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The Politics of Lau
Mubarek in Egypti
SAMER S. SHEHATA

MANY familiar with post 1952 Egypt will already know of the tremendou
of Egyptian political jokes and the frequency with which they are told. Po

are an integral part of Egyptian life and can be heard in government offices b

passing the time, in local coffee houses, among friends, and in the homes
of urban Egyptians. The political joke became particularly important beginn
when a group of military officers led by Mohammed Naguib and Jamal
(The Free Officers) overthrew the corrupt monarchy of King Farouk and repl
a military regime. With the new regime came the end of parliamentary politic
freedoms, including the right to organize political parties, and freedoms o
the press. When open political expression became dangerous in Egypt, the
emerged as a vehicle for the criticism of political leaders, their policies, and g
What is true of Egypt is true of many societies in which political freedoms a
In the U.S.S.R., Czechoslovakia, East Germany, Rumania, Poland, Hungary
China, the political joke has been alive and well for some time.' In Greece,
joke became an important form of criticism when a military dictatorshi
freedoms of speech and the press.2 In both Spain, particularly under Fran
and Mexico, political jokes have thrived in a climate not conducive to oth
political expression.3 Historically, therefore, when political dissent and criticis
been tolerated, the political joke has become a vehicle for such criticism; a v
replaces, at least partially, other forms of expression and protest.4
THEORY AND METHOD

Of all that has been written on humour and the joke, arguably the mo

and enlightening contribution to the study of jokes has been by Sigmund F
and Their Relation to the Unconscious, Freud deals specifically with the m
and postulates two types of jokes: jokes that have a purpose (tendentious),

do not have a purpose and are an end in themselves (innocent).5 'Wher
an aim in itself ... there are only two purposes that it may serve ... It is
joke (serving the purpose of aggressiveness, satire, or defence) or an obscen
the purpose of exposure).'6

Although Freud did not classify or specifically write about political jok
seem to fall in his category of hostile or aggressive jokes. Political regim
their policies, are the objects of the inherent aggression of these jokes. Freu
'by making our enemy small, inferior, despicable or comic, we achieve i
way the enjoyment of overcoming him'.7 When 'external circumstances'
political criticism, jokes become 'especially favoured in order to make ag
criticism possible against persons in exalted positions who claim to exerc

The joke then represents a rebellion against authority, a liberation from
Political leaders are 'persons in exalted positions' and do exercise such aut
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Unfortunately, Egyptian political jokes, and Arab political jokes more generally, have
received very little scholarly attention.'3 The dearth of literature on this subject,
however, only belies the subject's importance. For the Egyptian people, the political joke
is of great importance, and so too must it be for those interested in Egypt. The importance
of the political joke in Egypt is reflected in the sheer number of jokes told and the frequency

with which they circulate. It is even rumoured that Jamal Abdel Nasser, the first president

of Egypt, attempted to collect the jokes told about him by way of his secret police.'4
There are even jokes about this rumour.'" Anwar Al-Sadat, the second president of
Egypt, was also conscious of the importance of political jokes and it is rumoured that
he, in a public speech, told a popular joke which circulated in the 1960s in criticism
of Nasser and his regime. The love Egyptians have for joke-telling is also illustrated in
a common phrase, ibn nukta (literally meaning 'son of the joke'), used by other Arabs
to describe Egyptians. The seriousness of Egyptian political jokes makes them, in one
sense, no laughing matter.
For the student of Egyptian politics and history, folklore, in the form of political jokes,
provides an infinitely rich and largely untapped resource for the study of Egyptian popular

attitudes, feelings, beliefs, and views on politics. One can get at the Egyptian people's
views on politics through their jokes and in this way, the study of folklore becomes an
important approach to the study of politics and society.'6 The presidents of Egypt are
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not the only ones who have recognized the importance of the joke and some Egyptians
have gone so far as to state that a compilation of all joke texts for any political period
in Egypt's history would serve as a true historical annal of that period.'7
Social scientists and historians are likely to benefit by examining the folklore of the
society which they are studying. Folklore provides several advantages for the social observer.

