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FOREWORD

The book emerged from the papers originally given at the interna-
tional symposium organised around the theme of post-socialist hu-
mour. The conference was held in January 2007, Tartu, Estonia and
hosted by the Estonian Literary Museum. For this conference, Arvo
Krikmann and Liisi Laineste, also the editors of this volume, asked a
number of Russian and Eastern European humour scholars to partici-
pate and present insights into the development of humour (first of all,
jokes) in their countries accompanying the transition from socialism to
post-socialism, the interplay of continuity and change in this process,
and their vision for the future directions in researching humour in dif-
ferent societal context to complement the studies done mainly in
Western scholarship. The programme and theses of the symposium
are available at http://www.folklore.ee/rl/fo/konve/joke07/teesid.pdf.
Folklorists formed the core of participants, but the number of disci-
plines included in the project has grown along with the amount of in-
terested scholars.

Drawing on original research conducted by humour scholars work-
ing in 6 different countries, this book explores the key issues brought
on the table by the study of humour. This complex cultural phenome-
non is taken to offer a unique view-point for describing the changes in
the society, but it is also the changes that offer a unique context for
describing the transformation of a tradition. The different approaches
present their visions about the status, targets, and plots in contempo-
rary Eastern European humour. This does not make the task of find-
ing an order and general tendencies in the fragmented field easy. The
present coverage offered by this compendium falls short of being ut-
terly comprehensive of the whole post-socialist region on the one hand,
and of all the approaches encountered in Eastern European humour
research, on the other. The attempt was rather to centre part of the
attention on Russian folklorists’ approach to the subject, because their
works remain largely unknown in the West. The other, equally impor-
tant dominant was to describe post-socialist folklore in the Eastern
European region that had not long ago been a (even though periph-
eral) part of the Soviet Union. This choice was done in the anticipation
to compare the different lines of development that the two different
yet similar locations — a former centre and a former periphery — have
in the contemporary European context. The overall structure is quite
diffuse, as the authors draw eclectically on diverse intellectual tradi-
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tions, ranging from sociology to folkloristics, from close historical-
cultural analysis to descriptions of specific category of jokes and their
targets. Still, there are some points of focus that will later be argued
upon discussed in the concluding chapter. Certain themes and issues
recur throughout the volume and all the articles are brought together
by a common concern to understand the changes, account for their
reasons, and hence add to the established viewpoints and theories of
humour.

The compendium consists of 12 research articles, which are organ-
ised by the country. As the majority of the articles present a quite spe-
cific insight into one area of this countries’ humour practices and the
way these were shaped, this seemed a more convenient solution for
the reader than forming the chapters based on the primary focuses or
issues. The only exception that does not depict any post-socialist coun-
try in particular is the more general and broad-based article by
Christie Davies about the post-socialist jokes compared to socialist
and never-socialist jokelore. This ground-laying article acts as a theo-
retical starting point for the following journey into the depths of dif-
ferent humour practices in Eastern Europe. It does not reflect on any
of the post-socialist countries in particular but aims at giving a gen-
eral framework for the phenomena of post-socialist humour. The task
of the closing chapter is to bring forth the common issues and sets of
problems that are relevant in the context of these articles, point at
possible re-evaluations of previous theories, and ascertain once more
that jokes can offer helpful and rewarding material for describing and
accounting for cultural and societal phenomena: cultural processes,
their specific features and even the hotly debated and ambiguous
functions of humour.

The project of cooperation was first pushed forward in spring 2007,
when a proposal for receiving a research grant was sent to the scien-
tific committee of the European Union 7th Frame programme. The
proposal was titled “Folk Humour as a Form of Human Creativity
Under Socialism, Post-Socialism And Non-Socialism” with the pri-
mary task to give an account of jokes from socialist and postsocialist
cultures and eras that are merging into the multicultural context of
the European Union. Its predication was based on the claim that by
using creativity, and humour as a form of it, a dialogue between dif-
ferent (from time to time conflicting) cultures and traditions can be es-
tablished and intercultural value conflicts moderated. The main aims
were the following:
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1. Creating an international internet portal of contemporary jokelore,

compiled by professional humour scholars, which will:

a) Include all relevant publications, archive and internet materials
from post-socialist countries on political and ethnic jokelore;

b) Provide a platform for a dialogue for the interested public, interdis-
ciplinary scholars and schoolchildren, concerning the issues of eth-
nicity, identity, multiculturalism, diversity, conflicts springing
from that etc.

2. Analysing the compiled database, giving a quantitative multi-

dimensional overview covering the following factors of jokeore:

a) Ethnicity, geography;

b) Political context and timeline (socialist vs. post-socialist vs. non-
socialist countries);

¢) Source (archive / publication / Internet);

d) Text parameters: genre, target of the joke, other characters, situa-
tion, logical mechanism, context, demographic data of the joke-
teller.

3. Help to explain the processes of tradition and cultural practices by

pointing at interconnections and dependencies between tradition and

its cultural, political, demographical, economic contexts.

4. Getting a more valid overview of jokes as an expression of hate, in-

tolerance and/or racism to guide policy measures and institutional ar-

rangements at the national and EU level.

The project was built on the cooperation of Estonian, Russian, Polish,
Hungarian, Romanian, and Bulgarian humour researchers, and more
international members from Britain, Switzerland, and the United
States. Although it received high evaluations for its aims and content,
the project has not yet been accepted for funding and we will have to
revisit its technical and formal details for the next call for proposals.
The intended integrative overview of post-socialist humour in the
Eastern European countries is thus not yet completed as it still waits
for funding. A substantial account of the tendencies in different cate-
gories of jokes can be formulated only through a systematic study of
the same central issues in all the countries under examination. This in
turn must be based on a cross-cultural empirical database covering all
the targeted categories (especially political and ethnic, to clarify the
status and content of these in the context of the increasing demands
for political correctness). The researchers present at the post-socialist
humour symposium have since then retained fruitful contact and the
present compendium demonstrates the potential that this area of
study has to offer.
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POST-SOCIALIST, SOCIALIST AND
NEVER-SOCIALIST JOKES AND HUMOUR:
CONTINUITIES AND CONTRASTS

Christie Davies

Abstract

Post-socialist jokes and humour are best understood by comparing them
with the jokes and political anecdotes of the socialist period and with the
jokes and humour of democratic societies that have never experienced so-
cialism and then looking for continuities and contrasts. The concept of a
‘post-socialist society’ let alone the empirical study of the humour of such
a society is fraught with difficulties. The aim of this paper is to indicate
these problems and to seek ways round them by trying to define the
characteristics of a socialist (as opposed to a democratic) society and its
jokes and then asking what are the consequences of this for understand-
ing post-socialist jokes and humour. How does this new post-socialist
humour differ from that of ‘never-socialist’ societies? Can it be said that
the quality of the jokes was, better under socialism than in either of the
other two cases? One of the key differences between socialist societies
and one that had important consequences for jokes under socialism was
the distinction between the Russians as the dominant people at a time of
socialist imperialism and the subordinate peoples. What implications
does it have for post-socialist perceptions, identities and joking? A second
important factor was the differing economic fortunes of countries after
the collapse of socialism and in particular Russia in the 1990s and Ger-
many after reunification which produced new jokes peculiar to those
countries.

Key words: jokes, New Russians, Ossis and Wessis, political anecdotes,
post-socialism, socialism

Post-socialist jokes are best understood by comparing them with the
much larger and more distinctive body of jokes generated under social-
ism and with the humour of societies that have never been socialist.
Such a comparison of necessity requires us to make explicit the distin-
guishing characteristics of socialist societies as contrasted with mod-
ern, democratic, non-socialist societies. Only then can we have an idea
of what it means to be post-socialist and to ask the question what are
the special characteristics of the jokes and humour of such a society.
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It is much easier to define what we mean by a socialist than by a
post-socialist society and the jokes and humour of the former are far
more clearly related to its clear and distinctive social structure than is
the case for the very varied societies that have come into being since
the collapse of socialism in Europe.

THE NATURE OF SOCIALISM

Socialist societies and the socialist jokes and humour they generate
are in some respects straightforward to define and to understand. An
ideal-typical (Weber 1948) socialist society is characterised by an
autocratic one-party system in which the people are denied the right
to be able to “turn the rascals out” at election time. The Party lays
down the single permitted ideology that is not only a political state-
ment but also a kind of secular religion and enthusiasm for it is com-
pulsory (Tamarkhin 1984). Such socialist societies have a centrally
planned economy with no ownership of private productive property
(capital), except perhaps for small plots of land, and no free markets or
at least very limited ones. Socialist societies have a very weak civil so-
ciety; the independence of such institutions as churches, professional
associations, scientific bodies, labour unions or voluntary welfare or-
ganisations is severely restricted and in some cases such bodies are
prohibited altogether (Gellner 1994). As a consequence of these pecu-
liar, indeed defining, social structures, there tends to be heavy censor-
ship, extensive spying on and intrusion into the lives of individual citi-
zens and a massive military, police and legal apparatus (Andrew &
Mitrokhin 2000, 2005) with arbitrary powers of punishment for coerc-
ing ordinary people into conformity and even feigned enthusiasm. The
degree to which the latter is employed may have varied a great deal
but it was always there for potential use and everyone knew that it
was there. When it was used with its greatest ferocity, tens of millions
of people were murdered or deliberately starved to death and many
more tortured or sent to camps (Curtois 1999; Davies 1997; Dolon
1985; Rummel 1990; Werth 1999). A socialist society is one dominated
by a planned and coercive order directed by the state (Hirszowicz
1986) in contrast to the spontaneous order of the market place, a sys-
tem of common law evolving case by case, or the aggregate outcomes of
scientific endeavour (Barry 1982; Polanyi 1951). It is the visible fist
not the hidden hand.
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JOKES UNDER SOCIALISM

Popular jokes in socialist societies are much more directly generated
by the very nature of the society than is the case in other more open
and plural societies, where power is more dispersed and censorship
more limited. Because in a socialist society the existing political, eco-
nomic and ideological structures may not be openly disputed or op-
posed, there exists an enormous corpus of jokes that sneak round
these prohibitions in exactly the same sense that jokes about sex or
death do more generally.

In a society where there can be open and public disagreement
about political and economic matters, there is a relative absence of the
kind of jokes that not merely characterised but dominated social in-
teraction between individuals in a socialist society. In countries with a
more traditional and less intrusive autocratic government such as
Franco’s Spain (Payne 2000) or the Shah’s Iran or Greece under the
Colonels there were many jokes about the rulers themselves (Garcia
1977, Pi-Sunyer 1977) but nothing like the breadth, ingenuity and
richness of the political jokes that were to be found throughout the So-
viet Union and Eastern Europe under socialism. The more areas in
which the government is dominant, the more there is to joke about be-
cause everything is controlled and politicised including even the
physical sciences (Langdon-Davies 1949; Popovsky 1980).

Political jokes under socialism could cover all areas of life because
everything was politicised. What is particularly striking about many
socialist jokes is the way in which they begin with utterly varied
scripts: women’s arses, inventions, paintings, children in the country-
side, simple census questions that seem to have nothing to do with
politics and yet in the punch line a new opposed script (Raskin 1985)
suddenly presents some absurdity of socialism. It does not matter
where you start; you always come to the same expected political place
but in a way and by a route that is utterly unexpected and in conse-
quence hilarious. One consequence of this is that the jokes invented by
the people were better, more intricate, more ingenious, more numer-
ous, more demanding and more profound (see Krikmann 2004: 241)
than those now told in post-socialist societies. They were the only su-
perior commodity produced under socialism but then the jokers were
private enterprise and part of a spontaneous order, almost a market.

A Nigerian, a Frenchman and a Russian were arguing as to which one’s
wife had the best arse.
“Mine,” said the Nigerian, ” it is the biggest one anyone has ever seen.”
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“Size isn’t everything,” retorted the Frenchman, “my wife has the shapeliest
arse and it wiggles so gracefully.”

“Listen,” said the Russian, “when I leave for work, I always give my wife’s
arse a good slap and yet it is still vibrating when I come home from work ...
but that is because we have the shortest working day in the world!”

(Told to the author by a Russian academic, early 1980s)

Who invented barbed wire?

Michurin. He crossed earthworms with hedgehogs.
(Beckmann 1980: 67; Kolasky 1972: 111)

What is the difference between painters of the naturalist, impressionist and
the socialist realist schools? The naturalists paint as they see, the impres-
sionists as they feel, the socialist realists as they are told.

(Lewis 2006)

A schoolteacher is taking her children from a city-school on a country walk,
when they see a very young hare. The children have never seen a hare be-
fore. “Do you know who this is?” asks the teacher. No one knows. “Come on
children,” says the teacher, “surely you know? He’s a loveable character in
many stories, songs and poems that we all read.” One of the children strokes
the little hare gently and says reverently, “I always wanted to meet you,
Grandpa Lenin!”

(Anon.)

Russian census taker: Where do you live? — Leningrad.

Where were you born? — St. Petersburg.

Where did you go to school? — Petrograd.

Where would you like to live? — St. Petersburg.

(Told to the author by Alexander Shtromas 1981 or 1982. He told me at the
time that it would happen and it did. See also Shtromas 1981)

The only European society in any way comparable with the Soviet Un-
ion and its dependencies for jokes was National Socialist Germany
under Hitler, 1933-1945 (Gamm 1979) but then Nazi Germany had
many similar characteristics: a single party with an unchallengeable
crackpot ideology bent on the radical transformation of society, a gov-
ernment that was the key economic player with priority given to ar-
maments, heavy censorship not only of political matters but of art,
philosophy, science and literature, the subordination of civil society
and a strong machinery for repressing not merely opponents but
doubters lacking in enthusiasm or expressing heretical opinions.
Unlike dictatorships which are based on a customary social order and
demand only acquiescence, Nazism was an alternative form of a mili-
tary and socialist society and generated similar jokes. Genossen and
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Volksgenossen were truly comrades and the master race and the
Marxist race had much in common. If Hitler, like Stalin, had eventu-
ally been succeeded by a Brezhnev, jokes would have flourished there
even more strongly.

There is a great deal of argument about the meaning and function
of jokes in a socialist society — were they protest or accommodation,
protest or safety valve, opposition or cynical acceptance (see discus-
sions by Draitser 1989; Larsen 1980; Oring 2004; Speier 1998; Yur-
chak 1997; Zlobin 1996). After all the jokes were also enjoyed and even
invented by members of the elite who had much to lose if the system
should crumble (Deriabin & Gibney 1962). However, at the macro
level there is a clear goodness of fit between the social order and the
jokes it generates.

THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF DEFINING POST-SOCIALIST
SOCIETY

It is much more difficult to define what constitutes a ‘post-socialist’ so-
ciety. The very term ‘post-socialist’ is problematic, for the same reason
that it makes little sense to speak of post-industrial, post-modern or
post-colonial societies. No doubt if in the future most people work at
home on personal computers, some sociologist will speak of a post-
office society. It is quite impossible to get any agreement on what ‘post’
societies are. Post-modern societies are merely modern societies with a
greater degree of variation in their culture and style than their imme-
diate predecessors (Davies 1990), not a different kind of society but a
variant on modernity. Post-industrial societies are industrial societies
based on the same old iron-cage (Weber 1930) but in which services
are a greater part of the GNP and manufacturing a smaller. The idea
of a ‘post-colonial’ society is an ideological device for enabling the poli-
ticians of a society that many years before was a colony to excuse their
present deficiencies by blaming their ever-receding colonial past. If we
look at ex-colonies as diverse as New Zealand, Korea, Greece, Libya,
Singapore, Surinam, Angola, Madagascar or Mongolia, it is clear that
their differences are so much greater and more important than their
similarities that the term is of limited use. Let us hope that the term
post-socialism does not also become a vehicle for muddled and self-
interested accounts of societies, which by now may have not much in
common other than an ever-receding period in their history that hap-
pened to be socialist. Perhaps the best way to use ‘post-socialist’ is as
with the British term ‘post-war’, used in and now about the late 1940s
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to signify that the war had ended, that society had been changed and
scarred by it and that many features of war-time life such as rationing
and controls had persisted. Britain in the later twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries is still in a sense a post-war society but so
much else has happened since, that the use of the term is restricted to
the years immediately after the second war. As historical periods,
whether wars, socialism or rule by outsiders recede in time, so the
idea of ‘post’ gradually decays and crumbles into sawdust. The phrase
‘post-war’ is no longer applicable and over time the same thing hap-
pens to ‘post-socialist’. For this reason when discussing post-socialism
I shall restrict myself to considering the 1990s, the time immediately
after the collapse of socialism.

AFTER SOCIALISM: THE POST-SOCIALIST AND
THE NEVER-SOCIALIST

It is now close to twenty years since the first fall of socialism and the
Soviet Empire and what is most striking is how very different the suc-
cessor states have become. Some have by now nearly shrugged off the
legacy of socialism, others are still enmired in it, or at least have not
succeeded in creating a truly viable unsocialist polity and economy.
Some of the newly independent formerly socialist countries such as
the Czech Republic are democratic and have reasonably free econo-
mies, indeed the Czech Republic is superior to France in both these re-
spects (according to the “Index of economic Freedom” 2007), even
though France never experienced communist rule. By contrast, many
of the former Soviet republics in Central Asia have but little democ-
racy and there are places where a state oligarchy in effect still controls
the economy. Is it the case that the Czechs have merely reverted to
what they had been before the socialists seized power, namely a de-
mocratic and trading people, by cultural instinct? But in that case,
how do the Czechs differ from the British who have never suffered real
socialism? If the jokes and humour of these two countries differ, it may
well be for other reasons rooted in a great variety of cultural prefer-
ences and traditions, rather than because one of them is post-socialist
and the other never has been socialist. Similarly how would jokes and
humour about economic matters differ in post-socialist countries
newly converted to the free market such as Estonia and those where
economic freedom has long operated such as Switzerland?
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POLITICAL JOKES AND HUMOUR IN NEVER-SOCIALIST
AND IN SOCIALIST COUNTRIES

Institutions such as multi-party democracy with fair and regular elec-
tions and a free market based on private property with a just and se-
cure legal system for assessing and enforcing contracts, freedom of
speech, assembly and association and an absence of a police state do
not give rise to large numbers of popular anekdoti in the way socialism
did. In the ‘unsocialist’ society there is a good deal of jokes and hu-
mour about politics, the economy, lawyers and the legal system, the
police and the ideology of political correctness but it is fragmented — it
is humour about sections of society that have a great deal of auton-
omy, not jokes about a single system. The cartoon strips about Brit-
ain’s Prime Minister Gordon Brown and about his rival Dave ‘Snooty’
Cameron in “Private Eye”, American Bushisms, German Kohlwitze,
and jokes about particular political parties are about politics but they
are not about democracy as a system. Jokes and humour about hard-
hearted bank-managers, fat-cat financiers, bloody-minded labour un-
ion leaders, useless business consultants, trivial advertisers, devious
lawyers, inflexible police officers, are about aspects of economic life,
legal procedures and the maintenance of order but not about an entire
tightly integrated system. Also much of it, including jokes, is direct
satire and mockery performed on radio and television, in films and in
stage theatre or published in books, magazines, newspapers, pam-
phlets and websites, and there are a variety of very different individ-
ual authors with very different styles. There is a movement of jokes
back and forth between the people and the writers and performers of
humour. Under socialism jokes took over the functions that satire was
unable to perform and in consequence there was a curious degree of
homogeneity about them. The socialist targets were all related and
there was only one author, a collective author — the people. There was
uniformity about the political jokes in the various socialist countries,
far more so than there was in democratic countries which rapidly
shared joke cycles about blondes or Scotsmen but not jokes about poli-
tics. A Belgian would not have known or told or even understood a po-
litical joke about Kekkonen or Edward Heath. By contrast, socialist
jokes used to circulate rapidly between relatively liberal socialist
countries such as Poland or Hungary and severely repressive ones
such as East Germany (DDR) or Romania (Cochran 1989; Banc &
Dundes 1986, 1990). The names of local politicians might be switched
but the themes remained constant — the stupid leadership, the absurd
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and tangled ideology of Marxism-Leninism that intruded everywhere,
the slogans and proclamations that had little connection with reality,
the muddle of planning and the shortage of consumer goods, the ab-
sence of freedom and the presence of informers and arbitrary arrest. It
was as if socialism had been a great grim monolith seen in comic and
distorted form in a single huge mirror held up anonymously by the en-
tire people. There were no individual authors.

Official socialist satire tended to be monotone because with few ex-
ceptions its authors were directed tendentiously from above. Approved
journals with sharp and prickly names such as Crocodile, Nettles,
Porcupine, Hornet, Stag Beetle, Thistle (Chamberlin 1957, Oring
2004; Sanders 1962, 1982; Talmadge 1943) would publish satires and
cartoons telling off in a mocking or even savage way the little people in
the front line who had to deal directly with angry workers, clients and
customers; they had to carry the can for the failures of those above
them. No one powerful was ever mocked in this way, nor was the po-
litical and economic system and editors could be sacked for getting too
close to the boundary of the permissible. As Emil Draitser, formerly a
Soviet humorist on “Krokodil”, once told me — “it was not even enough
to know who was who, you had to know who might become who”.

