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the wall. When I felt a bit better, there was already a long line behind me.—And why
don’t you leave?—Well, how could I, now, that 'm first in line . . .

Then there are some others on the subject, this time with an erotic twist: “The
doctor tells his patient, a young, voluptuous woman:—I want one night of your life . .
. The girl hesitates, but, in the end, decides to show the doctor her gratitude:—Of course,
doctor!—Great! Look, tonight at 10, go stand in line at the butcher’s. In the morning,
my wife will come to replace you.”

The “Neronian extravaganzas of the universally detested ruling family,™ as Vladimir
Tismineanu wrote in his analysis of the Ceaugescu regime, were a constant subject of the
whispered clandestine folklore. From this perspective, Elena was even more hated than the
dictator. Her scientific imposture was derided to the point where she was a constant pres-
ence in jokes about stupidity and lack of education. One of the culminating moments of
her career as the butt of the “academician doctor engineer” joke was when she allegedly
mispronounced a chemical formula in a comical sequence of sounds that resulted in the
Romanian word “codoi” (“big tail”). Almost instantly, popular culture recorded a new
joke: “A hysterical woman in a customs office has no passport, but claims she’s Elena Ceaugescu
and she must be allowed to enter the country. A confused officer asks his boss what he should
do. The boss suggests he should ask her what is the chemical formula of water. The officer
does that, but the woman has no idea about the formula. The officer is now convinced
the woman is Elena.”™ Her imperial sense of fashion is the target of a joke in which Elena
is on a cruise on the Nile and demands that her aides fetch her a pair of crocodile boots. After
one week and no word from them, she demands an explanation. They tell her that they caught
a few crocodiles from the Nile, but none of them had boots.

Telling jokes was, paradoxically, no laughing matter, as one could be imprisoned for
this kind of subversive act against the state, the party and their ruler. They doubtlessly
were “a way of testing and achieving interpersonal trust,” of expressing “one’s alien-
ation from and in some cases disgust with the entire political, economic and social order™
and of “recycling and reinforcing dominant values and views on politics.™® Their coag-
ulative effect in strengthening a collective identity was probably the same as that of humour
in general,” but it is highly improbable that their psychological impact exceeded the indi-
vidual or small groups.

The Securitate, Ceaugescu’s dreaded Security Service was the ubiquitous inquisition
that struck terror into the populace, since its informers were selected from all lines of
work and virtually anyone—family member, friend, colleague—could be part of it.
Trust was fundamental when it came to sharing political views, and jokes were a com-
mon vehicle for transmitting them. The fact that political jokes “rely on the teller’s and
the listener’s mutual, covert, assumed recognition of the regime’s Big Lie™ assures a
commom ground for communication, but sharing this experience goes even further, it
is, as Davies observed, an affirmation of trust.

Jokes about the Securitate never fail to mention the brutal punitive measureés inflict-
ed on “the enemies” of the Communist state and Ceaugescu (imprudent jokesters includ-
ed): “A husband and his wife are having dinner. Suddenly, the door is banged against the
wall and two Security agents burst in. They grab the husband and, to his wife’s despair,
they lift him up and take him into a black car. Days go by, then weeks, and the man seems
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