First, lore, coming from the mouths of people, provides 'an unselfconscious reflection
of culture.'18
To the extent that folklore constitutes an autobiographical ethnography of a people, it provides
an outsider, e.g., the visiting ethnographer, with a view of the culture from the inside-out rather
than from the outside-in. Not only is folklore a people's own description of themselves and hence

possibly less subject to the influence of the ethnographic reporter's unavoidable ethnographic
bias than other kinds of data, but it is frequently the case that in folklore implicit world-view
principles and themes are made explicit.19

In other words, folklore provides the social observer with the people's own construction
of reality, their own categories of thought, concerns, problems, opinions, and beliefs as
participants in society. The social observer's interpretation of folklore does not negate
the fact that, because it comes from people's mouths and of their own initiation, it provides
the social observer with the perspective of the participant. This is particularly important
because much of traditional social science has relied almost exclusively, and to a large
part deliberately, on the 'perspective of the observer' viewing society from the 'outsidein' and treating participants as if they were unaware or incapable of knowing what goes
on 'behind their backs' or 'above their heads'. These social scientists have been busy
'rising above' the viewpoints of participants'20 and in the process have reified social
phenomena, robbing them of their essential human character.
Folklore also provides an invaluable resource for those especially interested in the 'masses'
in certain lands and periods, the vast majority of people in a society coming from the
middle or lower classes. For unlike political elites and intellectuals who leave behind
memoirs and other written records, the 'masses' who often can neither read nor write,
leave behind few, if any, written indications of their attitudes and beliefs. Hardly
inarticulate, however, their oral tradition provides an avenue for the exploration of their

views.21

A few social historians have used both oral tradition and popular mass culture as an
approach to the study of history and society.22 In a fascinating study of early twentieth
century Germany, Robert Eben Sackett uses the humour of a popular middle-class Munich

entertainer to study the attitudes of the entertainer's audience towards Jews.23
Specifically, Sackett analyzes the anti-Semitic jokes which were an integral part of the
entertainer's repertoire to document the anti-Semitism of his audience, middle and lower

class Germans in pre-World War I Munich. Sackett successfully employs popular culture
to study the 'popular values and attitudes' of a specific sector of German society.
Although Sackett's approach is similar to the one used in this essay, there is one
noteworthy difference. The anti-Semitic jokes Sackett documents were told by only one
man, the professional entertainer. And although we do know that the entertainer was

genuinely popular, it has not been documented that the jokes circulated orally outside
the performance hall. By contrast, Egyptian political jokes, because they are told by and
among the Egyptian people, are more representative of their 'popular values and attitudes'
and are thus an even better reflection of the Egyptian people's views toward their leaders
and their policies. In essence, the difference between Sackett's approach and the one used
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While it is worthwhile noting the limitations of folklore studies as a method or approach

to history and social science, the relevance of such limitations is lessened because we
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are not proposing folklore studies as a replacement to traditional historiography and socia

science, but rather as a complementary approach to be employed when applicable an
alongside more traditional methods.
NASSER, SADAT AND MUBAREK IN EGYPTIAN POLITICAL JOKES

In what follows, I present and analyze samples of the more than seventy political jokes
I collected in Alexandria and Cairo in the summer of 1989. I heard many jokes more
than once and several proved to be extremely popular. I believe the jokes that I have
selected for presentation and analysis are representative in subject matter, themes, motifs

and most importantly content, of the majority of the jokes I collected. My informants,
all of whom were Egyptians living in Egypt, will remain, for obvious reasons, anonymous.
Their composition, in terms of age, sex, class, education and occupation, varied greatly.
They included engineers, doctors, lawyers, university professors, businessmen, students,
housewives, government officials, bureaucrats, and military officers. Several methodological

