is inade-
quate. “Though He slay me,” says Job (13:15) in his darkest hour, “yet I
will maintain my integrity.” In the deadpan version, we would be invited
to laugh at Job’s belief not only in God’s concern but in his own integrity.
No comfort here; but then, there are always plenty of comforters at hand,
secular and religious, nationalist and universalist, left and right. We owe it
to Twain’s art to attend to his disconcerting nubs and snappers. Could we
not tind in them something enabling after all* Enabling, not ennobling: a
wisdom without consolation, a strategy for survival in a world bereft of
comic resolutions. We don't have to endorse this stance in order to
acknowledge its insight, even its heroic quality—which involves the
integrity to confront dilemmas as dilemmas, no end in sight, the fortitude
to laugh at the traps that beset us, without seeking refuge in our laughter.
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So understood, what’s funny about Huckleberry Finn is that its most posi-
tive feature—the one aspect of the novel that may be said to promote
interpretation, rather than mock it—lies in its denial of comic relief.
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