Socialist humour then had two opposed forms and faces, the
anonymous jokes of the multitude and the published humour man-
aged by the powerful which was intended to correct rather than to
amuse.

Non-socialist societies by contrast have little in the way of official
state-controlled humour and popular humour is far more like a kalei-
doscope than a single mirror. A variety of loosely connected facets of
society are deformed and laughed at in a great variety of mirrors set
at odd angles to one another. To the extent that post-socialist jokes
and humour resemble this model of the jokes and humour of the
never-socialist countries, the trickier the concept of a distinctive post-
socialist humour becomes.

THE PRESENCE OF SOCIALISM IN POST-SOCIALIST
HUMOUR

How then would we expect the jokes and humour of post-socialist soci-
ety to differ both from those of socialist societies on the one hand and
the never-socialist countries on the other? The answer lies in the past
and in the way that past remains with us. We should look first at the
institutions that have managed to survive the transition from social-
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ism to post-socialism and also at the indelible damage that socialism
wrought, both of which are still causing problems many years later:
we should look at both survivors and consequences. There is also an-
other socialist past, that is still with us, the remembered past, both a
memory however distorted of the real and actual past and a memory
of the jokes that were told during that past. For post-socialist coun-
tries, that past was once the present but for the never-socialist coun-
tries it happened somewhere else. The more intelligent and better
read inhabitants of the Western never-socialist countries were often
well-informed about the harsh realities of socialism (Conquest 1971,
1972; Haraszti 1977; Szamuely 1969) and understood and appreciated
socialist jokes, particularly when they were exported, translated and
placed in context (Beckmann 1969, 1980; Brunvand 1973; Chamberlin
1957; Kolasky 1972; Talmadge 1943). Westerners liked them for their
humorous and indeed aesthetic and intellectual qualities. In the 1970s
and 1980s, paperback translations of socialist jokes into English,
French and German were commercially successful in Western coun-
tries (Dolgopolova 1983; Draitser 1978; Isnard 1977; Kolasky 1972;
Meyer & Meyer 1978; Drozdzynski 1977; Reininger 1981; Schiff 1975,
1978; Schiff & Parth 1978; Zand 1982). However, their readers had
never experienced socialism at first hand and could feel neither the
sheer force of the jokes nor the extra thrill and release of tension de-
rived from telling and hearing forbidden political jokes in a socialist
society. There are forbidden jokes in democratic countries, such as cer-
tain kinds of sex jokes, jokes about despised but protected minorities
or sick jokes that in consequence gain an extra savour from being
shared in private or when told by a comedian whose speciality they
are, but they are not jokes about an entire powerful system and so
they do not have the same impact or importance. You can provide a
reasonably good account of the history of Soviet Russia through its
jokes (Adams 2005); to do that for an open and plural society would be
impossible.

The degree to which the institutions and consequences of socialism
survive differs greatly from one post-socialist country to another. If
such a country is ruled by an oligarchy substantially controlling the
economy, then socialist style jokes may well survive and be re-cycled,
adapted and become the inspiration of new jokes, particularly if the
new oligarchy’s members were already powerful before the collapse of
socialism. The memory of the old socialist jokes will prove a resource
for a humour about the imperfections of a socialist kind that have per-
sisted. This will especially be the case if there are still restrictions on
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freedom of expression or if they have been reimposed. Yet the more
likely outcome for the jokes of these restrictive post-socialist societies
is not that socialist jokes will revive in their original rich form but that
jokes similar to those told in Franco’s Spain, a country that was au-
thoritarian and repressed opposition but did not extend its reach into
all areas of life as socialism did, will arise.

There is a further difference that has implications for post-socialist
joking. Some countries have fully come to terms with the evil period in
their history called socialism and exposed the activities of those of
their countrymen (including some still alive) who created and sus-
tained it. Many of those guilty of crime or collaboration have even
been put on trial but elsewhere the past is covered up or denied and
the guilty still occupy positions of privilege or at least comfort.

There are in several countries (see websites listed below) museums
of communism, terror and occupation open to the public that are a
witness to the horrors of past but elsewhere museums remain or are
in the process of being created that actually celebrate Lenin and Sta-
lin (see websites). But if the perception and display of the past can dif-
fer to this extent in post-socialist societies, does it not suggest that
there will be equally wide variations in the kind of humour and jokes
that characterise the post-socialist period? It is a matter for further
investigation.

THE SPECIAL CASE OF JOKES AND HUMOUR UNDER
POST-SOCIALIST FAILURE

Some ex-socialist countries, notably Russia (but also, in a very differ-
ent way, East Germany) failed to flourish under capitalism in the
1990s. In the case of Russia, those who had been in a strong position
under the rule of Communist Party were able to obtain the assets of
the state in corrupt ways when these were privatised (Adams 2005:
159). The absence of a proper system of commercial law and banking
and of a tradition of open, honest, regular trading led to new economic
problems when the economy went post-socialist under Yeltsin (Whit-
lock 1995: 229-233). There was the growth of a class of shady racket-
eers whose activities lay on the border between the legal and the
criminal (Adams 2005: 160). This was the basis of jokes about New
Russians who had become rich quickly by dubious methods and
flaunted their wealth in a vulgar and offensive way before the eyes of
an impoverished and often more cultured population. In Seth Gra-
ham’s (2003a: 206—207; see also Graham 2003) list of 34 collections of
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anecdotes brought out by the Minsk publishing house Literatura by
1998, there are three separate volumes of jokes about New Russians
whereas other targets, including such risible ones as Alcoholics,
Blacks, English Lords, Husbands and their wives’ Lovers, and the Mi-
litia only get one volume each. It was clearly the dominant joke cycle
of the early and mid 1990s in Russia.

“Father, all the lads at school go there on the bus and I feel left out, be-
cause the chauffeur always takes me in the car.”

New Russian: “Don’t worry, my boy. I will buy you a bus of your own and
you can travel in the same way as all the others.”

(Anon.)

New Russian: “Look at my splendid new necktie, I bought it for twenty
roubles at the boutique on the corner.”

Second New Russian: “You've been swindled. You could have got it for twice
the price at the place next door.”

(Anon.)

Viktor wants to go out with Anna. Anna: “Does your father have a
Mercedes?”- Viktor: “No.”

Anna: “Well, does your father have a three-story house in the country?” she
asks. — “No.”

Anna: “In that case you can [*** off.”

Victor goes home and tells his father how he was rejected. The father calls
up his chauffeur on his mobile phone: “Ivan, go and sell one of the Rolls
Royces and buy a Mercedes.” He then says to his son: “But there is no way I
am going to knock down the top two stories of our dacha just to please that
silly girl of yours.”

(Anon.)

A New Russian urgently needs a new bookkeeper. “I've got an excellent can-
didate in mind,” sayys his manager, “but he’s still got half a year to serve.”
(Adams 2005: 164)

Yet in what sense are these jokes post-socialist in nature? They are
certainly post-socialist in that they emerged from the special condi-
tions that existed in a particular society: in Russia, after the collapse
of socialism. On the other hand there are echoes of such jokes and
humour in the never-socialist countries, told about arrivistes and nou-
veaux-riches of any kind. It is a fine line between a nouveau riche and
novyi russkiy. This is particularly the case when relative incomes have
been suddenly transformed by events. In a democratic country such as
Britain the nearest traumatic experience to East European socialism
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and post-socialism has been the two world wars and their aftermath
and it is worth comparing the kinds of jokes told at these different pe-
riods. In Britain after the First World War it was realised that there
had been a major disruption of the social order. Some had become rich
quickly from the manufacture and sale of armaments and other forms
of war production and were popularly seen as profiteers who had
thrived while others suffered. A future Conservative Prime Minister
Stanley Baldwin said in disgust in 1918 that many of the newly
elected members of the British Parliament were “a lot of hard-faced
men who look as if they had done very well out of the war” (Keynes
1919). After the war, jokes about Mr. and Mrs. Newrich or Mr. and
Mrs. Warprofit circulated particularly among the established or cul-
tured classes, many of whom were now nouveaux pauvres, people in
reduced circumstances due to inflation, taxes, wartime bereavement
and economic disruption. Mr. Bott the millionaire and his wife who
speaks ‘common’ in Richmal Crompton’s best-selling British series of
humorous ‘William’ stories and books that she began in 1921 are
comic characters drawn from this vulgar new rich class. There was a
general humour at the expense of this class:

MAN OF WEALTH (to his son home for the holidays): “... and why don’t
you like your fur coat? I'll bet none of the other boys ‘ave got one.”

SON: “Yes but none of the other boys have to be called ‘Skunky’...”

(“Mr. Punch’s Children’s Hour” 1933: 234, see also p. 198)

The two sets of jokes differ but they have enough in common to make
us want to question once again exactly what we mean by post-
socialist. Perhaps these Russian post-socialist jokes like the British
post-war jokes of the 1920s or British jokes about spivs, drones and
wideboys getting rich in the black markets of 1940s austerity are best
seen as part of a bigger set of jokes dealing with times when many
people had a sense of frustrated hopes and expectations, even decay,
and when the sudden wealth of the unscrupulous or undeserving in
the face of others’ decline was much resented.

THE FAILURE OF POST-SOCIALIST EAST GERMANY
AND GERMAN JOKES

In a very different way the Eastern part of Germany, the former DDR,
also experienced economic failure after reunification with West Ger-
many, the new Anschluss. Half a century and more of socialism had
destroyed the entrepreneurial spirit of the East German people. There
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was no ‘German miracle’ of economic development in the DDR as there
had been in post World War II West Germany after 1948. Although
the tradition of German technical superiority had enabled East Ger-
many to be a great centre of manufacturing for the Eastern block un-
der socialism, by West German standards the industry there was
backward and uncompetitive and the economy inflexible, producing in-
ferior products and wrecking the environment with pollution (Smyser
1992: 162-164). Many of the old industries collapsed after unification.
The rapid integration of East Germany into a unified Germany with a
single currency and welfare system and, in consequence, comparable
labour costs meant that West German industrialists had no incentive
to invest in Eastern Germany. Why incur high labour costs for low la-
bour productivity by investing there? Instead the industrialists pre-
ferred to buy into Skoda in the Czech Republic and to invest in Hun-
gary or Slovakia (or even in the Russian Kaliningrad triangle), where
the rate of return on investment was higher. In consequence, the prov-
inces of the former East Germany experienced something close to eco-
nomic collapse with factories closing and high unemployment. It could
be twenty years more before living standards are the same in the East
and West of Germany. The government of a now reunited Germany
tried to remedy this with a massive public works programme to renew
the cities and infrastructure and restore the historic monuments of its
Eastern Ldnder. Yet this meant taxing the citizens of the never-
socialist West Germany to subsidise the failed economy of the post-
socialist former East Germany (Hancock 1994: 249-250; Smyser 1992:
35-36, 159). It was a recipe for social division and it led to the creation
of the new identities of ‘Ossi’ (Easterner) and ‘Wessi’ (Westerner) and
the multiplication of Ossi and Wessi jokes based on the enduring con-
trast between the prosperous, efficient never-socialist and the ineffec-
tive and subsidised post-socialist parts of the country. The Ossis are
represented as gauche and useless and the Wessis, the Besserwessis
(from Besserwisser, know-it-all) as arrogant.

An Ossi says to a Wessi: “We are one people.”
“So are we,” replies the Wessi.
(Anon.)

What do you get when you cross an Ossi with a Wessi?
An arrogant bastard on the dole.

(Anon.)

These are clearly post-socialist jokes, emerging from a situation that
was a direct result of the problems left over from socialism but there
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are parallels with other never socialist countries that have major dif-
ferences between regions where one is prosperous and the other back-
ward such as the North and South of Italy, again a problem accentu-
ated by a clumsy and over-rapid reunification.

WHY UNDER SOCIALISM WERE THE RUSSIANS DIFFERENT
FROM OTHER EAST EUROPEAN NATIONS IN THEIR
POSITION AND THEIR JOKES ALIKE?

Under socialism there was one major difference between the serious
and humorous perceptions of the Russians and of the other nations.
The Russians were not only the dominant nation of that great prison
house of the nationalities, the USSR but also the conquerors, oppres-
sors and colonizers of many other countries, mainly in Eastern
Europe. Imperialism is the highest stage of socialism.

The Russians often featured in the jokes of those whom they op-
pressed, and in jokes people tend to get lumped in with their govern-
ments, even if they did not choose those governments. The initially
violent and later arrogant behaviour of ordinary individual Russians
in the countries they had conquered did not help matters.

The Russian and Hungarian governments have concluded a new treaty over

the navigation of the Danube. The Russians have control over traffic up and

down the river and the Hungarians the right to cross from shore to shore.
(Anon.)

Under a new economic agreement between Poland and Russia the Russians

will take all Poland’s coal and in return the Poles will give Russia all their

wheat.
(Anon.)

It would be interesting to know whether these jokes achieved any
great success in Russia, where the one popular feeling that did under-
pin the regime was Great Russian chauvinism, the sense that Russia
was a great military power that could dominate other countries and
whose glory was shared by even the humblest Russian. The ordinary
Russian worker had little to be proud of in terms of personal achieve-
ment or material possessions but he could feel proud of being a mem-
ber of the Marxist race, the Russians, the tramp of whose soldiers’
boots was shaking the world. A distant victory over some lesser peo-
ple, triumphantly celebrated on television or a parade of tanks and
missiles in Moscow compensated for living in one squalid room. The
Russians were lousy but loyal.
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One key scapegoat of the regime was the Jews (Vaksberg 1994,
Johnson 2007), which, of course, meshed with popular anti-Semitism.
In consequence, an important thread in the jokes of the socialist pe-
riod was Jewish jokes about anti-Semitism (Harris & Rabinovich
1988). The jokes are two-sided since although they make the socialist
regime look ridiculous, they also imply that its anti-Semitism has
popular support among ordinary Russians.

A telephone rings in a communal apartment:
“Can I talk to Moishe, please?”

“There’s no-one of that name here.”

“Then, can I speak to Misha, please?”
“MOISHE, it’s for you!”

(See also Draitser 1998)

The headmaster came into a classroom in a Moscow school and announced:
“A delegation from Syria is coming to look at the school tomorrow — Fin-
kelstein, Shapiro and Ivanov by your mother’s surname should not attend.”

A visitor to Odessa could not find a phonebook. He was told: “They had to
be confiscated. They were used to list all the names of the Zionist spies and
saboteurs in Odessa. Then to hide the fact they added in the names of all
the other people in alphabetical order.”

A worker became a political instructor in his area. After his first day the
local party leader asked him how it had gone. “Fine, but that Zhid,
Khaimovich asked a provocative anti-Soviet question. He asked: ‘Can you
tell us please how many republics there are in the Soviet Union?”

“What did you answer?”

“It wasn’t easy but I managed to get out of it. I told the Jew bastard to go
stuff himself.”

In what circles would these jokes have circulated in Soviet Russia?
How would they have been perceived by non-Jewish Russians, some of
whom would have been anti-Semitic? They are jokes about fellow-
victims of socialism but also about a group to whom popular attitudes
were, shall we say, ambivalent.

RUSSIAN REAL AND HUMOROUS UNIQUENESS
IN A POST-SOCIALIST WORLD

The above discussion should draw our attention to a key distinction
between post-socialist Russia and the other post-socialist countries.
For the other countries becoming post-socialist was also to become in-
dependent and to get rid of quisling governments. It was a double lib-
eration. For the Jews it meant that the personal anti-Semitism of or-
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dinary Russians was, for the time being at least, no longer sponsored,
reinforced and implemented by official policy. For the Russians, how-
ever, post-socialism also brought with it a post-imperial sense of loss
of national power, national importance and national self-confidence. It
must have been all the more devastating because it coincided with the
economic chaos of the 1990s. For Estonians or Czechs, socialism had
been an unmitigated disaster, for it involved a brutal foreign occupier
as well as an oppressive social order, but many Russians may well feel
nostalgia for the time when they lived in an ordered society that
seemed about to rule the world. What are the implications of this for
the study of post-socialist humour? Should we accept the view that the
increased intensity of Russian ethnic joking in the post-socialist 1990s,
notably about Chukchis, Ukrainians and Georgians (Draitser 1998)
was a product of the loss of pride by an also even more impoverished
Russian people? They were no longer able to console themselves for
their wretched living conditions with fantasies of Soviet, that is to say
Russian, power and glory.

Thus post-socialism has in many ways a quite different meaning
for the Russians than for the others. For the others it meant collective
national and cultural liberation as well as individual freedom and a
chance to control their own economic destiny, whether they will be
successful or not. True, the Russians as individuals were released
from the oppressive nonsense of Marxist-Leninism but collectively
they lost out not just in power but also in social, cultural and linguistic
influence.

Whereas the British relinquished control over the British Empire
slowly and without internal political disruption and were able to re-
tain cordial relationships with most of their former dependencies, the
Russian Empire collapsed suddenly and traumatically, as a conse-
quence of an economic and political crisis in Russia itself. Many of the
Russians former colonies and dependencies immediately erased the
relics of the Russian aspect of socialism, including the use of the Rus-
sian language. Educated Indians and Nigerians still speak English,
even to each other, but, despite its great literature, the Russian lan-
guage has been widely rejected because it was the language of a back-
ward and oppressive socialist system and not a useful language of
modernity. In Mongolia, after independence, they immediately ceased
to write Mongolian in the Cyrillic alphabet. All street signs were
changed to use a combination of their own traditional alphabet and
the Latin one. For Slavophiles in Russia, who, entirely justifiably, take
a great pride in the Russian literary tradition, this must have been a
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great blow, one comparable to the hurt felt by the French when their
language, which had once been the lingua franca of diplomats and
aristocrats, ceased to be widely known or used except in menus. What
would Kamyshev and Alphonse Ludovikovitch (Chekhov 2003) have
made of it all? The collapse of Russian power and for a time of the
Russian economy meant that the Russian language must have become
central to their national pride and identity, as it had been in the nine-
teenth century. For the Estonians the restoration of their own native
language to its rightful pre-eminence is simply justice, as is the mov-
ing to a more suitable place of a brutal invader’s war-memorials (Erelt
2007), but for the Russians it is a humiliating reminder of their world
relegation. Can we perhaps see here the basis of the strange popular-
ity in Russian post-socialist jokes about the mistakes Estonians make
when speaking Russian, jokes that are far more common than they
were under socialism?

THE CRISIS OF POST-SOCIALIST JOKES?

In the years immediately after the fall of socialism there was a great
flurry of published collections of socialist jokes in the post-socialist
countries since they could now be freely published but their popularity
waned in time (Graham 2003a: 214) because they no longer spoke
about the immediate realities of everyday life and because they were
no longer forbidden. No hegemony, no jokes. Fewer new ones were be-
ing invented and they depended on memories that in time were bound
to fade, particularly as a post-socialist generation grew up for whom it
was history. Also with the removal of severe censorship, new and in-
teresting rivals to the exchange of jokes, namely humorous publica-
tions with known authors and commercial comedy produced for profit
were developed. In many cases they were foreign products dubbed and
dumped in the post-socialist countries, an example of the McDonaldi-
sation of humour.

Why is McDonald’s superior to the human body?
It takes the human body 24 hours to turn food into shit. McDonald’s do it in
five minutes...

Jokes remain a crucial and central aspect of modern folklore in post-
socialist societies as they have long done in the never-socialist socie-
ties, but many must feel a sense of nostalgia for the good old jokes of
the bad old days. Why were they so good and why is it so difficult in a
post-socialist world to maintain that standard?
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My hypothesis is that jokes under socialism were unique in that
the intellectuals became strongly involved in the creation of popular
folklore. They became part of the folk because there was no permitted
high culture through which they could express their humour of alien-
ation. The intellectuals and the broad masses may have had different
tastes in jokes but they belonged to a common culture of joking. Eve-
ryone enjoyed exchanging context free, tightly constructed, humorous
narratives and riddles. To know many jokes and to tell them well was
a social asset, particularly in the time of Brezhnev (Beam 1982; Drait-
ser 1978; Yurchak 1997). In Russia there was the added advantage
that many of the intellectuals were Jewish, the people of the joke (Da-
vies 2002).

Now the intellectuals have tended to retreat from joking, retire into
high culture, and even find employment in commercial humour such
as advertising or broadcasting. There is a danger that a situation may
arise as has happened in the Netherlands (Kuipers 2006) where the
intellectuals come actively to dislike jokes and to distance themselves
from them as a means of asserting their cultural superiority to the
common people. However, in more egalitarian societies such as Aus-
tralia or the United States this has not happened, though it has to be
said that the generality of jokes in these countries, with the exception
of Jewish jokes (Davies 2002) lack the sophistication of the best of
those told under socialism. I also doubt that it will happen in the post-
socialist countries, precisely because of the past experience of a com-
mon culture of joke telling. The jokes about New Russians were very
likely fuelled by the resentments of the intellectual classes.