points, however, are worth noting at the outset.
Because the average urban Egyptian is likely to know at least a few political jokes,
collecting jokes did not prove particularly difficult. 'Political jokes are so pervasive that
one need only know Egyptians or, even better, be a member of Egyptian society to hear
jokes. To collect jokes, therefore, I used the standard tool of anthropology, participantobservation, and also actively sought out possible informants and raconteurs. I made my
intentions clear among people I thought I could trust or who I thought would not be
put off by my research. Some of these people were instrumental in introducing me to
their friends or colleagues who they thought were particularly adept at telling jokes.
Raconteurs, those especially gifted in the art of joke-telling, proved particularly helpful,
often telling more than ten jokes at a time and remembering older and out-of-date jokes
told about previous leaders and their policies. At other times, however, usually at dinners
and informal gatherings among friends, I did not make my research objectives known.
In these instances I tried to memorize the jokes that were told until I got to a place where
I could safely record them in my journal. This type of participant-observation proved
best suited for collecting the most current jokes and joke cycles.
Whereas being an Egyptian was certainly an advantage when it came to collecting
political jokes, being a Muslim proved disadvantageous for collecting jokes from Coptic
(Christian) Egyptians. Although I am certain that the Copts, who live mainly in upper
Egypt and make up between eight and fifteen percent of Egyptian society, tell jokes,
not one of my informants was Coptic. The jokes I collected, however, are not in any
way anti-Coptic and could have easily been told by Copts.
Three other groups which are under-represented as informants in my study are women,
the working class, and members of the urban poor. As for the last two groups, I have
no reason to believe, as in the case of the Copts, that they refrain from telling political
jokes.26 As for the first group, several informants were women, but the overwhelming
majority were men and, in general, collecting jokes from women proved more difficult.
In fact, I did not hear any sexual political jokes from women, or from men while women
were present. On several occasions, particularly when women were present, I heard jokes,
which I had heard sexual versions of earlier, told with their sexual elements removed.
In general, sexual jokes were only told in low voices or behind closed doors.
One last point is worth noting before moving on to the analysis of joke texts. I received,
broadly speaking, three types of reactions from people when my research objectives became
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The first joke has an impressively long history, both in Egypt and abroad. Different
versions of the joke have been documented in communist Eastern Europe, Nazi Germany,
Czarist Russia, and in 12th and 13th century Iranian sources.28 The oldest version,
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however, remarkably similar to the one presented above, is found in 11th century Arabic

sources.29 The joke, which my informant claimed was told by Sadat in criticism of
Nasser and his regime, attacks the police and other government authorities' utter disregard

of truth in Nasser's Egypt. Exactly the opposite of the popular adage, in Nasser's Egypt
one was presumed guilty unless proven otherwise. The second joke sharply criticizes
the methods of obtaining information used by Nasser's secret police. Torture was widely
used by the secret police to extract confessions from those opposed to Nasser and his
regime. The Ikhwan Al-Muslimin (The Muslim Brotherhood), bitterly opposed to Nasser
in the 1950s and 1960s, was a favourite target of attack and many of its more vociferous
members were imprisoned and tortured and some were even executed.30 The absurdity
of the statue's confession poignantly highlights the extent to which torture was used by
the secret police.
As stated earlier, freedom of speech was not permitted during Nasser's presidency. But,
as in the joke that follows, this in itself made for an interesting subject for jokes.
Once someone saw a man with his nose bandaged and asked him, 'Why is your nose bandaged?'
The man said, 'I had a tooth removed.' The first man said, 'Why didn't you have it removed
from your mouth?' whereupon the reply was, 'Can anyone in this country open his mouth?'31

In another version of this joke, an Egyptian goes to Europe to check on a recently extracted
tooth. When the dentist asks the man to open his mouth, the man reveals a fresh surgical

scar on his stomach. The dentist says that he doesn't want to see the man's stomach
and again asks him to open his mouth. The Egyptian then says, 'But you know we are
not allowed to open our mouths in Egypt.'32 Absurdity again proves comic. Because
Egyptians cannot open their mouths, not even for dental work, they must have their
teeth removed through their noses and stomachs. In yet another joke criticizing the lack
of freedom of speech in Egypt, a dog runs all the way to the Libyan border to bark because

he is not allowed to 'open his mouth' in Egypt.33 The point is clear enough; not even
dogs could open their mouths in Nasser's Egypt!
The last joke about Nasser and his regime to be presented here is filled with criticism,
making its significance even greater.
When Nasser was ushered into hell, Satan gave him the preferential treatment accorded big men
by allowing him to choose his room of torture. The choice offered involved a Socialist torture
room and a Capitalist one. Nasser inquired what each meant: 'Well the Capitalist room means

you burn for five days and rest for two. The Socialist, you burn in hot oil for seven days
consecutively.' Nasser promptly discarded his socialist ethics and decided on the Capitalist room,
with no further hesitation. After a couple of weeks of torture he decided to go see how Ammer
[Abd Al-Hakim Ammer was General of the Armed Forces and mysteriously 'committed suicide'
after the war] was doing in the Socialist room. So with all his body covered in painful sores he
struggled down to the other room and there he found Ammer smugly sitting back puffing hard

on his hubbly-bubbly [a device used to smoke hashish] laden with hashish. He immediately
demanded an explanation, and Ammer calmly replied: 'Well we keep sending a chap over to the
Co-op for oil and he comes back with the answer that they have not as yet received it.'34

Several points about the joke need to be made. In the joke, Nasser, much like the decision
he faced for Egypt in the 1950s, must decide for himself which room (the capitalist or
socialist) he will enter. Unlike the path he chose for Egypt, however, 'Nasser promptly
discarded his socialist ethics and decided on the Capitalist room.' Nasser's commitment
to socialism is explicitly mocked. Socialism, however, is what is central to the joke and
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The joke is made possible by the double meaning of the word 'mubarek' possibly referring
to either Husni Mubarek, or a word of congratulations. Sadat misunderstands the word
'mubarek' believing it to be a question meaning, 'Is Mubarek the father of the child?'
or 'Is Mubarek responsible for Jihan's pregnancy?' Sadat's answer is that it is not Mubarek
but Jimmy Carter who is the father of the child. Again Jihan's sexuality is the object
of the joke's criticism, and there is an allusion to the 'scandal' caused when President
Carter kissed her (see below).
Jihan's importance in the politics of the period is reflected in a popular rhyme which
circulated after Sadat's death; 'Sadat lived for peace and died for the madame (Jihan)'
(aesh min agl il-salaam wa mat min agl al-madaam); the implication is that those who
assassinated Sadat were in part motivated by anger at Jihan's influence, for reasons

discussed below. Even today, in the jokes that are told about Mubarek, Jihan still
occasionally appears. Although she is a peripheral figure in the following joke, the extent
of her political involvement and public visibility in the 1970s, I believe, partially explains

why she appears so often in the jokes of the Sadat period.

Suzanne [Mubarek's wife] asked Mubarek why it was that in the days of Sadat Egypt would get
much more money from the Americans. Mubarek said, 'Because Jihan would go to America and
Carter would kiss her here and here [pointing to both cheeks] and give Egypt two billion dollars.'
Mubarek said, 'You should go to America to help Egypt' [and be kissed by Bush]. Suzanne said,
'Isn't it forbidden?' [in Islam or social practice]. Mubarek said, 'No it isn't, but when you come
back to Egypt go to the Nile and wipe both cheeks [making a wiping motion on both sides of
the face] with Nile water immediately.' Suzanne went to America and Bush kissed her twice and
gave Egypt a check for two billion dollars. When she came back to Egypt she went to the Nile
and washed her cheeks, whereupon she saw Zaki Badr [minister of the interior] washing his arse.

She asked, 'Where did you come from?' He said, 'Saudi Arabia.'

The joke is certainly about the believed widespread homosexuality in Saudi Arabia (and
the Arab Gulf) and, secondly, what Egypt 'has to do' to get aid from both the Saudis
and the Americans. Jihan's role in the joke, however, is what is important for our purposes.