What may become more of a problem is fragmentation. Under so-
cialism there was a common set of experiences and a shared target.
Now, jokes fall apart; the centre cannot hold. There have always been
jokes that are only fully understood by members of a particular spe-
cialism but these are going to increase — such jokes are the valuable
and meaningful folklore of, say, surgeons, of mathematicians, of stat-
isticians, of computer experts, of different types of scientist but they
are hardly part of a common folk culture. Such tendencies are dis-
cernible in never-socialist societies, though paradoxically mitigated by
the World Wide Web which allows us to spy on the esoteric folklore of
the specialists which they increasingly choose to place there. It re-
mains to be seen how the joking of post-socialist societies develops in a
world that is far more global and yet far less homogenous than that of
socialism.
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Abstract

Estonian contemporary political jokes offer insight into several issues dis-
cussed in humour studies, including the interdependence of jokes and so-
cial reality, and on a broader scale also the dependence of jokes on the po-
litical regime into which they are born. The article surveys Estonian politi-
cal jokes on the Estonian Internet (www.delfi.ee/jokes) in the period 2000 —
2007. The material covers both “old” and “new” jokes, as they exist side by
side. The analysis concerns the nearly 800-strong collection of political
jokes accessible on the humour site. The jokes are analysed from three
points of view: first, how actual political events may have influenced the
number and contents of the jokes, second, the inner structure of the cate-
gory of political jokes, to reveal whether this could indicate a shift towards
the depoliticisation of certain (e.g. animal or vocational) jokes; and third,
whether the recent transition from totalitarianism to democracy may have
caused some change in the target choice of jokelore. Thus, against a perva-
sive background of old Soviet jokes, the article will put the contemporary
joke traditions into context, in order to discuss the main targets, popularity
and directions of the contemporary political joke.

Key words: humour, political jokes, ethnic jokes, post-socialist, Internet

INTRODUCTION

The article will give an account of contemporary Estonian political
jokes, most of all their general characteristics, possible subcategories
and popularity in recent years, focusing on Internet jokes. We will see
how political jokes react to local and global events, acting as cognitive
tools that help to comment on daily politics in a playful way, perform-
ing the role of a more or less subtle parody. So far Estonian ethnic
jokes have already been studied to some extent (see Laineste 2005a;
Krikmann, this volume). This article focuses on political jokes. Distin-
guishing ethnic from politic jokes is not an easy task: on many occa-
sions the categories of political and ethnic jokes tend to fuse and form
a distinct category so typical to Eastern Europe, the ethno-political
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joke. The targets of these jokes are ludicrously behaving ethnic
neighbours, but also the much-loathed political oppressors, and these
two may end up in being just one target. The recent development of
more distinct categories will be traced. Another characteristic feature
of post-socialist jokes is the coexistence and interaction of old Soviet
and new or modified / adapted / recycled political jokes. The changes in
their popularity inevitably lead towards the discussion of national
identity and its construction. Getting to terms with and — in a way —
opposing past heritage in contemporary traditions is an important
part of a nation’s self-identification. The intertextuality of contempo-
rary jokes is examined, to reveal the presence of these complex iden-
tity issues. The rejection of old jokes reflects only a section of a na-
tion’s struggle to define itself: the choice of new targets, and in some
cases the switching of old targets for new ones, is also an identification
of new perspectives based on inclusion (“us”) and exclusion (“others”),
indicating our opinions and fears. The results will, all in all, demon-
strate how the political reality of a post-socialist society is reflected in
jokes.

In post-socialist societies, complex changes are taking place in
jokelore, and in the performing and telling of jokes. There are several
reasons for this change: first, the regained independence in Estonia
and the consequent transition from being a periphery of a huge totali-
tarian society into a free democratic nation state, secondly, globalisa-
tion, which is altering jokes in the same way it is affecting all kinds of
traditions worldwide, and thirdly, the dawn of the Internet era and
the high level of computerisation that has transformed joke-telling
practices. Political jokes were among the first to undergo these
changes.

In describing the present situation, we can give a full account only
when considering both the specific, contemporary background and the
historic perspective, and in addition to this, the media where the ma-
terial appears. It is thus necessary, alongside the newer jokes that
characterise most of the contemporary active joke tradition, to de-
scribe old Soviet (political) jokes. Their tradition was very vital, and
had a great effect on thinking about political jokes in general (at least
in the former Soviet bloc), besides it is still a distinct though diminish-
ing category among contemporary political jokes.
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JOKES AND THEIR RELATIONS TO SOCIAL REALITY

Most jokes (in Freud’s terms tendentious jokes (Freud 1905/1989) are,
according to some humour scholars, a (distorting) mirror of the society
they are born or adapted into (Douglas 1968; Linke & Dundes 1988).
There are some, who, after stating the relationship of the joke and its
object, also advocate the aggressive effect or consequences of these
“ugly” jokes and try to refrain from citing them to avoid further “pollu-
tion” (Billig 2001) thus outlining the relationship between the joke and
its target as possibly harmful to the subject (in the same vein, several
psychological studies have supported the hypotheses that aggressive /
sexist jokes predispose subjects to hostile sexism, e.g. Ryan & Kanjor-
ski (1998); or diminish self-directed negative affect for enjoying the
jokes as maintained by Ford, Wentzel & Lorion (2001)). On the other
hand, many relevant studies (e.g. Dundes & Hauschild 1983) have re-
frained from becoming involved in the problems of reception, and for
them the essence can be revealed without examining the effect of
jokes. It is enough to describe the joke text and its broader social con-
text. They (e.g. Dundes & Hauschild 1983) believe that even if the pic-
ture we see there is unsettling or even downright disgusting, it is in
part still the ugly essence of the actual feelings and thus needs to be
studied, described, and perhaps brought forward as a question worth
discussing in public, in order to raise awareness of our prejudices.
These studies support the safety valve theory, claiming that jokes ex-
press the aggressive impulses that would otherwise be painfully inhib-
ited. Yet others maintain (Davies 1998) that jokes have little to do
with actual stereotypes or real feelings of distress. Jokes express emo-
tions, but not only (or rather: primarily) at times of greater oppression
or perceived threats. In the times of conflict, there tend to be more apt
measures than jokes to deal with the problems. Jokes are elicited by
other factors. Peaks in creating jokes and telling them coincide with
periods of decay of political regimes, diminishing tensions etc. Accord-
ing to this theory, political jokes are the result of uneven or unjustified
exercises of power. In addition to this, there is the question of whether
jokes are “true” in an emotional, or on a higher level, a societal sense —
or are they merely a play with stereotypes we might know but do not
really believe in. We play with an inspiring detail of a real-life event
not because of the event itself, but mostly because of the allusions
evoked by the event, the possibilities of interpretation it allows, the
ambiguities it involves, etc. The choice relies not on the importance of
the event, but on more irrelevant factors such as playfulness and the
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search for ambiguity that are decisive in joking. Besides, maintaining
that jokes are in accordance to social reality is complicated because
the multiplicity of realities, opinions and emotions that surround and
inhabit the contemporary man. All of these standpoints and ap-
proaches challenge the researcher with questions that are empirically
difficult to tackle.

The most basic and auspiciously also the most easily accessible of
the issues is the interaction between jokes and their social reality — if
jokes do mirror reality, how does this mirror work? If they are a ther-
mometer for registered emotions, are they indicative of opinions only
at a meta-level? The latter would mean that there is no straightfor-
ward relationship between the jokes and the society with its stereo-
types, instead the connection is evident on a generalised level (e.g.
there are more jokes on stinginess if the mocked nation is believed to
be an economically successful former outsider). As we often have to
admit, there are not many examples to point at when we want to
maintain that a joke reinforces some certain attitudes, and there are
attitudes that will induce certain jokes. Internet jokes with their
meta-text of time, place and sender, provide the interested researcher
with the necessary material to answer the questions: e.g. when and re-
lated to what event the jokes became popular.

W. Bascom and R. Abrahams have discussed the functions of folk-
lore genres, including jokes. For them, jokes are either disruptive / de-
structive texts in folklore that target taboo areas, in order to point out
the forbidden (Bascom 1965: 10), or conflict-focused texts that raise
problems instead of solving them (Abrahams 1976: 206—207). That is,
in folkloristic research, the aggressive side of jokes is emphasised over
its coping, bonding or other positive functions mostly mentioned in
psychological studies (visible in psychologists’ rising interest in posi-
tive psychology). Jokes do not, however, exist only at the times of con-
flict: the USA is famous for its black and Pole jokes, but these do not
stem from an actual hatred towards the group or any actual threat
from them (Davies 1990). Instead, the threat is more often economic in
nature, and the jokes are thus rooted in economic inequality, unevenly
distributed assets etc., from which stupidity and canniness jokes arise.
There may be an event that triggers them, but it may not be that evi-
dent. In the case of political jokes, the relation to a conflict (a daily po-
litical issue) is more visible, but here too the actuality of the stereo-
types exhibited therein is questionable. What the choices displayed in
political jokes represent is a relevant issue to this article. Joke cycles
are a good example of how real events are reflected in jokes, but even
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if the events are there, the outspokenly aggressive context of these
joke cycles (e.g. Challenger, WTC etc.) hold very similar reactions to
different events and people, which leads us to think that it may not be
the stereotypes we have about these joke objects but rather some other
drive pushing us to express the overwhelming emotions in a particular
way. Other motives are involved in creating and circulating these
“sick” jokes — possibly emotional coping with the event as well as with
its representation in the media.

Jokes in which the relations with social reality are self-evident in-
clude topical jokes and news parodies (e.g. Kuipers 2005; Kiirti 1988).
Political jokes do not, however, clearly and univocally refer to their
source. This research shows that there are many aspects involved in
how social reality becomes distilled into jokes: it depends on the social
and political context, and the qualities of the stimulus (the textual,
contextual and intertextual characteristics of the news text, political
or other events as social text etc.), which will be discussed in greater
detail below.

CATEGORIES AND TARGETS IN POLITICAL
AND ETHNIC JOKES

Another issue is that of the direction of joking, both in socialist and
post-socialist society, and the closely related problem of distinguishing
between ethnic and political jokes. Broadly speaking, these two cate-
gories of jokes work by different means: the ethnic joke (as Christie
Davies has argued on a huge amount of comparative data, 1990) is di-
rected towards the inferior, while political jokes target the superior.
Davies has firmly stated that most numbskull-jokes are directed
downwards, that is from the centre and better-off towards the periph-
ery and worse-off (the few exceptions being British jokes about the
aristocrats and in cases where the political power has been unjustifia-
bly attained, see Davies 1998: 93-95). In most multiethnic societies,
however, jokes are often told both about the majority and the minority
(Estonians and Russians in Estonia, Jews and Russians in Soviet
Russia, Polish/Black and WASPs in the USA etc.). Minorities can tell
jokes about their own group (in self-deprecating jokes), but they can
also mock the majority. The question is more about the power and rec-
ognition of the multiplicity of jokes and the intensity of these jokes:
some cycle or target may be less spread, limited only to a few groups.
Sometimes the derogatory jokes are spread by the targets themselves
(as shows the classical example of Jews (Davies 1993), but also visible
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in Estonian (Laineste 2005a), Serbian (Hicks 2002; Vucetic 2004) and
other jokelore, to offer but a choice of very different examples). Thus
there are societies in which the universals of the direction of target
choice do not apply. In the segmented topological division, it is the
centre or the “golden mean” that qualifies as normality. Normality is
the ideal that the in-group is eager to identify itself with — “they” are
strange, marginal; “we” are normal. It is also the nature of folklore by
definition — folk traditions are created, maintained and passed on by
the “average folk”, with no particularly great power or powerlessness.
The socially marginal groups at either extreme of economical, territo-
rial or other spectra do not belong to this in-group. The old folk jokes
seem to follow precisely this argumentation in their choice of targets
(see also Remmel 2003: 174). In some other historic examples, top-
down and bottom-up joking forms an undistinguishable set of joke
tradition, which has the main aim of mocking a regime in general (e.g.
jokes from the Soviet bloc). There the centrifugal forces are overplayed
by a common, both political and ethnic target, that dictates the direc-
tion of jokes. In Soviet jokes, it was the Russians bringing about and
impersonating the Soviet way of life (though there was also the Chuk-
chi, more a miserable victim of the system than the reason for the
country’s misery). In many cases, the nationality of the target was not
mentioned, but it was instead supplemented with a “code-name” from
the animal world, for instance. Different groups inside the totalitarian
society were represented by animals (wolf as the “power”, fox its lip-
servicing two-faced disciple, hare as the innocent victim — and some-
times the trickster, etc.). The Soviet joke tradition can also be seen as
adding a general political overtone in every joke. It mocked all aspects
of the absurd everyday life, turning almost every humorous text, be it
situated in the bedroom, school, workplace or public space, into a po-
litical joke. The omnipresent skepticism and nihilism in Soviet jokes
made a point of discrediting the regime by using every walk of Soviet
life as an inspiration (see also Graham 2003: 99). Thus in Soviet
jokelore (but not only there) we encounter confusion between the di-
rection of joking and also in joke categories. Belonging to the category
of political jokes did not mean that a joke could not belong to other
relevant categories, as was often the case with Soviet jokes. A joke
could be political and ethnic, sometimes also harbour an additional
sexual allusion etc. Ethnic jokes about Jews carry a strong political
connotation, especially those that date from the 1950s (see Benton
1988). We can assume that certain political, economic, etc. repressions
or organised persecutions load different types of jokes with political
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meaning, and the jokes will then represent more than one category:
they are political and also ethnic, sexual, animal etc. jokes. The transi-
tion from a totalitarian to democratic society should then produce a
set of de-politicised jokes — the categories do not mingle, but instead
display relatively fixed and objectively identifiable characteristics and
boundaries. In addition, the old Soviet jokes that had a political un-
dertone are now being circulated because of some other amusing detail
— absurdity, sexual abnormality etc. It is debatable whether a for-
merly political joke will now be perceived as apolitical (if the wording
remains largely the same), but the tellers of the joke distance them-
selves from it. The problems it depicted are now bygone. Even if the
joke is remembered to be political, it probably does not actually carry
the significance of a political joke. As in this following joke, where in
contemporary presentation the political power relations give way to a
much stronger sexual undertone:

A Russian and Chukchi are fighting on the street. A policeman ap-
proaches them: “What is going on here?” — “We are arguing about who is
the master of Chukotka [the Chukchi Peninsulal.” — “You will continue
the argument in jail,” answers the police officer. Next morning the police-
man asks them: “Did you solve you issue?” — “Yes,” answers the Chukchi.
“The Russian is the master, and I'm the mistress...”

(Delfi, Dr Huibolit, May 28, 2004)

JOKES IN SOCIALISM AND POST-SOCIALISM

These jokes, like the one about the Chukchi and the Russian, could be
regime- and society-specific. Political jokes still do travel from society
to society, as tradition is an active flow of texts that do not simply
cease to exist. Jokes change, merge and diffuse. Jokes from Soviet
Russia or Communist Cuba live a parallel life in democratic Finland
or Great Britain, only with different targets (although the popularity
of those jokes can be different in the country of their origin and among
“secondary” joke-tellers). Raskin (1985: 222) admits that there are two
types of political jokes: some context-specific political jokes are only
possible in a certain country (or a certain regime), as the knowledge
needed to understand the joke is not available to the listeners,
whereas others can exist successfully under all regimes and circum-
stances. Politics has been the object of jokes since Roman times, and
some of these are still known today, even if they have been modified
somewhat to fit into contemporary society (Larsen 1980: 5). Abraham
Lincoln, who was a skilful orator, has said that he could at best call
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himself a restorer of jokes, as he did not create new ones but recycled
old ones (Parker 1978: 4). The totalitarian Soviet Union, especially in
the last decades of its existence, has often been said to be the most fer-
tile environment for joking about politics and politicians (Davies 2007;
Krikmann 2006).

Political jokes are said to owe their popularity to the feeling of su-
periority which is achieved by ridiculing those in power. Jokes that
poke fun at the incompetence of our leaders or reduce them to the
level of the average citizen (or, for that matter, below that; the lower
the better) have always been favoured in all societies. Tony Veale
claims that mocking those of higher status, reputation, social and eco-
nomical level provides emotional satisfaction for the “average citizen”,
i.e. those not in power (Veale 2004). As old jokes keep reappearing in
different contexts, with stupidity and vanity as the main concerns,
there seem to be no specific contextual parameters that dictate certain
types or themes of jokes. Some limits are nevertheless set by the rele-
vance of texts. The main setting and oppositions involved should be
culturally understandable and relevant to the new context they are
told in. Some jokes seem to have quite limited potential: even if they
are not complicated to understand (which might also be the case, as
older joke tales are longer, more elaborate and often do not have a
punch-line), they may involve certain rigid moral norms that are not
today regarded as important. In the contemporary world of gender
equality, for example, there is no significant emotional difference be-
tween the male and female adultery that forms the core of this joke:

Franz Joseph notices a man who resembles him strikingly. “Was your
mother at some time in service at the palace?” the emperor asks. “No,
Sire,” is the answer, “but my father was!”

(Central European, 1900s, cited in Raskin 1985: 225)

The joke retains its archaic setting, and it is not possible to transform
the joke into a contemporary setting by merely changing the targets.
In Estonia, the joke was told during the first republic in the 1930s,
with the Estonian peasant talking to a Baltic-German estate owner
(Hindrey 1931: 209), but the text has not appeared in post-socialist
jokelore. There are, however, jokes with less specific contextual pa-
rameters. These cross temporal and geographic borders with remark-
able ease. Consider the following joke:

Hitler takes a walk in the woods and falls into a lake. A young boy pulls
him out. Hitler tells him to ask anything he wants in return for having
saved his life. “Oh yes,” said the boy. “May I ask you not to breathe a word
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about this to anybody?” — “But why?” asks Hitler. “You could be made fa-
mous for this heroic exploit.” — “This is what I am afraid of, sir,” says the
boy. “If I become famous, my father will hear about it also, and he will
wring my neck right away!”
(Cited in Raskin 1985: 226)

There are several records of this joke, with different targets: Nixon,
Clinton and other higher officials, to name but a few. In Estonian ma-
terial, the target was well-known and despised contemporary politi-
cian Edgar Savisaar:

Edgar falls into the river and starts crying for help. A farmer comes run-
ning and pulls him out of the water. Savisaar says: “I will grant you eve-
rything you wish for. Do you want to become a member of my party?” —
“No.” — “Do you want a place in the top ten of our election list?” — “No.” —
“What then?” - “Just don’t tell anyone I saved you...”

(Delfi Naljaleht: She, Feb. 24, 2003)

The recyclability of political jokes seems to rest in the setting of the
events and norms involved. More universal jokes with a less region-,
culture- or era-specific context do travel well and may appear under
different regimes. Consequently, we could claim that this cultural con-
text or build-up of the joke is one of the main factors that determine
the popularity of a text in different times and countries. Another com-
peting theory maintains that cultural values inherent in jokes are im-
portant, but they cannot be adapted from one country to another
merely as a result of this — instead, different jokes apply to different
political systems and are not transferable. It is the target that differs
in totalitarian and democratic political jokes (Rose 2002). Totalitarian
jokes tend to mock the system in general, while jokes from democratic
regimes mock leaders in person, reminding us that they are people
from among “us”, their voters. This supposition does not prove entirely
correct from the standpoint of Soviet political humour. Soviet Estonian
political jokes can be divided into three categories: (1) jokes and co-
nundrums about politicians, with the main focus on gaining the upper
hand over the opposing character (in many cases Russian vs. Ameri-
can politicians); (2) those that mock the socialist regime without nam-
ing any particular political leaders who were responsible for the mis-
erable living standards; and (3) jokes and conundrums on daily life re-
ferring to the inefficiency of the system (Sarv 1995: 106). While the
last two categories correspond to what Rose said about the targets of
totalitarian political jokes (i.e. jokes are about the system in general),
the first type of jokes on international relationships prove that politi-
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cal leaders were not an unknown joke target during socialism. Never-
theless, there is some evidence that political jokes in Estonia are now
more leader-oriented, focusing on politicians’ (sometimes imaginary)
vices (Laineste 2005b), and the issue will also be addressed in the em-
pirical part of this research. Contemporary jokes lack a pervading,
central theme, and there are not many jokes about the political system
or the hardships of daily life created by politicians; there seem to be
more effective means of discussing these issues (the most active of
which being discussion boards on the Internet, see Imfeld & Scott
2004: 206). Jokes become political mainly by using the names of politi-
cians. Inspiration comes from daily news — those who find themselves
in the limelight will soon figure in personalised jokes:

Minister of Agriculture Ivari Padar orders farmers to plant potatoes at
night.

“Why?” ask the puzzled farmers.

“Then the potato bug will not see where the seeds are planted.”