In the joke, Jimmy Carter is said to have kissed Jihan on both cheeks and given Egypt
two billion dollars. The joke, however, does reflect reality as Carter did actually kiss Jihan
while the Carters were visiting Egypt. For many in conservative Egypt, this was completely

unacceptable behaviour. It was even rumoured that Colonel Qadaffi of Libya, who had
terrible political relations with Sadat, erected a huge picture of Carter kissing Jihan in
the centre of Tripoli airport. Qaddafi was not the only one who was offended by Jihan,
however. Her outspoken feminism made her many enemies inside Egypt.39 Unlike
Nasser's wife, Jihan became a vocal part of Egyptian politics in the 1970s, arguing in
favour of women's rights, particularly in cases of divorce, and pushed Sadat to legally
restrict the conditions under which a man could marry more than one wife. The rhyme
mentioned above refers to what was often called 'Jihan's law' law number 44/1979 on
personal status, which required all men who were married to inform their first wives
if they choose to marry a second time, as the reason for Sadat's death.40 In fact, many
in Egypt, including the groups that assassinated Sadat, were not the least receptive to
the changes Jihan envisioned for Egypt. Jihan Al-Sadat's overwhelming presence on the
Egyptian political stage in the 1970s, therefore, made her a favourite target of jokes and

criticism.

The strained relations between President Sadat and the Coptic Church of E
another popular theme in the jokes of the period. Throughout the 1970s, Sadat
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Sadat's relations with the Copts and their religious leader was no doubt worsened by
the image Sadat constantly attempted to present of himself: the image of the religious
president. Sadat differentiated himself from Nasser by emphasizing his firm belief in
Islam and Egyptian television regularly showed Sadat attending Friday prayers. The
following joke, however, although short, casts doubt on his religious sincerity. 'Before
Sadat would leave the house he would say, "Jiji, go get my stick and al-zibeeba." ' Al-zibeeba
is a colloquial reference to the small dark spot which appears on a man's forehead after
many years of praying. During prayer, a Muslim prostrates himself, touching his forehead
to the ground. After years of this a dark spot on the man's forehead often appears. The
joke insinuates that the dark spot on Sadat's forehead was artificial: 'worn' publicly and
not the true mark of a sincere religious man. More generally, the message in the joke
is that Sadat used religion as a political tool to win favour and that his outwardly religious
display was merely political posturing.

The last joke to be presented about Sadat concerns governmental corruption and is
also told today about the Mubarek regime. It runs as follows:
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Anwar Al-Sadat was in a very important meeting with all of his ministers when he got an urgent
phone call from Jihan. He got up and took the phone call and asked Jihan what the emergency

was. Jihan said, 'Oh Anwar, Anwar, our house has been robbed!' Sadat said, 'Impossible, I've
been sitting here with all the crooks in Egypt!'

In this popular joke, Sadat tells his wife (Jihan) that she must be mistaken about the
robbery of their home as all the thieves in Egypt-Sadat's cabinet ministers-have been
with him the entire time. The joke denounces the high-level government corruption which
was a persistent feature of the Sadat regime. Although corruption in Egypt existed before
Sadat, it increased in both frequency and scale under his leadership. In particular, Sadat's
policy of Infitah (the open-door economic policy), which aimed at a revitalization of the
Egyptian economy by encouraging foreign investment and promoting Egyptian exports,
led to increased corruption at all levels of society, including military generals, cabinet
ministers and even among Sadat's close family and friends.46
Husni Mubarek, Sadat's successor to the presidency, has been more tolerant of political
criticism than his predecessors. A number of opposition parties have been allowed to
publish their own newspapers and restrictions on political organization have lessened.
The Wafd, the official daily of the New Wafd-the right-of-centre political party-has
the largest circulation of all opposition papers and fiercely criticizes the members and
policies of the Mubarek regime regularly. Egypt is still not a democracy, however, and
political jokes continue to be extremely popular.
Like his predecessors, Husni Mubarek has found his way into many of the political
jokes which have circulated during his tenure as president. Unlike the jokes of the Nasser
and Sadat period, however, the overwhelming majority of jokes about Mubarek seem
to have a single and very discernible message. The jokes about Mubarek, of which there
are an abundance, call his intelligence and capabilities as a leader into question as he
is ridiculed and often compared to animals.
There was an international conference on surgical operations and representatives of many of the

countries of the world attended. The French surgeon told about a man who was in a serious

accident and was hurt badly and had to have his heart and kidneys replaced. 'Today,' the French
surgeon said, 'he is a professional wrestler.' The English surgeon spoke about a man who was
a marathon runner and was hurt badly and had both of his legs replaced and today was still
a champion marathon runner. All the representatives, in turn, told about the best operations
performed in their countries. Finally, the Egyptian surgeon got up and told of a man who had
a brain that didn't work and had it replaced with the brain of a monkey and was now president
of Egypt.47

In the previous joke, Mubarek is said to have had 'a brain that didn't work' before the
surgeons replaced it with a monkey's brain. The monkey motif is again present in the
following joke.
Abu Ghazala [former Minister of War] went to Zaire and as a souvenir the government of Zaire
gave him two monkeys: one for himself and one for Mubarek. When he returned to Egypt, Mubarek

and Abu Ghazala decided to sell the monkeys in order to raise money for the Egyptian national
debt. They each went to a different street corner in Cairo, and after Abu Ghazala had sold his
monkey he went to see how Mubarek was doing with his monkey, but found the monkey counting
the money.

Mubarek is depicted as being so thoroughly incompetent that the monkey, which he was
supposed to sell, sold him instead. Thus, Mubarek is depicted as being less intelligent
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Because Mubarek has the same blood as an ass, the implication is that he is very similar
to, if not entirely, an ass. In the following two jokes Mubarek is depicted as being dumber

than an ass.

Atif Sidqi (Prime Minister) went in to talk with Husni Mubarek but Mubarek's assistant said
that he was very busy and that Sidqi couldn't come in. Atif Sidqi said it was very important
and that he must see him. He went into Mubarek's office and found him playing chess with
a donkey. He said, 'You're playing chess with a donkey?' Mubarek immediately said, 'Don't call
him a donkey [ass], he's beaten me four times already.'48

Mubarek can't even beat a donkey at a game of chess!
When Husni Mubarek came to America to meet with Reagan he asked him why he allowed a
teacher to go up in the space shuttle and didn't ask him [Mubarek] if he wanted to go. Reagan
said not to worry and that the next time there would be a space trip he would call Mubarek
so he could go. 'But be sure to bring a donkey,' Reagan said. Next time there was a space shuttle
launch, Mubarek was allowed to go. The scientists told Mubarek and the donkey that there were
two phones on the space shuttle: a green one and a blue one. When the blue one rang Mubarek
was supposed to answer and when the green one rang the donkey was supposed to answer. They
went up into space and the green phone rang. The scientists proceeded to ask the donkey many
questions about what it saw from the window, etc... The second day the green phone rang again
and the same thing happened. The third day the green phone rang and the same thing happened.
The fourth day, when the green phone rang, Mubarek answered and asked the scientists why
they hadn't called him. The scientists said not to worry and promised to call Mubarek the next
day. Sure enough, on the fifth day the blue phone rang and Mubarek answered it. The scientists
asked him if they could speak to the donkey.49

Mubarek, like a child, is disappointed that Ronald Reagan would choose a simple teacher
over him, the President of Egypt, to go to space in the shuttle. After he is in space, Mubarek

becomes disgruntled when the scientists choose to question the donkey instead of him.
Finally, when the scientists do call Mubarek it is only to ask if they can speak to the
donkey. The meaning of the joke is perfectly clear; Mubarek is dumber than an ass and
the scientists would rather speak with the ass than Mubarek!
The donkey, or ass, is a recurring motif in the jokes told about Mubarek. In a largely
agricultural society, where donkeys, horses, and other animals are visible, even in the
streets of large cities like Cairo and Alexandria, the motif has special significance. In
Egypt, donkeys are believed to have little intelligence and are used for the most menial
physical tasks. By continually comparing Mubarek to a donkey, the Egyptian people are
saying that he has little intelligence and should not be ruling Egypt. For an animal to
be ruling humans is absurd, whether he is a monkey or a donkey.5"
Those jokes that contain all three presidents, Nasser, Sadat and Mubarek, provide a
particularly good opportunity to compare the general public's opinions of their leaders.
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The contents of these jokes also reinforce the contention that the Egyptian people have
very little confidence in Mubarek's abilities.
They asked the presidents of Egypt what was the most difficult year in their lives. Jamal Abdel