(Delfi Naljaleht: Urmas, Oct. 12, 2004)

Polemics on how well jokes mirror social reality, what forces are be-

hind the choice of joke targets in different societies, and how this is

expressed in political / ethnic jokes will be viewed, using the jokelore

of post-socialist Estonia as an example. Analysing the material on a

wider temporal scale from the 1950s to the present day, one can put

the jokes in a proper context. Briefly put, the following research hy-
potheses / assumptions will be tested in this article:

(1) Political jokes stem from a real social-political context. The creation
of new jokes thus depends on everyday life: the more political con-
flicts or intriguing events, the more jokes in circulation. Active pe-
riods (elections, scandals and other local / global events that rein-
force each other and are incorporated into jokes) result in a height-
ened interest in jokes.

(2) Contemporary Estonian political jokes form a distinct category that
excludes ethnic and other thematic topics, whereas in Soviet jokes
all categories are intertwined.

(3) Contemporary Estonian political jokes concentrate more on the
leaders than on the shortcomings of the current political system or
difficulties of daily life, while Soviet humour focused on the latter.
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METHODOLOGY

We assume that the situation in Estonia is not an isolated exception
but mirrors the underlying mechanisms of how jokes change in all
transitional societies in Eastern Europe. For this research, political
jokes from Estonia’s major joke source at www.delfi.ee/jokes (Delfi
Joke Page) were analysed. The Delfi Joke Page is a popular site where
users post about 20 new jokes a day in different categories that have
been assigned to the received jokes by the portal’s editors.

A total of 854 jokes from the category of political humour, from the
years 2000 to 2006, were included in the analysis. In describing politi-
cal jokes, we will compare the category to other major thematic sec-
tions (jokes about animals, ethnic groups, sex) which were also ana-
lysed for the study.

Simple quantitative analysis was performed on the material,
counting the frequency of jokes during the period.

ANALYSIS

First we will describe the medium in which the jokes are published.
The Delfi portal is an extremely popular pan-Baltic news and enter-
tainment site, a common example in public discussions on several is-
sues concerning Internet ethics, culture etc. It is evident that its popu-
larity is still growing, as it surpasses all of the now emerging and de-
veloping online newspapers or other infotainment portals. The most
essential feature of the Delfi portal is online news and commentaries.
In the years 2000-2005, the number of commentaries rose alongside —
and as evidence of — the popularity of the portal, as shown in Figure 1.
By 2004, the number of daily news texts had stabilized at around 40 a
day (and subsequently fallen), although their quantity rose until then.
There is an optimal amount of news that people need and want to
read, and an overload of information is not attractive to potential
readers, which might be the reason for subsequent standstill. Further
analysis reveals that while the number of daily news has remained
stable, the number of commentaries is still on the rise (with the aver-
age in 2007 being around 150 comments per news item), indicating a
deep interest in engaging oneself in online interaction.
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Figure 1. Amount of daily online commentaries in Delfi (2000-2005)

Commentaries are the soul of this media — their great number shows
that people are willing not only to read the news but also to form an
active community, discussing the events and their significance. They
express opinions, take sides, argue (and of course insult each other
when discussion becomes heated), and occasionally also share jokes.
Regarding the growing popularity of the medium, it might be surprising
that the overall number of jokes follows a falling trend (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Overall amount of jokes in Delfi (2000-2006)
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Figure 3. Amount of political, sexual and animal jokes in Delfi (2000 -2006)

Since the launch of the joke page www.delfi.ee/jokes in February 2000
and the first peak of fascination therein, there has only been one slight
revival in 2004/2005, but it does not compare to the average of 430
jokes during the site’s first months, in winter and spring 2000. Some
reorganisations of the joke site took place, raising interest among
Internet users in 2004 (new features for evaluating jokes, new catego-
ries of visual material, such as cartoons and film strips, were added,
etc.).! The trendline on Figure 2, however, shows a falling tendency.
There is a negative relation between the daily amount of both news
and commentaries on the one hand and the number of jokes on the
other. Considering that identical jokes will not be posted on the joke
site (there is editorial control over duplicates), this is to be expected.
At first, all jokes that were circulating were sent to the Delfi joke page,
and later the sources ran dry. When we look at each of the joke catego-
ries separately, however, summing up the amount of jokes in these
over the years, we see an interesting pattern. There are great differ-
ences in how political and topical jokes are created / sent on the one
hand, and the rest of the categories on the other. All other categories
(e.g. jokes about vocations, absurdity, computers, blondes, etc.) other
than political jokes fit the mentioned trend: the first months see a
huge number of jokes, and then a decline follows. In Figure 3, the lat-
ter category is shown together with jokes about animals (this con-
tained roughly the same number of jokes, ca. 800). The popularity of
ethnic and sexual jokes from the same period was also added to the
comparison.
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Figure 4. Share (%) of political jokes (2000 —2006)

Though interest in sexual jokes remained high for a longer period of
time, it has recently lost popularity and remained roughly stable at
around 6 jokes a month sent to the Delfi joke site. Correspondingly,
animal and ethnic jokes have remained at around 8-15 jokes a month
since 2001. Such jokes are not inspired by real-life events. Even if
their total number is the same as that of political jokes, it is only the
latter that systematically appears only when there is a certain trigger-
ing event. Political jokes do not cease or decrease in frequency because
the joke-tellers may run out of jokes; instead they rely on the joke-
tellers urge to react to social reality, appearing only if there is some-
thing to joke about. The greatest difference with other joke categories
is the shallow / unenthusiastic start in 2000, which gradually changed
into a greater interest in sharing political jokes online (see also Figure
4). As the overall number of sending jokes decreases (Figure 2), politi-
cal jokes remain at the same level of popularity, leading to the in-
crease shown in Figure 4. This indicates that the mechanisms behind
the creation and sending of political jokes differ from those in the rest
of the categories — other factors are at work here that influence rises
and falls in their popularity. We could suggest that political jokes help
to process and give meaning to daily experience and their functions
differ from other jokes primarily meant to amuse.

The typological reserve of political jokes may not be greater, but
their potential use is, as is their flexibility. In general, the popularity of
political jokes seems to be rising. It is possible to argue that the com-
menting of daily politics through humour is an Internet-specific trend
and has nothing to do with the situational joke-telling in real interac-
tion, but even if that were the case, it is significant that Internet users
in Estonia have a heightened interest in sending (and reading) poli-
tical jokes. The Internet as a medium is, after all, a very popular and
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Figure 5. Intensity of joke-sending in Delfi joke page (2000-2006). More in-
tensive joke-sending is marked in white (autumn 2000, spring, late autumn
and winter 2002, spring, autumn and winter 2004), less intensive joke-send-
ing in black (summer 2000, summer 2003, summer 2005). These periods will
be analysed in detail below; the quarters marked in light blue will not be giv-
en attention to in this article

increasingly influential medium that to some extent involves the ma-
jority of Estonians. In addition, ironic humour and humour mixed
with insults (e.g. in naming, ethnic slurs, etc.) is very common in
Internet commentaries.

Next we could ask if the fluctuations seen in Figure 3 are straight-
forwardly influenced by events that take place in daily politics or
whether there is no link between the frequency of the sending of jokes
and the intensity of political issues. The social and political back-
ground of each period, which had an average of more than 15-20 jokes
per quarter was analysed. At the same time, the periods in which
jokes showed a considerable decrease (averaging less than 5 jokes per
quarter) were analysed as a control group. To this end, the front-page
topics of daily newspapers were examined. The news texts were taken
from the period of heightened interest in joke-sending, but also two
months previous to that, in order to account for the possible delay in
creating relevant jokes. The high and low periods of joke-sending can
be seen in Figure 5.

In autumn 2000, the background events include a court trial over Siim
Kallas, who according to the overruled accusations, set aside money
from successful deals with the state’s finances (the so-called “million
dollar deal trial”), and no confidence vote for Jiiri Mois, mayor of Tal-
linn. In the area of other countries’ politics, the re-election of George
W. Bush as the president of the US is the main issue. The jokes are,
however, more often about domestic politics:
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Once upon a time there was a man who had three sons.
Two of them were normal, the third was Jiiri Méis.
(Delfi, Jaanuspoiss, Nov. 8, 2000)

The joke parodies a fairy-tale format, alluding to the meager mental
abilities of the mayor of Tallinn. This makes it a simple stupidity-joke
that requires no specific context to understand it — fairy-tales with a
simple-minded third son are known worldwide. This is a type of politi-
cal joke that uses front-page news quite arbitrarily. It reacts quickly,
though without any insight or significant allusions, picking characters
that happen to stand out in the crowd. Nevertheless, it is a political
and context-specific joke.

There are also jokes that try to penetrate issues more deeply. They
display associations that are of ontological quality (i.e. are meaningful
with regard to the event or the persons involved). Though the follow-
ing joke did not appear in the first period of joke increase on the Delfi
joke site, it depicts issues relevant to autumn 2000 with a delay of
some months:

Kraft, Kallas and Kaju are sitting in a pub drinking cognac. “Damn it!”
Kraft suddenly exclaims. “I must head back to the office. I think I left the

safe open!” — “So what,” the others try to calm him. “What if someone
steals the money?” Kraft worries. “Who could do that, we’re all here, aren’t
we?”

(Delfi, PAX, Feb. 7, 2001)

The majority of jokes from that period deal with specific issues from
current affairs, and not all of them use such universal scripts as in the
first example. In addition to these, however, we also find a number of
old, non-topical, Soviet jokes, even though the events these depict are
no longer relevant. Another line of jokes are those with general topics
(“Democracy — it’s like bureaucracy, only a demo version”), the politics
of foreign countries are not reflected in jokes from that period.

Spring 2002 was a very active period in terms of domestic politics.
Background information includes Mart Laar resigning from the post of
prime minister, re-electing new government members (a new and ex-
ceptionally young members being Mailis Rand (Reps), Minister of
Education and Sven Mikser, Minister of Defence), as well as the build-
ing of an expensive (1 million EEK) public toilet opposite the parlia-
ment building in Tallinn. The latter event has offered material for
many jokes, for example:
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Kallas tells Savisaar: “Listen, you should tear down the outhouse you
built here.” Savisaar: “Which one?” [literally: the million (kroon, Estonian
currency) one?] Kallas: “No, the two million one.”

(Delfi, March 21, 2002)

Autumn 2002 witnessed the election of local governments with Res
Publica as the surprise winner. Many jokes from that period depict
different parties, but also the elections themselves:

October 21. Candidate No. xxx won three votes. At home, his wife is out-
raged: “You have a lover!”
(Delfi, I, Oct. 18, 2002)

Spring — autumn 2004: The period between spring and autumn 2004
is made up of several months of heightened interest in joke-sending,
not only of political jokes but also of other categories of jokes (see Fig-
ures 2 and 3). The portal in general and the joke page in particular
has improved, and in our research material this interacts with an ac-
tive period in politics: Estonia enters the European Union and NATO,
a theft from Estonia’s grain surplus is discovered, local elections for
the European Parliament are held, the first “statue scandal” took
place (a monument depicting an Estonian soldier in an outfit resem-
bling a German military uniform was erected in Lihula, but taken
down by the government soon afterwards, accompanied by protests),
Mayor of Tallinn Edgar Savisaar is under attack. The jokes depict all
of these issues, e.g. the Lihula events:

(Prime minister) Parts goes to meet the people in Lihula. “Why are there
only women in the audience?” he asks. “Those that came with eggs were
not admitted for security reasons.”
(Delfi, Mo Nu Ment, Oct. 31, 2004)

The joke-scarce periods are of course not event-free, but the events are
obviously less inspiring: the Ministry of Education moves from Tallinn
to Tartu, problems with the privatisation of Estonian Rail (summer
2001); the referendum on joining the EU, speeding tickets received by
some important politicians, President Riititel meets President Putin
(spring-summer-autumn 2003); the EU sets fines for exceeding the
amount of sugar that may be stored, corruption accusations against
Edgar Savisaar, terrorist explosions in London (summer 2005).

What then is the comic potential that turns some news into great
jokes, while others are left out? An examination of these joke-scarce
periods indicates that above all, the event or news item has to be es-
sentially attractive, prominent, short and simple, yet striking, point-
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ing at typical shortcomings, “greater” than just one event (being ex-
emplary of some general tendency in politics, e.g. corruption). For ex-
ample, the long and profound polemics on the privatisation of Esto-
nian Rail did not result in jokes, because the topic violated the rule of
brevity and simplicity — events that are too complicated or multifac-
eted are unsuitable for joking. Another feature of good material for
joke-telling is that it should be fresh and up-to-date but not overex-
ploited. If the media fulfils the need to comment on issues in serious
mode, jokes cease to be appreciated because the problems have been
discussed too much — this is what happened to government officials
who received speeding tickets (although there were jokes, especially
because of the fact that it was Minister of Justice who was caught
speeding). The fact that the media influences folklore in several ways,
in some cases supporting and in others hindering it, has also been
noted in other genres than jokes (see Donovan 2004).

There is also the question of how many of the jokes are actually on
topical issues — if many of them are irrelevant to ongoing events, we
have failed to prove that there is indeed a connection between social
reality and emergent jokes. It is expedient to differentiate between
four types of jokes (see Figure 6) and count their relative frequency
during the four more intense periods of joke-sending.

Not all of the political jokes sent to the Delfi joke page are topical
(old Soviet jokes, politics as a general subject vs. local politics and for-
eign affairs, which largely depict recent topical issues), but there are
significant changes in all of these four categories during the period
under observation. The relative incidence of jokes shows that topical-
ity is more valued than before, while non-topical political jokes, espe-
cially those on general politics, but also old Soviet jokes, are decreas-
ing. Largely context-free general political issues have fallen from an
average of 32% in 2000 to 13% in 2006 (jokes on politician as a voca-
tion, or problems of democracy, e.g.: “What is democracy Russian-
style?” — “It’s when everything is done as the head democrat says.”).

The reduction in the number of Soviet jokes has been even more
significant (from 45% to 24%). It seems that these jokes neither re-
spond to any specific event, nor do they receive an outward impulse to
be sent, or even created. Especially the old Soviet jokes that no longer
belong to the active, self-renewing tradition are running out of ver-
sions. We can say that their decrease resembles the patterns visible in
other joke categories (that of animal jokes, for example (see Figure 3)).
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Figure 6. Share of old Soviet jokes, and jokes on general / local politics and
foreign affairs, the last two being topical

The politics of foreign countries have not been a very active joke
theme, but with the emergence of Western influences on Eastern
European jokes, translated jokes featuring foreign politicians are mak-
ing an entrance. Most of all, these jokes mock the Presidents of the
USA (Clinton for sex affairs, Bush for the anti-terrorist war), but there
are also jokes about relationships with other countries (in the vein of
jokes from Soviet times, when, for example, the leader of the Soviet
Union met — and competed with — the leader of the United States:
Americans have landed on the Moon. Brezhnev orders the Soviet astro-
nauts to land on the Sun. “We will burn up,” the astronauts object. “I
have thought of that: you will fly at night...” Viikberg 1997). The main
tendency evident in Figure 6 is the rise of topical jokes about Estonian
politics and politicians.

As demonstrated, political jokes make up a considerable proportion
of all of the jokes sent to the Delfi joke page. Nevertheless, we should
keep in mind that their overall intensity is not extremely high, and it
may affect the differentiation between accidental and regular trends
in the material. In the first years of the Delfi joke site, old Soviet jokes
were quite numerous. Figure 5 with “joke reactions” to daily politics
contains both old and new jokes, and the share of old Soviet political
jokes can be seen in Figure 6 — in 2000, nearly half of the texts were
actually not on political topics, but were instead remembered as hav-
ing been political. Other periods with increased joke-sending become
more and more topical, more focused on daily politics and less on So-
viet times. Another problem is that there were also periods that pro-
duced new and topical, creative political jokes, but counting all the
jokes together were not numerous enough to be included in the analysis.
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Leaving aside old Soviet political jokes and looking at the “new”
jokes that are left, we see that some of them are influenced by Soviet
times, displaying a considerable intertextuality between the two joke
traditions: these are old modified or recycled jokes that use a fragment
and/or recognisable opposition and/or resolution of incongruity. As a
former part of the Soviet Union, Estonia has a distinct and versatile
background of jokelore that still lives on in our collective mind. In the
subcategorisation of new jokes, we also find some that are translated
from other languages, primarily English. The latter are very often
simple stupidity jokes, which are quite universal in their construction.
It suffices to change the name of the target to make the joke relevant
to local daily politics (as also mentioned in the initial discussion of
“travelling” jokes, see the example in which Hitler — Savisaar is
saved from drowning). Jokes that mock general stupidity do not need
a direct influence, or much less a proof of real stupidity — the only nec-
essary factor is public interest in the person. The interest may be the
result of political actions, but also general attitudes towards certain
political parties, politicians’ physical features, or even a funny / allu-
sional name. There are also more specific jokes that rely on social real-
ity to a greater extent, commenting on real issues (e.g. the million dol-
lar deal joke). All in all, however, we can say that most new jokes are
topical political jokes, because they display an array of current politi-
cal emotions and map focal issues (e.g. the vast amount of jokes on
Edgar Savisaar denote a general dissatisfaction with the Centre
Party, etc.).

On the basis of the analysed material, there is insufficient evidence
that jokes are a truthful / complete mirror of reality: old Soviet jokes
and joke-scarce periods overrule the suggestion. Traditions are de-
pendent on the historic context of the jokelore (Estonia’s political past
dictates the lingering of old Soviet jokes and their recycled new ver-
sions), the attractiveness and ambivalence of the news text, the me-
dium itself (its popularity, sometimes due to purely arbitrary im-
provements), and even on the season (see Aikat 1998; Laineste 2003).
As evidence of the last point, in this study all of the setbacks took
place in the summer, while spring was the most intensive joke-
sending period. We can, however, still say that the topicality of politi-
cal jokes is more the rule than the exception. It may at times be more
operative or other times more tardy, and is always dependent on the
comic potential of running news; nevertheless, there is increasing in-
terest in political jokes.
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Figure 7. Share of old Soviet jokes in contemporary Estonian jokes about
Americans (1994 - 2006)

Looking at the Estonian contemporary political jokes on the Delfi joke
page, and also at other categories listed there, we can see if distinc-
tions between categories have become more obvious. Old Soviet jokes
(as described above) selected joke targets from many groups of people,
aiming both upwards and downwards, and being also inevitably in-
fused with political issues. It would be a challenge to test the rules of
ethnic joking on pre-1991 Eastern European jokelore (see also Lai-
neste 2005). The globalisation of joke scripts influences the obvious
change in Estonian political jokes, which was also visible in the the-
matic subdivision of jokes on the politics of foreign countries: these are
becoming more popular, not because we are more interested in these
matters, but also because the matters present themselves more read-
ily (in the form of Internet jokes). Ethnic jokes that are about to lose
their political dimension have already been discussed above, and ex-
amples of the tendency are numerous. The tension between Estonians
and Russians is no longer a political issue, and animosities are ex-
changed on a more basic ethnic level:

Why do the Estonian, Filipino and Russian go to a brothel?

The Estonian goes to spend some time with the prostitute, the Filipino
goes to clean the girls’ rooms, and the Russian goes to pick up his girl-
friend after she has finished working.

(Delfi, Dr Huibolit, May 26, 2005)

At the same time, Russians have also begun to interest themselves in
Estonians: their stupidity and most of all their proverbial slowness,
creating increasingly popular (Internet) jokes about the nation (Krik-
mann, this volume). One interesting tendency is that three-nation
jokes (classically about a German, a Russian and an Estonian), which
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are still told among schoolchildren (see Tuisk 2008), target the Estoni-
ans instead the previously popular Russians. Political jokes no longer
interact with ethnic jokes, and there is even some evidence that Esto-
nians are in a way searching for the most fitting ethnic group as a new
joke-target (Laineste 2007).

It is notable that there are quite a lot of old Soviet jokes still circu-
lating (this can, for instance, be seen in contemporary Estonian jokes
about Americans, Figure 7).

The jokes that have survived the society’s transformation from a
totalitarian to a democratic system must have some common asset
that helped them survive. They usually have a strong sexual under-
tone or rely on acute absurdness. Thus we are more likely to find these
jokes under the latter categories. The following joke about policemen
already circulated before the 1990s, but then it was more about the
stupidity of the officials who maintained the system, would have been
classified under political jokes:

A piece of shit was floating in the gutter. Suddenly it noticed a police offi-
cer passing by and yelled: “Hi, comrade!” — “I am not your comrade,” said
the officer, who increased his pace. The feces won’t drop behind: “Hi, com-
rade!” The officer is offended: “How am I your comrade?” he asks. “Well,
we’re both from the internal organs,”™ the answer comes.
(Anekdoodiraamat, joke from 1979)

This cited joke is now under absurd jokes, as well as the next one:

What is the difference between oral sex and the KGB?
A mere slip of the tongue can land you in deep shit.
(Delfi, Kiizu, April 20, 2007)

These are jokes that were clearly about political issues, but have
turned into absurd jokes with respectively a strong scatological and
sexual undertone. At the same time, exemplifying the overall trends of
changing categories, a version of the scatological joke can also be
found under political jokes:

Kalle Laanet gloomily drives his dear new Audi to the police station to
pass it on to his successor, when he suddenly hears someone yelling: “Hi,
colleague!” He stops the vehicle, looks around, but sees no-one. He hears
again: “Hi, dear colleague!”, steps out of the car, but still sees no-one. After
searching around for a while, he notices a piece of shit lying on the
ground, ogling at him. “I'm not your damned colleague!” Laanet shouts
angrily. But the feces reply: “How so, we’re both from internal organs!”
(Delfi, klassik, March 4, 2003)
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This shows how jokes are considered political when they depict actual
characters or issues, as in the joke about Kalle Laanet at the time he
was the head of Tallinn police precinct, which appeared shortly after
polemics about his acquiring a luxurious Audi as his official vehicle.
The Delfi joke page contains jokes that mainly perform the function of
political commentary, excluding jokes that do not name any particular
political clues. The only exception is old Soviet jokes that are remem-
bered as political — they are categorised under political jokes, like the
following example:

A wolf and a fox caught a hare and want to stew it. The wolf sends the fox
to the shop to bring some fat for frying, as the hare is very bony. The fox
returns without any fat: “There was no fat at the shop!” — “Well, bring
some butter then,” the wolf says. The fox soon returns, and says there was
no butter in the shop. “Go get some margarine!” the wolf demands. The fox
returns: “There was no margarine either!” he cries. The hare cheers: “Long
live the Soviet Union, the home of the poor and the repressed!”

(Delfi, Tshuks, March 24, 2006)

This joke survived over the fall of communism and has become almost
apolitical, acquiring a nostalgic / mythological meaning, and calling to
life the retro and strange Soviet world when everything was deficit.
The old Soviet jokes told today need more explaining and cannot be
understood without some additional clues. In many cases, joke-
senders add to old Soviet jokes the introductory sentence “That hap-
pened way back in Soviet times...” This brings the joke text closer to
the genre of myth or fairy tale. At the same time, a number of old
jokes gain new value when they are recycled, by changing the targets
into contemporary politicians. This is, in a way, also an act of “domes-
ticating” the largely foreign and borrowed tradition, as is the case with
many translated jokes. The dialogue is performed on different levels,
from profound alterations to mere borrowings of some formulas (e.g.
“Armenian radio was asked...”).

Political jokes here mostly include those that mention the names of
active politicians or political parties, dwell on some topical issue in
politics (elections etc.), and the old Soviet political jokes listed there
also largely follow the same principles. Political jokes in contemporary
Estonia mock certain political figures or events, addressing them quite
directly.

We now reach the question of the target of the contemporary Estonian
political joke, compared to the socialist ones. Estonia offers a good
research site to discuss jokes under different regimes. Assuming that
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Figure 8. Main subcategories of political jokes (1950s—1990 and 1991-2007)

society’s transition is mirrored in its active joke tradition, this change-
should be visible in our material. According to Rose’s (2002) thesis, the
direction is from more general jokes on the political system in a totali-
tarian society towards more targeted jokes on politicians in a democ-
ratic society. A comparison of the targets of contemporary political
jokes to the characters in old Soviet jokes reveals interesting develop-
ments — not only have the targets become local (Estonian politicians),
they have also become more directed at certain persons, more univer-
sal (e.g. stupidity jokes instead of more specific scripts), and at times
also more aggressive.

To account for the change from one political system to another, 300
randomly selected political jokes from the Delfi joke site were ana-
lysed on the basis of their content, and for comparison, the same
amount of old Soviet political jokes were chosen from Jiiri Viikberg’s
joke collection.

As we can see from Figure 8, jokes about politicians are more nu-
merous than before, as are jokes about the politics of foreign countries
(before the 1990s this was an almost completely unexamined topic).
Still, during Soviet times, jokes about politicians were as numerous as
jokes about the system (32% versus 38% respectively) are now. Jokes
about daily life also exist today, although these are not as popular as
they were before. The most significant change is that of political jokes
about foreign politicians and political events that did not concern Es-
tonians in the pre-1990s. They spread through the Internet, being
translated from English, but their focus is on more influential countries
and closer neighbours. The European Union also features in jokes:
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Q: What will happen when the Sahara desert is accepted into the Euro-
pean Union?

A: Nothing at first, but in about 4 or 5 years the price of sand will rise
severalfold.

An Estonian sends his son abroad to study at a European university. One
day he gets a telegramme: “Send 50 EUR, must go shoot some chicks.” The
father sends 20 EUR: “Go shoot some cheaper ones!” Two weeks go by, and
the boy sends another telegramme: “Send 5000 EUR! Must fix the gun!”
(Delfi, sass, Nov. 22, 2003)

Also from the same category (jokes on foreign politics) and by far one
of the most numerous subtopics there are jokes about the USA and its
leaders:

News: In a recent fire, US President George W. Bush’s library burned
down. Both of his books were lost. As Art Fleischer, his public relations of-
ficer said, Bush was particularly upset about the second one — he hadn’t
even finished colouring it.

(Delfi, Justus, Feb. 26, 2008)

Foreign countries are no longer seen as competitors (which was the
main issue concerning foreign politics in Soviet jokes) but equals that
are allowed to laugh at.

We will now focus on the main topics in post-socialist political
jokes, the most popular of which are jokes about contemporary politi-
cians. The choice of more exploited targets (Edgar Savisaar (former
Prime Minister of Estonia, currently a government minister; 169
jokes), Arnold Riiiitel (President of Estonia 2001-2006; 120 jokes), Ju-
han Parts (former Prime Minister of Estonia; 65 jokes)) is based on
both their actions as politicians and the comic potential of their char-
acters. Even if there are hordes of mockable politicians, certain char-
acters are preferred. Important factors that can turn a politician into a
laughing-stock include the actuality of real events relevant to the poli-
tician, political views of the wider public (in this case of Internet us-
ers), the character and external features of the target, etc. This all
makes up the comic potential of a person. In this case, Savisaar gets
extra attention because of his weight problem, Riititel is mocked be-
cause of his slow (and at times unintelligible) speech, and Parts is
laughed at for his muddled diction and crooked posture. These special
features allow the use of recycled jokes that were known from differ-
ent persons. We could even suggest that jokes are not told about poli-
ticians who are unpopular or even hated, but rather about those who
are perceived as (present themselves as) good targets.
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Jokes about Estonian politics are largely dependent on topical is-
sues, and characters are chosen according to their actuality in the po-
litical arena. A person who does not stick out will not be encountered
in jokes any more (Lennart Meri, Estonian President from 1992-2001,
was only popular in jokes at the time of his presidency). Many of the
contemporary jokes involve general stupidity or other features allud-
ing to it (slow or muddled speech, unintelligent reasoning or decisions,
bad foreign language skills, etc.), but those about physical characteris-
tics are also quite numerous. Many jokes refer to the understanding
that the target is unqualified for his/her office (a very short joke: “Stu-
pid as the Minister of Education”, Delfi, J, Sept. 12, 2005). A funny or
allusion-loaded name present good options for joking (the jokes about
Edgar Savisaar’s wife and fellow politician Vilja (literally: ‘grain’,
‘corn’) are based on this pattern).

Another common sub-topic is jokes about foreign countries. The
most popular joke targets here are countries from the former Eastern
bloc (Ukraine, Belorussia, Chechnya, Latvia), but also the USA,
Finland and other Western countries. Estonian daily life is only rarely
depicted:

Estonian old age pensioners are so poor that even the bags under their
eyes seem empty.
(Delfi, Cobra, April 29, 2005)

The contemporary material shows a clear inclination towards choosing
targets from among domestic and foreign politicians, though jokes
about daily life do exist too. Old Soviet jokes, however, even if focused
largely on daily absurdities, were also interested in politicians. Thus
the difference between totalitarian and democratic jokelore lies in
something more than just mere choice of target: while totalitarian
jokes poked fun at almost everything, and much of the laughter was
simultaneously politically motivated, then the democratic system has
brought about a de-politicisation of jokes. Only those that mention
politicians’ names or topical issues are labelled as “political”. Democ-
racy gives plenty of reasons to criticise the system, but the means for
doing it are more numerous (due to free speech) — in addition, people
feel more in control of their lives.

Contemporary political jokes in Delfi include many old Soviet jokes,
their proportion being around 1:4. In discussing this topic, we should
keep in mind that the categories of “old” and “new” are quite arbitrary,
as old jokes get recycled, and the decision of whether a joke is “new”
enough is quite subjective. Those Soviet jokes that are still told with-
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out any modification of content (incl. target) are numerous, and this
points to the fact that traditions are slow to change, even in the case of
an operational genre that deals only with surface issues instead of on-
tological and existential questions (see Abrahams 1976). The folkloric
process is more inert. Even if new jokes appear (are created, modified,
translated), the old jokes stay in the nation’s memory. Again, this is
partly due to the medium itself: the memory space produced by the
Internet is illimitable and allows all texts to co-exist simultaneously
and for an unrestricted period of time. The Internet serves as external
memory that documents all that is inserted, including those that are
already inactive in everyday interaction. There may be two contradic-
tory reasons for old Soviet jokes still being sent to the Delfi joke site
(even if their number is diminishing, as can be seen in Figure 7): ei-
ther they circulate because the inertia of collective memory as jokes
“remembered as political”, or they are actively taking part in an iden-
tity struggle. By telling them we remember our difficult past and also
construct a more dramatic contrast between “then” and “now”, “totali-
tarian” and “democratic”, “repressed” and “independent”. Even if the
joke-tellers themselves have not experienced the repressions of the to-
talitarian regime (being too young to remember the consequences that
gave rise to Soviet political jokes), the memories still exist in a collec-
tive space which takes part in forming a specific post-socialist jokelore.
It is untenable to state that the collapse of the totalitarian Soviet Un-
ion ended in a lack of jokes altogether (e.g. Adams 2004: 159). On the
contrary, post-socialist jokelore freely uses both old and new material,
producing creative blends, showing its distinctive character. But it is
still an open issue whether the jokes are still told, or exist at Internet
joke sites.

The researching of contemporary Estonian jokelore and its comparison
with Western and Soviet traditions makes it possible to see differ-
ences, analyse changes and point at specific patterns of how political
systems influence jokes.

CONCLUSION

Political jokes are quite popular in the studied media, the Internet.
The reasons (also discussed above) may be that Internet is an appro-
priate media of expressing all kinds of opinions, including political
opinions, often in an informal and humorous manner. Also, Internet
users’ demographic profile could contain reasons for this interest in
political jokes (the choice of characters, for example, is dependent on
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the political preferences of the joke-senders, who are mostly well-paid,
right-wing government officials). At least political jokes are alive and
well, which could be because their cognitive functions differ from those
of jokes from other joke categories.

Post-socialist jokelore is herein viewed as a completely different,
transitional stadium with specific characteristics. “New” jokes (modi-
fied, translated, created) more or less fit the description of jokes typi-
cal to democratic regimes (after Rose 2002). Unmodified old Soviet
jokes are, however, also still being told (or rather sent to joke sites),
even if the joke-tellers have little or no knowledge and experience of
the circumstances that gave rise to those jokes. They are disappearing,
but the old jokes still circulate as an important part of our social
memory. But Soviet political jokes that still circulate lack acute emo-
tion — fear, anger, distress. In contemporary new jokes, the popular
themes come and go, arousing discussion in both serious and jocular
conversation (themes like elections, incompetent decisions, corruption,
etc.), but one single foolproof joke incentive like the one offered in So-
viet times is missing. That is why the old Soviet political jokes can
even acquire the status of “real” political humour for those who con-
sider contemporary jokes to be too universal, shallow and lame. An-
other reason for remembering old political jokes could be because of an
affiliation with 1980s style. The younger generation uses them to re-
construct a retro world of their parents with the help of symbols like
Mischka the Olympic bear or the personalities of Gorbachev or the
gerontocrats, etc. It is clearly an oversimplification just to state that
democracy makes fun of leaders, and totalitarian jokes mock the sys-
tem. The difference between totalitarian and democratic jokes seems
to lie elsewhere, most of all in the politicisation of all jokes in the So-
viet bloc. Our research proved that in a Western, democratic society,
jokes tend to be more focused on current affairs and certain politicians
that represent them. It also causes them to turn away from many un-
fitting themes, considering them to be too complicated, overexploited
or uninteresting. In a society with free speech, politicians’ human
weaknesses, errors, their alleged stupidity and other vices pique the
audience’s interest. Subcategories of old Soviet and new / modified /
translated etc. jokes show interesting tendencies over the years 2000
to 2006. The number of old unmodified jokes sent is falling in favour of
topical political jokes that depict everyday domestic affairs in Estonia.
Some rising interest in foreign affairs can be noticed. This all points to
the fact that political jokelore is (slowly, but still) transforming to be
about the issues we have to face today, and not past problems. Con-
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cerning the relationship between social reality in a narrower sense
(not the system and its jokes, but rather real political events and con-
sequent jokes), we found that political jokes are embedded in the sur-
rounding reality in contemporary Estonian material, though with
some reservations. We could suggest that the topicality of jokes may
be dependent on the political system. In a totalitarian society, events
and jokes are more loosely linked, as every joke could have a potential
political dimension. Political humour did not need an incentive
(though it did reflect on reforms, speeches, the death or inauguration
of new leaders), and fed itself on “normal” everyday life, and was actu-
ally part of everyday life itself. Subsequently, politics evaded into dif-
ferent subtopics of jokes, causing fuzzy categories. In democratic soci-
ety, all media channels are full of news texts that provide the neces-
sary inspiration. Jokes refer back to the news in a more straightfor-
ward way. In the studied material, news with the necessary comic po-
tential produced a wave of thematically linked jokes. If many re-
markably strange, catastrophic etc. events happen simultaneously,
the topics may blend in jokes.

This research shows that political jokes are not losing their edge
and have a constant appeal to Internet users. Even if people do tell
fewer jokes, they are sending more political jokes than was the case a
few years ago. Political humour is a functional and popular way of dis-
cussing the rapid changes that are taking place in our society, the de-
cisions that affect them, and the personal characteristics of the people
who are responsible for it all. A more comprehensive pan-Eastern
European study analysing regional old Soviet jokes (also those that
have now been forgotten) could help shed light on the topic. This
would not only give an overview of the present situation of jokes in the
former Soviet bloc, but allow insight into more basic questions such as
the characteristics and status of political jokes under different regimes
and in societies in transformation.

Notes

1. Personal communication with Delfi Jokebook editor Ingvar Kupinski in
April 2002.

2. Kraft, Kallas and Kaju — the (now former) president of the Bank of
Estonia, and two main figures involved in the “ten million dollar deal”
(ex-president of the Bank of Estonia and his advisor).

3. “Internal organs” is a Soviet term meaning institutions of interior defence
(police, both public and secret, etc.), i.e. the offices created for keeping
interior affairs under control.
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FINNIC AND BALTIC NATIONALITIES AS
ETHNIC TARGETS IN CONTEMPORARY
RUSSIAN JOKES

Arvo Krikmann

Lithuanians tell jokes about how stupid and slow Latvians
are, Latvians tell jokes about how stupid and slow Estonians
are, Estonians (who happen to be the real laughing stock of
the Baltic States) tell jokes about how stupid and slow Finns
are. Finns, as far as I know, just don’t care.

http://www literaturejunction.com/showthread.php?t=4328

Abstract

The paper aims to corroborate / illustrate the following assertions:

1. After the collapse of the USSR and the decay of the socialist camp, the
number of ethnic butts in the countries of Eastern Europe has considerably
increased. Russian jokelore has started to mock the representatives of the
former Baltic Soviet republics. Of these, the Estonians have evidently
become the most popular.

2. From the middle-nineties, jokes have largely moved from oral tradition
to the Internet. Joke sources on the Internet can be divided into four basic
types: static context-free, static context-bound, dynamic context-free, and
dynamic context-bound, the last type being of the most folkloristic value.

3. Internet jokes (in Russia and elsewhere) have developed a large syno-
nymity of ethnic butts. Russian jokes do not make a clear-cut distinction
between Estonians, Latvians and Lithuanians, and the elements of their
languages, their proper names, geographic places etc. are often confused.

4. As to similarity of plots and motifs connected with them, the four target
characters of Russian jokes divide to two clear-cut clusters — The Finnic
(i.e. Estonians and Finns), and Baltic (i.e. Latvians and Lithuanians).

5. A dominant ethnic characteristic assigned to both Finns and Estonians
is slowness, the feature that has originally been ascribed to several Scan-
dinavian nations like the Finns, Norwegians and Swedes. So there is a
good reason to think that the image of the Finn has initiated and mediated
the process of the further southward expansion of the slowness stereotype
in Russian jokelore, but later, in the 1990s, this feature was transferred to
the more relevant Estonian.

6. Slowness is not very salient among the universal features of the objects
of ethnic mockery. Finns’ and Estonians’ slowness is, however, evidently
closely associated with the mainstream ethnic topics such as ASEXUALITY,
DUMBNESS, and LANGUAGE DISTORTION.
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7. Surprisingly enough, the strained political relations between Russia and
the Baltic states are only quite modestly represented, mainly through
Estonians’ and Latvians’ painful attitude to Russians’ poor knowledge of
Estonian.

Key words: humour, ethnic jokes, post-socialism, Internet jokes, Russian,
Finnish, Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, slowness, dumbness, asexuality,
language distortion

ETHNIC BUTTS IN RUSSIAN JOKELORE

My colleague Liisi Laineste (2004; 2005) has found three significant
trends that characterise the temporal development of Estonian ethnic
jokes from the 1880s to the 2000s:

1) a noticeable decrease in the relative share of ethnic jokes in the
total of national folkloric jokes;

2) a clear increase in the number of ethnic butts and the scope of
their geographic origin;

3) a close interconnection between ethnic and social-political as-
pects in the jokes of the Soviet period.

The same tendencies very probably also hold true for jokes of
numerous other nations with similar recent historical faith.

In the Soviet period the list of principal ethnic targets in Russian
jokes was quite short: the Jews, Chukchis, Georgians and Ukrainians.
Of course Soviet Russian jokes involved other ethnic characters as
well, but the available sources do not allow one to estimate how
frequent / popular / productive this or that of them actually was.

After the collapse of the USSR and the decay of the Eastern Euro-
pean socialist camp as a whole, the former ethnic butts have continued
their existence in Russian jokelore — some with the former intensity,
and others with decreasing intensity. Alongside and in addition to
these, however, a number of new ethnic characters have emerged —
first of all the representatives of the former Baltic Soviet republics
that regained their national independence in 1991, i.e. the Estonians,
Latvians and Lithuanians. Of these, the Estonians, who were almost
non-existent characters in Soviet jokelore, have evidently become the
most popular (cf. also Shmeleva & Shmelev 2002: 47 ff., 75 {f.).

In Russia as elsewhere, jokes have largely moved from oral tradi-
tion to the Internet in the last decade, and there is good reason to be-
lieve that Russian joke sources on the Internet are perhaps the great-
est of all national sources of e-jokes (including ethnic ones). The con-
temporary wave of political correctness and shying away from and
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avoiding ethnic jokes has left Russia almost untouched. As my former
experience has shown, however, Russian e-sources have also canned,
alongside recent layers of post-Socialist jokes, a huge number of older
jokes from the Soviet period. Obsolete jokes certainly vanish from hu-
man memory faster than from the Internet, and therefore it is often
difficult to decide what exactly in these immense strata belongs to So-
cialism and what to post-Socialism.

In awareness of these these overlappings and other possible noises,
I performed a number of searches in the Russian search engine ‘Ram-
bler’ (October 2008), to find responses to the search string ‘X-ian’ +
Soke’ (X-ey + anerxdom) where X-ian was Russian, Chukchi, Jew, Ame-
rican, Georgian, etc., following the list of ethnic favourites in the Rus-
sian biggest joke portal anekdot.ru compiled earlier by Dima Lik-
hachev in September 2002 — see http:/dm-lihachev.livejournal.com/
570686.html

Table 1 indicates the top 40 most frequent nationalities.

Table 1. The top 40 most frequent nationalities found in Russian jokes

1. | Russian 53840 21. | Greek 1187
2. | Chukchi 17522 | 29. | Turk 1176
3. | Jewish 16674 23. | Moldavian 1146
4. | American 10006 24. | Spanish 901
5. | Georgian 8240 25. | Uzbek 777
6. | German 6481 26. | Byelorussian 775
7. | English 5454 27. | Kazakh 761
8. | Chinese 4500 28. | Dutchman 719
9. | French 4309 | 29. | LATVIAN 669
10. | Ukrainian 3946 30. | Chechen 666
11. | ESTONIAN 3847 | 31. | Azeri 619
12. | Armenian 3483 | 32. | “PRIBALT” 600
13. | Japanese 2901 | 33. | Korean 565
14. | Pole 2393 | 34. | Khant 477
15. | Arabian 1818 | 35. | LITHUANIAN 456
16. | Ttalian 1522 36. | Persian 389
17. | Gypsy 1429 37. | Vietnamese 386
18. | FINNISH 1377 | 38. | Bulgarian 358
19. | Tatar 1245 39. | Eskimo 330
20. | Czech 1226 40. | Komi 277

75



Arvo Krikmann

The thirteen best positions are held by

1) Russians themselves (presumably including ‘Russians in anec-
dotes’, as well as ‘Russian anecdotes’);

2) old favourites from the Soviet times (Chukchi, Jew, Georgian,
Ukrainian, Armenian);

3) representatives of the biggest Western and Eastern nationalities
(American, English, French; Chinese, Japanese), perhaps at the ex-
pense of a certain amount of translated texts of these nationalities
again;

4) Estonian, the successful newcomer.