Nasser thought a little bit and said, 'The year of the naksa [setback], 1967.' Sadat thought a
little and said, 'The year of the Ramadan War, 1973.' Mubarek immediately said, 'My second
year in high school."'

Unlike Nasser and Sadat who respond to the question with truly difficult years in their
lives and important years in modern Egyptian history, 1967 and 1973, Mubarek believes
the hardest year of his life to have been his 'second year in high school'. Compared to
Nasser and Sadat, Mubarek seems silly, almost pitiful. The second year of high school
is believed to be one of the easiest years in the Egyptian educational system, making

Mubarek even more of an idiot.

Another popular joke comically 'explains' why there is at present no vice-president
of Egypt. Ever since Mubarek became president in 1981, the position of vice-president

has remained vacant.

When Nasser became president he wanted a vice-president who was dumber than he was, so
as not to cause him trouble or pose a threat to his power, so he choose Sadat. When Sadat became

president he too wanted a vice-president dumber than he was and picked Mubarek. Mubarek
has not yet found anyone in Egypt dumber than himself.
The final joke to be presented, which in fact is a rhyme, brilliantly and succinctly reveals

some of the opinions and perceptions of Egyptians towards their three presidents.
Translated, it is as follows: 'Nasser taught us how to live on cheese, Sadat taught us how
to cheat, and Mubarek doesn't do anything.' (Nasser alimna akl al-mish, Sadat alimna
al-ghish, Mubarek wa la bi hish wa la bi nish.)52 The joke is critical of Nasser's failed
socialism which is said to have impoverished the Egyptian people, forcing them to live
on a cheap kind of cheese (mish). Sadat is said to have taught the people, by example,
how to cheat (al-ghish), while Mubarek has done absolutely nothing. Again, the failure
of Nasser's socialism, the corruption of Sadat and his regime, and the incompetence and
ineffectiveness of Mubarek are the salient features of this joke.
CONCLUSION

Political jokes are a form of folklore which has existed in societies as seemingl

as 12th century Persia, Czarist Russia, Communist Eastern Europe and mode
What all of these societies have in common is the repression of their peopl
freedoms. And when political freedoms are repressed and open political ex
not tolerated, the political joke becomes a vehicle for the criticism of polit
their policies, and government. The joke becomes a form of political prot
People express themselves politically in their jokes and through an analysis
jokes we can derive some understanding of their views. As we have seen in
Egyptian people are quite eloquent in their criticism. Under Nasser, Egyptian
the absence of freedom of expression, police methods, including torture, th
Army's performance in the 1967 War and the failure of (Nasser's) socialism
During Sadat's presidency, Egyptians were highly critical of Jihan Al-Sad
politics, Sadat's harsh relations with the Coptic Church and Pope Shenoud
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Egypt, however, is not the only society in the Middle East where political jokes are
important. In Iran, for example, political jokes flourished in the years before (and probably

after) the Islamic Revolution of 1979, and in Syria jokes told about Hafez Al-Assad and
his regime are both popular and dangerous. Unfortunately, in the Middle East, like so
much of the world, political repression is the rule rather than the exception and so long
as this is the case political jokes will continue to be important for both the folk and for
those who study them.
Department of Politics, Corwin Hall
Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey 08544, UlS.A.
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to crash with more passengers than parachutes is also a popular theme in American political jokelore.
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50. See AfafLutfi al-Sayyid Marsot, 'Popular Attitudes Towards Authority in Egypt,' Journal
of Arab Affairs, 7,2 (1988), p. 182.
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