Perhaps the multitude and rank order of Russian contemporary ethnic
butts as a whole reflects nearly the same process of widening as we
saw in Laineste’s “Estonian case”. Anyhow, the rise of Estonians to the
top ten has been notably sudden and sharp.

OUR “PRIBALTIC”-FINNIC SAMPLE AND SOME SPECIFIC
FEATURES OF INTERNET JOKES

In creating my sample of Russian Internet jokes, I tried to be painfully
objective towards the four target nationalities — Finns, Estonians,
Latvians, Lithuanians (and “Pribalts”, which is a fuzzy common de-
nominator for native inhabitants of the three former Baltic Soviet re-
publics in Russian language and jokelore). I started from the above-
mentioned searches in Rambler, got a preliminary draft of texts and
addresses, compiled a preliminary list of “plot units” (technically: ta-
bles) where the texts belonging to one and the same narrative or for-
mulaic plot were brought together (technically: as rows of one and the
same table), and made a number of additional spontaneous searches
based on various criteria, in order to find representatives of possible
new, hitherto unregistered plot units. When the searches seemed to
become practically inconclusive, the resulting list of 582 plots was
considered final.

The next logical step was then to try to estimate the “total power”
(familiarity / productivity / frequency) of each joke as a plot unit. The
only available parameter for that was, in my case, the sum of frequen-
cies / occurrences of any textual variant throughout all plot units. I
found the sums (including those of texts occurring in so-called “very
similar sites”, but registering the numbers of sites, not separate
documents), but the results turned out to be devastatingly uninter-
pretable.
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Internet joke sources may be divided into four main categories based
on their context-free / context-bound and/or static / dynamic nature:

1. Static context-free sources, i.e. sites containing lists of con-
textless joke texts created by private individuals or organisations,
mainly through the copying of texts from other previously created joke
sites, digitalised publications or other sources. Once created, such
static joke collections change little or not at all.

2. Static context-bound sources, i.e. jokes “told” in the context of
various larger texts, like newspaper articles, stories, tales, novels etc.
published on the Internet.

3. Dynamic context-free sources, i.e. various “joke departments”,
“joke books”, etc. hosted by various portals, digital newspapers and
magazines, that encourage users to add their jokes to their collection,
permit one to read them and request that one rate the latest jokes that
have been submitted. Such sites also often create and manage their
own joke archives, the chronology of which occasionally spans several
years. The expansion of these sites depends on texts copied from else-
where and on those reproduced from memory.

4. Dynamic context-bound sources, i.e. various chat rooms and
mailing lists where live communication takes place, during which
jokes are also told, and witticisms are recounted or referred to. In
contextual e-humour sources, jokes copied from elsewhere are logically
ruled out, and are also actually very rare.

This categorisation also broadly reflects the folkloric value of
Internet jokes as texts and “types” (i.e. plot-level units). Copies are
certainly of lower value than texts reproduced from memory, although
on the whole and in a statistical sense, the intensity of the copying of
texts (frequency, the number of copies that have been made) is cer-
tainly one parameter of the value attached to a joke, and should not be
ignored. Furthermore, the value of copies depends on whether some-
one has selected and copied from a broader collection individual joke
texts that in his/her opinion are “good”, or copied whole lists of texts
that belonged to the topic he/she was interested in, or copied practi-
cally everything he/she found with the purpose of cumulating some
“integrative” personal archive or an institutional database of jokes.
Very frequently joke duplicates emerge simply due to “extra-
humorous” reasons, for instance creating mirror pages or other per-
manent connections between different sites and portals.

By and large, though, Russian, Estonian and other joke sources on
the Internet leave the impression of a huge pile of lifeless, mechanical
copies.

77



Arvo Krikmann

Table 2. General parameters of the dis- Pots) | T(exts) | T/P
cussed joke sample at the plot and text | EST 356 | 34,757 | 97.5
level FIN 265 8577 | 324
(Abbreviations here and henceforth: LAT 87 5269 | 60.6
EST = Estonian; FIN = Finn; LAT = | LIT 32 1595 | 43.8
Latvian; LIT = Lithuanian, BAL = “Pri- | BAL 28 1444 | 51.6
balt”) ) 51,642

Table 2 provides some general parameters of my joke sample at the
plot and text level. The only significant information that I can read out
of these statistics is the somewhat reduced status of FIN on the tex-
tual level. On the synchronic level it is quite difficult to find a good
reason why the Finn as an ethnic target should produce less repeti-
tions than plots. The reason most likely lies in diachrony, i.e. the fact
that the Finn began his career in Russian jokelore much earlier than
the other three nations, but has in recent decades surrendered much
of his former relevance to the new “Pribaltic” competitors.

The distribution of the “power ranks” of the specimens of many natu-
ral populations tends to follow Zipf’s law: a great deal of small (rare,
weak, poor, ...) items, a very small number of big (frequent, strong,
rich, ...) items, and a medium amount of middle-sized ones. The dis-
tribution of the ranks of textual productivity of plot items in our Rus-
sian joke sample remains nearly Zipfian too, but is remarkably flat
(see Graph 1c) — the speed of decay of y-frequencies through the 50
lowest x-ranks is, for example, more than ten times slower than in the
source material of Estonian riddles (Graph 1b), and about a hundred
times slower than in Estonian proverbs (Graph 1a). The presence of a
cloud of unique, improvisatory, challenging “trial” plots is a reliable
indicator of the vitality of a folklore genre, like any other natural
population. Data concerning minor Estonian genres are based on cor-
puses of authentic records, from which duplicates and other falsified
texts were preliminarily filtered. Seen from this perspective, Internet
joke sources begin to look paradoxical: very extensive in their overall
physical extent, but with quite a limited “actual core”, and, despite the
above-mentiond concessions, it continues to seem necessary to sepa-
rate cases of real “retelling” (why not via keyboard) from cases of
“simply distributed” jokes. Considering the specificity of web sources,
however, the task is difficult to perform.

78



Finnic and Baltic Nationalities as Ethnic Targets in Russian Jokes

Graph 1la. The distri-
bution of the ranks of
textual productivity of
plot items.

The decay of y-fre-
quencies through the
50 lowest x-ranks in
the source material of
Estonian proverbs

Graph 1b. The distri-
bution of the ranks of
textual  productivity
of plot items.

The decay of y-fre-
quencies through the
50 lowest x-ranks in
the source material of
Estonian riddles

Graph Ic. The distri-
bution of the ranks of
textual productivity of
plot items.

The decay of y-frequen-
cies through the 50
lowest x-ranks in our
Russian joke sample.
The distribution re-
mains nearly Zipfian
too, but is remarkably
flat
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SYNONYMITY OF TARGET NATIONALITIES

Victor Raskin (1985) has claimed that it is impossible to transform a
non-ethnic joke into an ethnic one by simply changing the “name la-
bels” of some characters and adding some linguistic or other ethnic
colouring. On the other hand, folk narrative plots reveal a great vari-
ability in terms of characters, including the TARGET level constituents
of jokes (cf. Attardo & Raskin 1991).

For example, there is the following item in our Russian Internet
material:

A Latvian is blowing bubble gum bubbles in a café, and trying to mock an
Estonian: Do you eat the entire loaf of bread? — Yes, of course. — Well, we
gather the crust in a container, make muslix out of it and sell it to Esto-
nia. The Latvian continues: Do you eat your bread with jam? — Yes, of
course. — Well, we in Latvia use only fresh fruit, but we gather the seeds,
skins and other rejects in a container, make jam out of it and sell it to Es-
tonia. The Estonian loses his patience: What do you do with your condoms
after youve used them? — We throw them away, of course. — Well, we
gather them in containers, make bubble gum out of them and then sell it
to Latvia.

An alternative pair of characters in Russian jokes can be the Finn (+)
and the Swede (—). In Russia the joke is evidently a recent loan. In any
case, Google indicates occurrences of the same plot with dozens of
other combinations of peoples, e.g. the Canadian and the American,
the American and the Canadian, the Filipino and the American, the
Irishman and the American, the Frenchman and the American, the
American and the Frenchman, the Greek and the American, the
Indian and the American, the Thai and the American, the Asian and
the American, the Kenyan and the American, the Mauritian and the
American, the South African and the American, Nelson Mandela and
George Bush, the Australian and the American, the Irishman and the
Englishman, the Frenchman and the German, the Croatian and the
Serb, the Lebanese and the Syrian, the Indian and the Pakistani, the
Singaporean and Malaysian, the Thai King and the Singaporean, the
New Zealander and the Australian, the Jamaican and the
Trinidadian, the Guyanese and the Trinidadian, etc.

A similar synonymity holds between the Finnic and Baltic butts in
Russian jokes. 143 (i.e. about %) of our 582 plots turned out to have
two or more and 31 plots three or more different ethnic targets.

The list of plot items with three or more alternative ethnic butts
(which in a few cases co-occurred in one and the same joke) is provided
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in the appendix at the end of the paper. More detailed data on the fre-
quencies of target nations can be found in Table 3.

n 1 2 3 4 5 )y
p(n) | 439 | 109 | 26 7 1 582

Table 3. The frequencies of target nations
(n marks the number of different nations in a plot item and p(n) the number of
plots of the given n-rank; the rank n = 5 includes BAL as a separate “nation”)

Further, an attempt was made to evaluate the degree of similarity of
the four target nationalities. In order to do that, the cases of alterna-
tive or simultaneous co-occurences of different butts were summed in
pairs for all 143 plot items involving more than one single butt, and
thus a two-dimensional array of intersections generated. The values of
the diagonal cells of the matrix were reduced to zero and the “coeffi-
cients of similarity” were calculated for all pairs of target nationalities
using the formula
_ANBxY,,
Y AXYB

(Here AMB means the size of the common part (number of intersections) of
events A and B, 2w — the sum total of values in all cells of the matrix, 2A —
the sum total of occurrences of event A and 2B — the sum total of occurrences
of event B. If A =1, events A and B are independent; if A >1, then A and B are
positively correlated, if A < 1, then their correlation is negative)

The initial matrix of pairwise co-occurrences is shown in Table 4a, the
field of A-coefficients in Table 4b. Thus, A-calculation successfully di-
vides the field of our target nations into two clearcut clusters — Finnic
(EST + FIN) and Baltic (LAT + LIT).

Table 4a. The initial matrix of pairwise Table 4b. The field of -
co-occurrences coefficients
EST | FIN | LAT | LIT | X EST | FIN | LAT | LIT

EST | 135| 234 80 26| 475 |EST | 0.00 | 1.96 | 1.30 | 1.03
FIN | 234| 121 54 16| 425| |FIN | 1.96 | 0.00 | 0.98 | 0.71
LAT 80 54 45 22| 201| |LAT | 1.30 | 0.98 | 0.00 | 1.90
LIT 26 16 22 18 82| |LIT | 1.03 | 0.71 | 1.90 | 0.00
) 475 425| 201 8211183
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The large relative proportion of plots shared between the figures of

Estonians and Finns, as well as between the three “pribalts”, is not

the only characteristic of their synonymity. Russian jokelore in gen-

eral does not make a clear-cut distinction between Estonians, Latvi-

ans and Lithuanians, and the elements of their languages, their

proper names, geographic places etc. are often confused. For example:
The ESTONIAN (sic!) dog does not react to its master’s call “Sharik!”, but
reacts to the call “Sharikas” with merry barking “Gavs, gavs!”

I am sure that Estonians have never had dogs bearing the name
Sharik, let alone Sharikas.

ESTONIANS (sic!) finally translated the fairy tale “Peter Pan” — in it
they have named him “IIumapac Ilenuc” (“Pitaras Penis”).

[“Pitaras” is apparently also an allusion to the vulgar slang word nudapac
(= homo)]

In the texts above the Estonian is confused with the Lithuanian and
Latvian. Besides, there are a lot of jokes in Estonia (and certainly
elsewhere) proceeding from the fact that the masculine substantives
in Latvian have the ending -s and in Lithuanian the ending -as:
‘Cat’ in Lithanian is “Kurnduskas”
(kurndu is one of Estonian counterparts for miaow).
The hare (jines in Estonian) and peni (i.e. ‘dog’ in the Southern Estonian
dialect) discuss moving to Latvia. The hare says: “In Latvia I will be
called “Janis”.” The peni (dog): “Oh? Mmm... I see... I guess I will give up
moving to Latvia...”

Likewise, Estonian schoolboys can have Latvian or Lithuanian names,
such as Janis, Mihalis, Peters, Vitas, Estonian farmers can have
Finnish family names, like Kaakinen or Toivanen, etc.

The indistinguishability of the “pribalts” is well expressed in a
Russian (self-ironic, I guess) joke:

A Russian says about Lithuanians: “Well, they are those who live in Riga

and speak Estonian...”

THE DOMINANT OF SLOWNESS

Accordingly to Raskin (1985), Davies (1990; 2002) and others, slow-
ness is not among the most widespread features of ethnic characters
in jokes. It has originally been ascribed to several Scandinavian peo-
ples like the Finns, Norwegians and Swedes. Under Urho Kaleva Kek-
konen’s long rule, Finland had friendly political relations with the So-
viet Union. Finns were often tourists in Russian cities, especially Len-
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ingrad, and also in Estonia since 1965, when regular ferry traffic be-
gan between Helsinki and Tallinn. For Finns who were sober at home,
Russia and Estonia became traditional places for relaxed drinking,
and Finland was one of the few foreign lands that were easily accessi-
ble to Russian shopping tourists. Perhaps in the seventies, the tradi-
tional proverb formula ‘A is not a B’ found a new Russian modification
Kypuya — ne nmuya, Qunnsndus — ne 3azpanuya (Chickens aren’t
birds, Finland is not a foreign land).

It is difficult to retrospectively determine how outstanding an eth-
nic figure the Finn was in the Russian jokelore of the Soviet period.
There is, however, a good reason to think that it is probably the image
of the Finn that has initiated and mediated the process of the further
southward expansion of the slowness stereotype in Russian jokelore,
but later, in the 1990s, a great deal of slowness motifs were trans-
ferred to the now more current Estonian, who thus took over the role
of the emblem of slowness.

I extracted the feature of slowness from a total of 244 plots from
our Russian sample (i.e. 41.3% of the total plot supply). The division of
absolute and relative frequencies of slowness between the four target
peoples is shown in Table 5.

Table 5. The division of absolute and
relative frequencies of slowness between
the four target peoples in 244 plots from
EST 357 | 210 | 58.3| ourRussian sample
(the column total marks the total number
FIN 264 105 39.8 of plots including the given nationality,
the column slow the number of plots re-
LAT 87 19 21.8 ferring to slowness, and the last column
LIT 32 3 94 indicates the relative share of slowness
jokes for each target nation)

total slow %

From this it also becomes evident that shared slowness is the main
factor to which the Estonian and Finn owe a great deal of their strong
similarity.

Here I provide some further examples of Finnic slowness in Russian
Internet jokes.!

* In contemporary Russian slang, the mocking name for Estonians
(sometimes also for Finns, and slow people in general) is “stick-in-the-
mud” (mopmos) [literally ‘brake’], the symbol of Tallinn is “Crapsrii
Toopmosz” [“Old Toomas” — “Old Brake”], an EFian behind the wheel
is an emergency brake, EF vodka is brake oil and EF brake pads are
the most effective in the world.
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* All EFians’ reactions are extremely slow. They only beat up people
who tell unpleasant jokes the next day. Their hangovers begin three
days after drinking alcohol, their erections begin three days after look-
ing at a pornographic magazine, and ejaculation comes three days af-
ter having sex.

* An introverted EF looks at the tips of his own shoes while talking
with others, and an extroverted EF looks at those of his conversation
partner. An EF boss asks his Russian secretary to type a little slower,
because he can’t dictate that fast. EFians are the wealthiest nation in
the world, because they are unable to spend their salary fast enough,
and EF rally drivers are successful because they are unable to raise
their foot from the gas pedal while in curves. EF ambulances bear the
text ‘Time heals all wounds’ (Bpems sniewum), and EF buses the sign
‘Please speak to the driver to wake him up’. Physics has been removed
from EF school programmes, so as not to traumatise children with the
concept ‘speed’. In EF casinos, stakes can be placed for the next day.
In the EF version of the game show ‘Who Wants to be a Millionaire’
there is an additional lifeline — ‘Write to a friend’, and a new class of
service has been created in EF-land — ‘postal Internet’. An EF cyclist
comes third in a running marathon, the EF ski team freezes at the
start of the competition so as to wait for the first snows, and an EF
Olympic winner only realises by evening that he has won first place.
In EF hunting shoots, the figure of the ‘running wild boar’ has been
replaced with the ‘sleeping sloth’, and EFians’ favourite pastime is to
watch frolicking sloths in the zoo. The slow waltz is EFians’ rap music.
* In EF-land slowly dissolving coffee has been invented, the EF
hound is a breed specially designed to hunt wounded snails and tor-
toises, and the army of EF-land has slow reaction forces that kill their
enemies with boredom.

* In EF-land, natural processes in general take place much more
slowly, time passes more slowly, and gravity is not as strong. NATO
sends a dirigible to protect Estonian airspace. In EF-land, a new and
harmless strain of the AIDS virus has been discovered — its incubation
period is longer than a human lifetime. The EF Internet is so fast be-
cause seconds are longer there. Even in St. Petersburg, the tempo of
life is slower than in Moscow, because the proximity of EF-land influ-
ences the city.

* Also, there is a parody of proverb: If you chase two Estonians, you
could end up catching a third. (Original: If you chase two rabbits, you
won’t catch either).
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As on many previous occasions, I must once again complain about the
absence of an ATU-like register of contemporary jokes. While working
on this topic I repeatedly found myself in a constant helpless need to
know how broad was the actual area of distribution of this or that joke
plot in other languages and cultures outside the given Baltic-Finnic-
Russian region, which other ethnic butts could be in use there, etc.

Using search engines Rambler and Google, I made, just for fun, an at-
tempt to observe which ethnic constants can substitute the variable X
in the globally known expression “hot X(-ian,-ish) guys ~ boys”, and
how frequent those constants were in the Russian and Western web
world. The numbers of responses for the first 17 positions are listed in
Table 6.

Table 6. An attempt to observe which ethnic constants can substitute the
variable X in the globally known expression “hot X(-ian,-ish) guys ~ boys”

Rambler: ropsaue X-ckme Google: hot X(-ian,-ish) guys
HapHA ~ boys
1.| FINNISH 8524 1. |Indian 2895
2.| ESTONIAN 3206 2. | Russian 1647
3.| German 1288 3. | French 1538
4. [ American 444 4. | Mexican 1174
5. Russian 372 5. | English + British | 2733
6. | Swedish 309 6. | American 1593
7.| Georgian 288 7. | FINNISH 1166
8. | LITHUANIAN 239 8. | Spanish 1383
9. | LATVIAN 231 9. | German 1475
10. | Norwegian 168 10. | Chinese 1249
11. | Mexican 96 11. | Jewish 384
12. | English + British 70 12. | Swedish 264
13. | Armenian 44 13. [ ESTONIAN 274
14. | French 34 14. | Norwegian 51
15. | Jewish 33 15. | LATVIAN 15
16. | Chinese 28 16. | Georgian 13
17.| Cuban 25 17. | LITHUANIAN 9
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The obtained rank sequences seem to be the result of several different
factors:

a) perhaps some guys are hot simply because they are members of
big, well-known and authoritative nations (Americans, Russians, Eng-
lishmen, Germans);

b) some other guys, especially southern ones, appear to be regarded
as hot in earnest and literally (Indians, Georgians, Mexicans, Span-
iards);

c¢) yet other guys, especially Scandinavian ones, are ironically re-
ferred to as “hot” (Finns, Estonians, Swedes, Norwegians).

The positions of the Baltic and Finnic nations differ considerably in
Rambler and (English) Google, although their mutual arrangement is
the same in both. The Finn holds the highest position (and is immedi-
ately followed by the Estonian) in the Russian ranking, but is only the
seventh in Google. Other “pribalts” are also located much higher in
Rambler than in Google.

The strong shift upwards of the former Baltic republics of the So-
viet Union hardly needs any further explanation.

RESIDUAL ASPECTS: ASEXUALITY, STUPIDITY,
LANGUAGE, POLITICAL MATTERS

As mentioned above, slowness in and of itself is not very salient
among the universal features of the objects of ethnic mockery. Finns’
and Estonians’ slowness is, however, evidently associated with dull-
wittedness, linguistic incapability and sexual inertia, i.e. with the
mainstream ethnic topics described by Raskin (1985: Ch. VI) such as
ASEXUALITY, DUMBNESS, and LANGUAGE DISTORTION.

These and other content constituents often coincide in one and the
same joke. The motoric, physiological, mental, emotional and intellec-
tual expressions of slowness are densely connected and overlap.

Asexuality

* As already noted above, an Estonian or a Finn gets angry three
days after being told an insulting joke, has an hangover three days af-
ter drinking, gets an erection three days after looking at a porno-
graphic magazine, and ejaculates three days after having sex.

* On his wedding night, an EFian is only able to take so much initia-
tive as to say good night to his bride. Sex seems to him to be more
pleasant than Christmas, but then again, Christmas happens more of-
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ten. An EFian girl prefers sex to be ‘either back or forth’, not ‘back and
forth, back and forth’. An EF woman asks her husband to kiss her af-
ter having just returned from a long business trip; he is surprised:
‘what is the need for such orgies!

Dullness

EFians in Russian jokes are not only physically slow, but their cogni-
tive processes are sluggish and dull as well.

* They think that their parents or grandparents never had children;
look for dead crows in the sky and flies from the inside of their cheek;
finding a friend’s dismembered body parts by the road, an EFian wor-
ries that something bad may have happened to him; beats his car
down because it won’t fit in the garage with fully inflated tyres; an Es-
tonian border guard thinks that the Audi Quattro is so named because
it can only accommodate four passengers, etc.

* An old Hant ~ Chukchi says on his deathbed: “Respect the forest —
it gives us warmth. Respect the moose — they provide us with food. Re-
spect the Estonians — otherwise we would be the only stupid people on
earth.”

* As in the case of slowness, stupidity seems to extend to Estonian
animals too: an Estonian wolf chewed off three of his paws and was
still unable to get out of the trap he was caught in.

Unlike slowness, stupidity is the most central feature of ethnic targets
in contemporary jokes, preceded by the long lineage of ancestors in the
multitude of older folk jokes with a large variety of target characters
that can be specified not only ethnically, but also by their social status,
wealth, profession, gender, age, etc. Therefore, wherever stupidity is
involved in jokes, one should expect an especially wide range of name
labels of characters, especially long historical pedigrees behind certain
plots, etc.

For example, the two following plots were, among others, formerly
connected with the Soviet militia:

Estonian policemen. One of them asks the other to check whether the
strobe lights on the roof of their car are working. The other policemen gets
out, looks up and says: “It’s working... it’s not working... it’s working...
it’s not working...”

An Estonian suffering from heat or a hangover asks a friend to bring him
some lemonade. The friend returns and says: “There wasn’t any lemonade,
but I brought you some cookies.”
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The Estonian (or Finn) in Russian jokes is tardy and dull-witted,
though not lazy, but orderly and sparing.

Two Estonians ~ Finns go to a brothel and ask the madam what they
could get for $5. The madam says that for $5 they could fuck each other
outside in the bushes. They do so, return and ask: “Who should we pay the
$5?»

“-

An Estonian ~ Finn picks up a dead crow “just in case”; a year later he
takes it back to the same place, because he has discovered that he does not
need it.

Language: stretched speech and accent

Telling jokes to a native Russian audience generally only takes place
in Russian. In that sense it differs diametrically from telling jokes to
Estonians in Soviet Estonia (and presumably also elsewhere in the
USSR), where jokes of Russian origin were typically told in macaronic
language, maintaining the necessary untranslatable fragments of text
in Russian — first of all elements of direct speech, such as puns, punch-
lining formulae, etc. (cf. Krikmann 2006).

Shmeleva & Shmelev (2002: 47 ff., 75 ff.) draw a distinction be-
tween the two main types of ethnic objects in contemporary Russian
jokes — “aliens” (uropoduywe) and “foreigners” (unocmpanyee), and claim
that Estonians are only “foreigners” who have evolved a linguistic
specificity that is more characteristic of the “aliens” like Jews, Georgi-
ans, Chukchis, etc.

Take, for example, the joke which in English translation is roughly
as follows:

A Russian customer attempts to speak to an Estonian salesperson in bro-
ken Estonian. The salesperson: “You can speak Russian, I understand
your language!” The customer: “We listened to your Russian for 50 years —
now you listen to our Estonian!”

One of the Internet variants of this in the original Russian looks like
this:

3axodum pycckui nokynamenb 8 9CMOHCKUL MQA2A3UH. 3a NPUTABKOM
cmoum npodaswuya, acmornka. Ilokynamenv Hauunaem HQ JOMAHOM
CMOHCKOM  00BsiCHAMb uezo OH xouem. Icmorka: Ilocanyicma,
Kosopumme no-pyccku, s 6éce nowrumaro. — Mv. namwvlecsam nem
CAYWANY 8AUL PYCCKUL, Menepb 8bL NOCLYULAUME HAUL ICTNOHCKUL.
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In Estonia this joke was told symmetrically, imitating both accents. In
the Russian version, an Estonian accent (or rather, something conven-
tional that used to be taken for it) is imitated, but the Russian cus-
tomer’s punchline-rejoinder (presumably in broken Estonian, like in
some Estonian records: Meite suiickrommend acmam kKyauc meiie
8eHe Kegt, HIOUO Kyned metie meiie ecmu ken!) is nevertheless con-
veyed in correct Russian.

The dimension of slowness regularly participates in Russian imita-
tions of Estonian or Finnish accent as well. The Estonian in Russian
anecdotes also speaks Russian — a horribly broken Russian with
enormously stretched vowels and consonants and a harsh accent. This
accent does indeed have something in common with the actual accent
of Estonians’ Russian, but in general it is conventional and mythologi-
cal. The conventions are already quite loose in spoken jokes, but be-
come especially strange and fuzzy in Internet jokes, where Estonians’
pseudo-Russian must be conveyed in a purely graphical way. The bulk
of Russian joke tellers and writers have most likely never heard real
Estonian speech.

For example, in the Tallinn tube (sic!), the train driver is unable to
announce the next station before the train has reached it. Here are a
couple of formulae with miraculously prolonged sounds (= repeated
letters), which in normal language would mean something like “Cau-
tion, the doors are closing! The next stop ... Oh, here it is, the next
stop!™:

Cneaaa223230yyyyyou,aaaasaaa ocmaaaaaroska... AAAA esom 6
npoooue’dIm uuu onaaa!

Ocmop0o00000icH000, 08epu  30KPLIEAAAAUYYYYMCs,  Cae-0y-Wa-s
cmaaanyuiaaa, 0OY! A soooom u credywaaaiaaaa cmmaaar-
yuuaaa...!

Ocmopowwro, Jdgeppu caxpvipaaiomcal... Ocmopowmwrno, Odpeppu
caxpvigpaaomcal... Cremywas cmaumcus... Cremywas cmaumcus... O!
A som u ciemywjas cmanmcus!

Ocmmapowmno, meeppu... 3axkppugatiymes Ygaxcaemvie... naceauiupbst,
He... ccabbiatime... cou eecyu... nowanyucma... Cremmynow,as cman-
cus... A pom u ona!l

Acmapowna, meeppu cakpuvipaiomes... Caremywnwan ocmanodra... 000!
Cremyouwas ocmanogka...

89



Arvo Krikmann

Language: misunderstandings and puns

Estonians’ or Balts’ linguistic incapacity can result in a number of
puns or other linguistic jokes. For some reason, dialogues between
Russian travellers and Estonian customs officers have been especially
prone to inspire such confusions. Sometimes the outcome is obscene.
Some examples:
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An Estonian says: Russians are odd people, everything is ‘sapor’ for them,
church is sapor, fence is sapor and when they’re constipated, that’s also
sapor [this refers to the Russian words cobop, 3a6op and sanop respec-
tively].

A Russian customs official asks an Estonian truck driver: What are you
hauling? — “Tpynnui!” (i.e. he means to say truby = pipes, but the Russian
hears trupy = corpses, and asks:) “Are they in coffins?” — “No, in piles.”

A female Russian taxi driver asks an Estonian customs official to do the
paperwork for her cargo as fast as possible. The customs official says that
things don’t go that quickly, and adds in broken Russian: “Hy-y, ecau
xom-mume, Mo-oxceme 63s-amv y MeHs-i pa-ac-nu-ucky.” The woman
says she is not satisfied with that. The Estonian answers: “Hy-y, 6osmum-
me Odsa-a-pa-aca!” [the woman understands: wmoxceme 83amv y mens
pacnucky = you can get a receipt; the Estonian apparently thought:
Modceme 832Mb y MeHS pa3 nucvky = you can suck my dick].

Kalev complains to Ilya Muromets that his horse does not want to walk.
Muromets recommends shoeing it (nodkyi) [sounds a little like pod hui,
which would mean ‘under the dick’]. The Estonian does not understand
what Ilya said and answers: I've already hit it “nod kyu u nod suyya”
[very literally: ‘under its dick and under its balls’], but it still won’t move.

A Latvian tells a Russian that his name is Vilis Skuja [sounds a little like
vylez s huja, which would mean ‘climbed out from the dick’]. The Russian
answers: “fI ne cnpawusa, omryda mu. éviLae3, Gamurus meos Kax?”
[“I am not asking what hole you climbed out of, I asked you your name!”].

The Latvian asks Russian about someone: “Kur vins?” (Where is he/she?).
The Russian answers: “But we do not have anyone called Kurvinsh on our

staff!”

The mail address of the Estonian Institute of Experimental Biology is
really and truly ebi@ebi.ee — which, spelled in Russian computer slang,
sounds like “fuck, doggie, fuck, point, ye-ye”.
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Political matters

Surprisingly enough, the strained political relations between Russia
and the Baltic states are only quite modestly represented, mainly
through Estonians’ and Latvians’ painful attitude to Russians’ poor
knowledge of Estonian and Latvian.

The restoration of Estonian independence, as mentioned by Shme-
leva & Shmelev (2002: 78), the dissatisfied Russian diaspora, the en-
try of Estonia and the other Baltic states into the European Union and
NATO, problems with the implementation of the language law, border
treaties and the ‘Bronze Man’, the Russian media, politicians, state in-
stitutions’ reactions to them — all of this has definitely created a fa-
vourable background for political-ethnic humour towards Estonia. Yet
all of these circumstances have, nevertheless, yielded relatively few
direct anecdote motifs.

There are only a few jokes on the Russian Internet that refer to Esto-
nia, Latvia and Lithuania gaining national independence. For in-
stance:

* An Estonian child asks his mother to buy a tin of Baltic sprats, and
his mother agrees to buy even two tins, because we are now sovereign
and can afford it. Or, for instance, ‘pribalts’ ask a Russian who has
hoarded toilet paper when Russians began using toilet paper, and the
Russian answers ‘ever since pribalts stopped licking our asses’.

There are more jokes that criticise ‘pribalts’ for being painfully sensi-
tive about language matters, and demanding that Russians living in
their countries speak in their languages.

* The joke in which the stubborn ‘pribalt’ refuses to communicate his
three wishes to a Russian-speaking goldfish seems to be one of the
most widespread of all jokes involving Estonians.

One can also find some genuinely evil nostalgia for earlier times, clear
references to deportation, imprisonment and invasion.

* In response to Estonians’ request to spell the name “Tammun” (Tal-
lin) with two n-s, Russians recommend spelling “Komeima” (Kolyma)
with two a-s. In answer to an Estonian’s question how long it takes a
Russian to pack up his things, the Russian answers that he doesn’t
know, but it takes him about 45 seconds to assemble a Kalashnikov
machine gun.
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The joke about the colours of the Estonian flag is particularly cruel,
but “objectively” witty and well-structured. Here Vovochka is obvi-
ously a positive character.

Teacher: What does the blue on the Estonian flag symbolise? — An Esto-
nian student (Peeter): ... the blue Estonian sky that before was polluted by
Russian fighter planes, but is now clean once again. — And what does the
black symbolise? — An Estonian student (Aino): the sacred soil of Estonia,
which was once trampled by the boots of Russian soldiers, but is now
clean once again. — And what does the white in the Estonian flag symbol-
ise? — A Russian student (Vovochka): It symbolises the white snow of the
steppes of Siberia, which for decades was trampled by the feet of the an-
cestors of the present Estonians ... and theyll trample it again, just as
soon we return here!

In the next two examples the ‘pribalt’ is an obviously negative (cruel,
unjust) character:

A Russian asks an Estonian or Lithuanian for directions to get to a par-
ticular street. The response: left, right, straight, left again and you’ll be at
the railway station.

A young man saves an Estonian child from a pool of crocodiles. The jour-
nalist writing about the event considers this to be a genuine Estonian he-
roic deed, but hears that the young man is Russian, and writes a news
item entitled “Russian steals crocodile’s breakfast’.

I have not yet found any reflection
in Russian ethnic humour of the
events that took place in April and
May, 2007 in Tallinn in connection
with the so-called Bronze Man, at
the Estonian Consulate in Moscow,
and elsewhere, unless the sign NO
ESTONIANS AND DOGS that
truly hung on the door of a restau-
rant in Yaroslavl for a while can be

considered humour.

*

Only very rarely are Estonians, Latvians or other inhabitants of the
former Soviet camp allowed to be positive (clever, witty, victorious)
characters in Russian jokes, but almost never against a Russian an-
tagonist. The examples below actually represent the Soviet and not
the contemporary stratum of jokes.
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As an experiment, the Soviet Union decides to grant Estonia national sov-
ereignty from 6 o’clock in the evening to 6 o’clock in the morning. At 7:00,
Estonia declares war on Finland. At 8:00 the Finns capture Tallinn. At
9:00 Estonia signs an act of complete and unconditional surrender.

Members of three nationalities throw out of an airplane everything they
have enough of. The Frenchman throws a bottle of wine, the Russian a
case of vodka, but the Estonian throws the Russian out of the plane — we
truly have enough of them.

(See also the quoted above joke above about making condoms out of
chewing cum)

Note

1. Since slowness is characteristic of both Estonians and Finns in Russian
jokes, and I have not wanted to use the collective name “Smogarians” or
distinguish which motifs are connected with both, and which with only
one or another, in the following review of examples the characters are
identified by the abbreviation EFian and the corresponding countries by
the abbreviation EF-land, and also, where necessary, EF-language, etc.
These motifs are, however, more often associated with Estonians than
with Finns.
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Appendix

EST

FIN

LAT

LIT

PLOT

Quarrelling about unimportant trifles (the possible
“prototype narrative” of the now globally known
expression [Don't fight,] hot Xian guys ~ ...
20psiuue XcKue napuu)

At first, a hitch-hiker is told that Tallinn ~ Hel-
sinki ~ ... is not too far, and, after several hours of
driving, that it is now far indeed

Iucmamuitt nacnopm (obscene-sounding dialog
between Xian and Russian customs officials)

Xian parachutists hovered above the town for
three days

Russians went into space? — Really, all of them?

Sex is better than Christmas, but Christmas hap-
pens more often

An Xian suffering from heat or a hangover asks a
friend to bring him some beer or lemonade. The
friend returns and says: “There wasn’t any lemon-
ade, but I brought you some cookies.”

Two Xian guys in a brothel are told that for $5
they can fuck each other — they do so and ask
whom they should give the $5

An Xian refuses a goldfish’s offer to fulfil three of
his wishes, because the offer was made in Russian

On the day after telling jokes about Xian’ slowness,
the Russian who told them is beaten up by two
Xians

A whole village has come to observe how silently
and invisibly a group of Xian scouts is crawling to-
wards enemy positions

Enjoying the romping sloths in Tallinn Zoo is the
favourite pastime of Xians

An Xian picks up a dead crow “just in case”; a year
later he takes it back to the same place, because he
has discovered that he does not need it

The secret of the Matrix‘s bullets disclosed: the bul-
lets were Xian

In an Xian casino, roulette stakes are taken for
tomorrow

Xians have invented slowly soluble coffee

Xian policemen. One of them asks the other to
check whether the strobe lights of their car are
working. The other looks up and says: “It’s work-
ing... it’s not working...”
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The Xian border guard thinks that the names Audi
1 0 3 | Quattro and Fiat Uno refer to the number of seats
in the respective cars

Verbal contest between Xian and Yian: the first
round — about eating an entire loaf of bread vs.
making muslix of it; the second — about eating jam

1 0 3 vs. making it from fruit rejects; the third — about
throwing used condoms away vs. making bubble
gum out of them and then selling them to Y-land

0 1 3 A pale untanned Xian explains: I just had to be at

work on the Wednesday when summer happened

One of the oldest barber‘s shops was discovered in
1 0 3 | Xland. Instruments, mirrors and a queue of three
people were well preserved

If in Latvia you are overtaken by an Estonian, you
must be a Finn

Mom, do we have Finnish ancestors? — No. — How
1 0 3 | about Estonians? — No, sonny. — But why the hell
then am I such a stick-in-the-mud?

1 0 3 | Text on Xian ambulance: ‘Time heals all wounds’

The Xian Urmas ~ Kaarlis ~ Hekka stands in a
queue, repeatedly reacts when the names
“Toomas!” ~ “Valdis!” ~ “Mikka!” are shouted, re-

1 0 3 peatedly abandons the queue and finally shouts
desperately: “I am not Toomas, I'm Urmas! ~ ... ~
1 0 3 Eczema does not stop an Xian kissing the Queen‘s

hand: Clinton ~ Bush even had haemorrhoids

The devil caught representatives of different na-
tionalities and put them in a sack. When they es-

1 1 3 | caped, they behaved differently: e.g. the Estonian
did not understand what was going on, the Latvian
held a political protest, etc.

How can one make a Xian laugh on Monday ~ ... -
Tell him a joke on Friday ~ ...

Gorbachev orders that his stolen wife be returned
1 1 3 | immediately, or else the whole of Siberia will soon
speak Xian

Ilens 4 (i.e. Pentium 4, literally: Stump 4): assem-
0 1 3 | bled in Estonia, with Finnish video card, for view-
ing Lithuanian DVDs
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HYBRID ENTERTAINMENT TELEVISION:
VIEWERSHIP OF THE LITHUANIAN
“DVIRACIO SOU”

Juraté Kavaliauskaité

Abstract

News and current affairs programming on one hand and entertainment
television on the other are generally considered to be antipodes in terms of
their potential to serve a civic mission of mass media in modern liberal
democracies. The article argues that traditional generic conventions over-
look the substantial transformation of present entertainment television
and the effects of its growing complexity, multi-dimensionality and inter-
textuality of the hybrid blend of comedy and documentary. The article ad-
dresses the nature of the “Dviracio Sou” (“Bike Show”), a conspicuous
Lithuanian television program that combines sketch comedy, political sat-
ire and spoof news. It also argues that the discursive ambiguity of hybrid
entertainment television makes it relatively open to a variety of readings
and modes of pleasurable experiences. Sceptical arguments about enter-
tainment television are tested in an empirical qualitative audience re-
search conducted on the “Dviracio Sou” viewership. The research aimed to
reveal a scope of motives to watch the program, expectations of audiences,
received gratifications, perception of humorous, intertextual and non-

fictional elements of the “Dviracio Sou” as well as to describe the degree of

enjoyment when watching the program. Finally, a typology of the “Dvira-

cio Sou” viewership is established with an intent to unveil the perception of

the (ir)relevancy of the “Dviracio Sou” for political life and civic empower-
ment.

Key words: entertainment media, hybrid popular television, intertextual-
ity, play, media enjoyment, pleasure, humour, viewership, “Dviracio Sou”
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INTRODUCTION

Long ago a notorious classic made a powerful
statement, Ask not for whom the bike signals... It
signals for you. It reminds us that the “Duviracio
Sou” continues, and it’s upon you to puzzle out on
which side of the screen you are. Clink clink...1

This is a trailer of a popular Lithuanian television program called the
“Dviracio Sou” (“Bike Show”). What does its “signal” mean? Whom
does it address? The “Dviracio Sou” is a piece of infotainment, con-
tinuously aired on national commercial television since the mid 1990s.
The English version of the trailer disguises a verbal play with He-
mingway’s cultish phrase Ask not for whom the bell tolls... It tolls for
thee. Nevertheless, the reference invites television viewers to the
tricky universe of Lithuanian sketch comedy, political satire and mock
news. Evolving on the borderline of an artistic imagination and seri-
ous reinterpretation of non-fictive daily realities, the program is am-
bivalent in terms of conventional classifications of television genres.
Its ambiguity and playfulness seduces the viewer with a constant
challenge to reflect upon its nature and the meaning of its messages.
What does the “Dviracio Sou” tell us? What does it reveal? What is
plausible and true? What belongs to the field of fantasy or creative fic-
tion? What can be laughed at? What must be pondered upon?

Intertextualities of the program and the complex nature of the
“Dviracio Sou” viewership are the main subjects of discussion pre-
sented below. The article addresses the relationship between the “Dvi-
racio Sou” and its audiences, social encounters, and the uses of a par-
ticular type of entertainment programming. What do evenings with
the “Dviracio Sou” mean for its viewers? How do audiences approach
and classify the program? What do they expect and look for? Why is
the “Dviracio Sou” appreciated? However, to launch the analysis, a
commonly shared puzzle must be overcome. Why should academic re-
search care about such a frivolous matter? The answer is relatively
simple. We are to study television production a la “Dviracio Sou” as
long as we care about a well-known eschatological claim: beware; the
television will amuse us to death! (Postman 1995).

Traditionally, the civic mission of mass media — to safeguard and
promote liberal democracy — is entrusted to “serious” genres of jour-
nalism, i.e. news and current affairs programming, pundit talks, in-
vestigative reporting. The role of vaguely defined “entertainment me-
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dia” is downplayed in this respect. Entertainment genres are consid-
ered to be unable to serve civic tasks; contrarily, they threaten the
public sphere and bring about its degradation (Grindstaff 1997). En-
tertainment turns communal problems, conflicts and other serious is-
sues into commodities of media business, matter of leisure time, pri-
vate comfort, emotional experience and amusement. Mass media pro-
duction a la “Dviracio Sou” draws critical attention as long as it is per-
ceived to have negative social and political effects on its viewers
(Gripsrud 2000). However, does all entertainment television cause a
perversion of political life, giving birth to a “decadent citizen” — either
a cynical pleasure seeker and/or an impotent, manipulated subject
surrendered under the hegemony of the powerful?

The article argues that the scepticism towards “entertainment tele-
vision” often downplays two important aspects of media production
and consumption practices. First, “entertainment media” is not a sin-
gle genre but rather a loose and growing cluster of mutating formats
which need to be differentiated and analysed on an individual basis,
focusing on their variety of functions and effects of the peculiar codes
of intertextuality. Second, arguments about the negative social and po-
litical impacts of entertainment television must not be based solely on
the analysis of television texts — style, structure and content. The am-
biguity of communication style demands an active participation of
viewers to disentangle its multi-dimensional codes. Therefore, scepti-
cal arguments must be grounded on the results of television audience
research, empirical analysis of viewership practices. A further pre-
sented analysis focuses upon these conceptual issues plunging into the
complex universe of the Lithuanian “Dviracio Sou”.

TELEVISION GENRES, INTERTEXTUALITIES AND
ENTERTAINMENT

Genres are convenient tools to organise and structure the immense
field of constantly evolving television production. A genre means a type
and implies a conventional code, an unwritten instruction, circulating
among producers of media contents and their audiences, on how to
read the message, approach and use media texts. In television, genres
are “systems of orientations, expectations and conventions that circu-
late between an industry, text and subject” (Neale 1980: 19). To put it
simply, we expect different things of a sitcom if compared to political
debates, we find docu-dramas and current affairs programming mean-
ingful and appealing in distinct ways. For purposes of our discussion,
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two elements of generic tools are of vital importance. First, television
genres are not stable, constant configurations of features intrinsic to
texts but rather “cultural products, constituted by media practices and
subject to ongoing change and redefinition” (Mittell 2004: 1). Therefore
we should not ignore their unstable characteristics and consider the
conventional nature of generic systems. Second, television today cele-
brates the mixing of genres evident in a conscious erasure of generic
distinctions between its various sources and types of production. New
frameworks are constantly produced in reality TV, talk shows, docu-
soaps, audio-visual reconstructions of daily tasks of the police, rescue
forces or private detectives and televised mimicries of legal processes.
All seem to participate in several genres simultaneously.

In an attempt to position the “Dviracio Sou” in the generic universe
of television, we must start from the following question: how do genre
debates qualify hybrid entertainment television? The answers are
rather contradictory. Neo-Marxist theories of mass media treat enter-
tainment as a manipulative strategy of the dominant group, as a
means to seduce and subjugate popular audiences. The delivery of
pleasure is seen as the main function of the television industry in
modern societies, acknowledging that television producers “appeal to
the playful, imaginative, irresponsible aspects of adult behaviour”
(Hartley 1992: 11). This view recognises no distinctions in the uni-
verse of entertainment production, as all television entertainment is
taken as human degeneration. Entertainment television is accused of
producing passive, empty-headed audiences — “coach potatoes™ “[...]
television viewers, seeking pleasure and entertainment, unconsciously
wish to regress to a childlike state” (Bignell 2008: 278). Classical mod-
ern genre theories, established in theatre, film and literature studies,
are also quite weak to qualify some of the production created by the
present television medium (Mittell 2004: 1-2). In ancient Greece, en-
tertainment was intimately linked to comedy. However, in a tripartite
division of poetic genres, comedy stands as a low genre depicting the
ridiculous in a non-insulting manner. It lacks dignity because, con-
trarily to epic and drama, it does not stimulate reflection and intro-
spection on behalf of the audience (Aristotelis 1990).

Such arguments are based on the simplistic understanding of me-
dia-derived pleasure; they bracket a variety of sources that make us
appreciate television. The impotence of traditional generic conventions
is due to their aesthetic “purity”, their insensitivity towards overlap-
ping discursive spaces. The mechanisms of intertextuality of television
production are still to be discovered and considered, as “the degree of
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hybridity and overlap among and between genres and areas has all too
often been underplayed” (Neale & Turner 2000: 2). On the one hand,
blurring of the boundaries between fictional and documentary pro-
gramming does receive scholarly attention (Hill 2005). On the other
hand, entertainment genres are interesting as long as they cause a
mutation of traditional documentary and factual genres of television:
the presence of entertainment logic in news and current affairs pro-
gramming is a hot topic in the field of political communication (Brants
1998; Lee 2002). However, it is rarely asked: how does intertextuality
change the meanings and social functions of entertainment media?2
In general, entertainment television seems to remain locked in a fic-
tive, imaginary, utopian space, basically detached from the reality
that might threaten the established social order.

It is noted that “entertainment genres, such as sketch shows and
situation comedy, also have theatrical roots in music hall and variety,
which were adapted for radio and later became established in televi-
sion” (Bignell 2008: 116). Binding entertainment television to theatre
brings the former discursive universe closer to the field of art: enter-
tainment genres just imitate real life and play upon social realities
but, contrary to documentary genres, have neither the right to convey
nor the potential to re-produce the orderly world behind the play-
ground of creative invention and imagination; in other words, the rule
holds that “[...] the work of any given genre will accomplish genre-
specific ends” (Stewart 1989: 50). Moreover, it may be argued that an
idea of the trivial nature of the comic genres prevents a closer look in-
side the world of contemporary entertainment television programmes,
as it establishes a one-sided view towards the social functions and ef-
fects of ambivalent and multi-dimensional mass media discourses. Is
comedy just a careless entertainment? If a Greek comedy is contrasted
with Roman satire, a strong positive answer is shaky. Particular hu-
mour-involving discourses may nevertheless be serious, committed
and meaningful only in the relationship with their social contexts, in a
way that goes beyond the sphere of art or private leisure.

The sensitivity to peculiarities of hybrid entertainment production
is essential. It allows us to identify and to evaluate those distinct
roles, which different composite formats of the entertainment media
play in our daily social environment. We are to recognise their inter-
textualities and distinctions if we are to measure their social and po-
litical impacts on television audiences:
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Before there can be serious empirical assessment of the varied roles of the
entertainment media in politics, political communication scholarship first
needs to ground itself conceptually in how to approach such a diversity of
media messages and the potential political outcomes that derive from these
messages.

(Holbert 2005: 436)

If we agree that television today no longer confines itself to the role of
entertainer and claims to have new social and political significance
(Peciulis 2004), one should explore the salience of peculiar hybrid en-
tertainment discourses in our common, “serious” public life. The fol-
lowing chapter presents and discusses basic characteristics of the
Lithuanian humorous entertainment programme, the “Dviracio Sou”.

“DVIRACIO SOU” AS A TEXT: TROUBLED GENERIC IDENTITY

It is a challenge to introduce a non-Lithuanian reader into the discur-
sive universe of the “Dviracio Sou”. One must share daily experiences
of the local community and watch the program to master the interpre-
tative schemes when reading the complex and ambivalent narrative.
Contextually embedded, the “Dviracio Sou” resists the traditional ge-
neric classifications of television discourses. Moreover, “the signifi-
cance of the events in the everyday life is created by assuming a con-
tiguous relationship between “text” and “context”, between meaning
and the occasion of its manufacture” (Stewart 1989: 9).

The format of the present “Dviracio Sou” originated in the mid
1990s together with the establishment of the national commercial
television channels after the restoration of Lithuanian independence.
The initial title of the program was slightly different — “Dviracio Zyy-
nios”. It bore a direct resemblance to the traditional news genre and
accommodated the name of an amateur comedy troupe “Dviratis”
(“Bike”), members of which formed the core of the creative team of the
newly established television program. The scope of this article pre-
cludes a detailed tracing of program evolution, temporary outgrowths
of the program (“Dviracio kabaretas”, “Dviracio Sou panorama”, etc.)
and the split of the team. However, in public announcements, the pro-
gram has been always attributed to a comedy genre (humorous pro-
gramming) or classified as a piece of infotainment. A peculiar label of
info-show, indicating a mixture of information and entertainment, was
popularised in Lithuanian popular television guides.

A fragment of narrative may give a primary impression about the
nature of the “Dviracio Sou”. Here is an English version of a dialogue
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from the two main comic characters of the “Dviracio Sou” who talk
about a recent annual report from Valdas Adamkus, a current presi-
dent of Lithuania:3

Surskis: Mauzeris, have you listened to the speech of the President?
Mauczeris: Of course, I have! |...]

Surskis: Was [Valdas] Adamkus obliged to paint the vision of the country?
Where do you get colourful felt-tips in the grey of present times?

Mauzeris: When [John F.] Kennedy gave a speech, he used to draw a vision
for the following twenty years. He neither whimpered nor groaned. Even the
black [Afro-Americans| acquired a hope for a better life after his annual re-
ports.

Surskis: Back to Kennedy’s times, Adamkus also had a vision of the Lithu-
anian future, but the real life in Lithuania ruined it.

Mauzeris: Well... Even [Nikita Sergeyevich] Khrushchev was able to
squeeze out a vision in his annual speeches. He neither whimpered nor
moaned... A vision, actually, was all the same each year — to catch up and
overtake America, but it still was a vision...

Surskis: Listen, perhaps the Lithuanians do not need any vision? Maybe
they are sufficed with Presidential rigging of the Government and Seimas,
also Parties and oligarchs.

Mauzeris: It sounds reasonable. The Lithuanians in Ireland cherish one vi-
sion, the Lithuanians in America — another one. Can you satisfy needs of
everyone. ..

Surskis: Lumme... Nineteen years have not passed and we already dish dirt
on our President.

Mauzeris: Yep... Maybe it’s a clear symptom of crisis of confidence in the
state, to listen to Adamkus’ words.

On the discursive “surface”, this is a playful and incoherent prate of
two buffoons disguised in masks of mice, named Surskis and Mauze-
ris. Whom do the mice represent? The couple might be conceived as a
metaphor of the common sense, popular wisdom, the political philoso-
phy of ordinary people. It can also be taken as the subversion of tradi-
tional political expertise confined to the elite of pundits, commentators
and politicians, a vernacular wisdom outplaying the sophisticated
opaqueness of pundit rhetoric. Moreover, for a fellow Lithuanian, the
narrative opens up a vast discursive space. The dialogue reflects upon
the Presidential address with a critical edge as far as it raises issues of
a proper political leadership, good governance, responsibility and ac-
tive political commitment to the improvement and change. On the
other hand, it also concerns both the possibilities and limits of “vision-
ary politics”, susceptible to unrealistic or risky utopian pursuance. The
characters of the “Dviracio Sou” make a reader ponder about the
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sources of a viable “national dream” under the conditions of the pre-
sent massive emigration of the Lithuanians. The last line of the dia-
logue represents the double-voiced nature of the narrative. It embod-
ies both a self-reflective and critical standpoint of its inventors. How-
ever, does the scepticism of show characters merely illustrate and
support the alarming rhetoric of the President? Or is it a satirical
move, an attempt to “bite” the state leader for his political stance:
Valdas Adamkus accuses other political actors of maladies of Lithua-
nian democracy; however, does he offer any solutions to the present
burning problems? Does the state leader himself not reproduce and
deepen the “crisis of confidence” in the state?

Let us leave the semantic micro-level structures of the “Dviracio
Sou” and turn towards the general features of the program. In terms
of content — chosen issues, topics and subjects — the “Dviracio Sou”
reminds us of a news format as far as it provides a playful overview of
the latest or recent events, processes and salient issues in the public,
political, economic, social and cultural life in Lithuania on a daily ba-
sis. However, in terms of the structure and content, the “Dviracio Sou”
is a pastiche that does not meet the requirements of the Habermasian
public sphere (Habermas 1989). Although structural elements are con-
tinuously revised, the program remains a fragmented collage of differ-
ent generic pieces. This television format does not discriminate be-
tween the public and the private, between matters of civic considera-
tion and trivial gossiping. The rubric “Apatiniai baltniai” (“Under-
wear”) and the dialogues of two blondes nurture on the issues of the
celebrity culture, they focus on the national (and sometimes interna-
tional) industry of pop-culture and show business.

For nearly fifteen years the same person, a member of the creative
team, Vytautas Serenas, plays the role of the “Dviracio Sou’s” “news-
caster”. The role of the newscaster is similar to the one of the host who
orders the discursive space of the programme. He appears on televi-
sion announcements, reports on the contents of the daily broadcast,
presents “news” topics, combines individual performances into a con-
sistent sequence of news-like television flow and guides audiences
through each night performance. The announcement of news is ac-
companied by pre-staged comic sketches performed by a team of ac-
tors, including a number of professionals. Sketches rally and ridicule
well-known public figures — Lithuanian politicians, officials, busi-
nessmen or popular culture personages as well as other public figures.
Parodies often have an evaluative edge that addresses the flaws and
mismanagement of political power, dubious outcomes of public deci-
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sions or indecisiveness, vanity of show business and the personal vices
of the mocked individuals. However, the program does not use the
strategy of personification. Besides a number of political leaders, the
“Dviracio Sou” has several permanent fictive characters to embody
well-recognised local social stereotypes.# These characters are an ar-
tistic means to address abstract, non-personified issues of current af-
fairs, to bring to the fore the political and economic decisions or con-
flicts, to reflect upon social processes and problems. A similar role falls
upon the aforementioned characters — Surskis and Mauzeris — who
take notice of various aspects of life in the state and reflect upon daily
issues in a dialogical manner. These dialogues break the principles of
a newscast and switch the “Dviracio Sou” to a format resembling pub-
lic debate programming or talk shows. The latest invention of the
“Dviracio Sou” is a piece of “chronicler time”. It is a short humorous
sketch featuring a character who gives a short and inventive review of
allegedly the most memorable events of the day in the manner of a
television announcement or prompt radio news of 100 seconds. To
summarise, the “Dviracio Sou” embodies an inventive implosion of po-
litical and non-political topics, issues and problems, and celebrates the
hybridity of entertainment that is to be differentiated both from tab-
loid television and traditional comedy.

Besides the structure and the content of the “Dviracio Sou”, the na-
ture and style of the communicative strategies are important ele-
ments to produce a generic ambivalence of the program. Here a special
role is given to artistic invention, figurative and metaphorical lan-
guage. Comic strategies such as parody and wit are also important for
the paradoxical, but apt and insightful construction of the arguments.
In other words, an ingenious reframing of public life and ordinary
newscasts gives a primary impression of light entertainment. An af-
fluence of aesthetic elements in the discourse poses a challenge for au-
diences: can serious public issues be addressed in a seemingly non-
serious and playful manner? The stylistic elements of comedy and en-
tertainment television are misleading because “the transfer of style
from one genre to another not only alters the way a style sounds, un-
der conditions of a genre unnatural to it, but it also violates or renews
the given genre“ (Stewart 1989: 88).

To summarise, the “Dviracio Sou” violates the most important
norms of realism (as in a documentary) and values of current affairs
programming in terms of both content (addressed topics, subjects and
issues) and form (style, mode of communication, stance towards the
audience, and means of expression). The format does not commit itself
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to strictly dividing the factual and the fictional, the true and the in-
vented, the fact and the rumour; instead, it plays with values of objec-
tivity, neutrality and fairness. The program implodes spheres of poli-
tics and popular culture, urgent communal discourses and personal-
ised human interest stories, it does not prioritise, does not stress the
salient problems at the expense of the trivial ones. The “Dviracio Sou”
violates the basic principles of traditional political communication
both in its style and content. However, at the same time it refrains to
deny an ambition to represent and revision the condition of public life
and culture in Lithuania in its own specific ways — by invoking hu-
mour and public critique through play.

TELEVISION VIEWERSHIP AS PLAY

As social and artistic conventions, television genres have a contractual
nature (Atifi & Marcoccia 2006). The television industry continuously
searches for a new production that would use familiar and successful
formats to attract the attention of an audience. Television audiences
explore mediascape to identify, select and consume programs accord-
ing to their interests, tastes and preferences. The norms and values of
each particular genre prescribe to television production strategies, and
they also direct viewership. In other words, genres and generic typolo-
gies are means by which media and viewers can meet one another’s
expectations and develop their mutual symbolic ties. An establish-
ment of a communicative contract is significant for the success of
newly developed hybrid genres. Labels of docu-soap, reality show,
comedy-drama, tabloid talk show help the viewers to orientate them-
selves in a vast universe of television during times when traditional
classifications of broadcasted production are no longer informative.
However, there are some well-known experiments which deliber-
ately reject a generic contract. “The Blair Witch Project” (Haxan
Films, 1999) is a notorious example of the purposive mixing of a
documentary and a horror movie® that pushes the ambiguity of the
genre to the extreme. A tremendous amount of attention and the
stormy reactions of film viewers were caused by the general confusion
about whether the disappearance of three student filmmakers in the
haunted woods is true, or is it just a crackerjack act of deception. In
other words, audiences were at a loss as they were not sure if they
faced fact or fiction. However, can hybrid entertainment television be
built upon a similar strategy? In the case of the Lithuanian “Dviracio
Sou”, the nature of the generic contract is bizarre. It was already said
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that the Lithuanian TV guides present the program as a comedy piece
(humour program) or info-show, and the producers do not object to
such a public image. However, they neither explicate what kind of
comedy — sketch comedy, political satire or buffoonery — the “Dviracio
Sou” is, nor do they reveal the aims that this combination of a comedy
and a newscast serves. In other words, the creative team of the “Dvi-
racio Sou” has an ambiguous stance towards a symbolic agreement
with television audiences. Program producers avoid serious public
talks about the objectives and purposes of the program. They prefer
puns instead of a direct answer about the mission of the program: “We
laugh about things, and I can’t say that we have a task, our task is our
mission” (Vy$niauskas 2007: 14). It may be argued that the inventors
of this television format sidestep a final contract with its viewers.

Discussing the dialogic nature of language, Bakhtin argues that
every utterance carries on the speaker’s standpoint towards an ad-
dressee, and an employed conception of the addressee is vital to under-
stand the nature of a communicative event: “Unless one accounts for
the speaker’s attitude towards the other and his utterances (existing
or anticipated), one can understand neither the genre nor the style of
speech” (Bakhtin 1999: 93). However, we cannot imagine life situa-
tions in which the stance of a speaker towards the other is consciously
ambivalent or opaque. Can we determine how the producers of the
“The Blair Witch Project” imagined their audiences to be? How would
we treat a speaker who is a jester? How shall we understand someone
who may allow himself / herself to treat a dialogic situation playfully,
who is ready to face a potential failure of a communicative How shall
we understand a speaker who searches for inventive strategies to ad-
dress a variety of distinct audiences simultaneously? Given ambigui-
ties return us back to the main question: who sets a relationship be-
tween the text and its audience? What is the role of the text producer,
the initiator of communicative endeavor?

A single abstract element stands out in the public stance of the
“Dviracio Sou” team towards their audiences. It is a never-ending
playfulness. During its long period of existence, the “Dviracio Sou” de-
veloped a rather coherent public self-image and intimate relationship
with their viewers. On the national mediascape, the program claims
the role of a special playmate for television viewers. Although this
public image does not preclude that the program producers have other
(undisclosed) interests and motivations,® the concept of play is vital to
understand the popular engagement and enjoyment of watching the
“Dviracio Sou”. In this case, a play means neither the involvement into
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a strategic game nor a contest where the participants pursue their set-
tled goals and the victory. A playmate is a partner, but first of all
he/she is a friend who may challenge you, be it in jest. In the case of
the “Dviracio Sou”, a play resembles involvement in riddling as an at-
tempt to create a discursive ambiguity. The viewership is a play in
terms of the nature of relationships between audiences and the am-
biguous multi-vocal discursive universe of the “Dviracio Sou™ it is a
process of meaning production, a way to cope with the suspense that
the overlap of fiction and non-fiction, the Aesopian arguments and jok-
ing generates.

Humorous discourses involve an implosion of truth and nonsense,
sobriety and playfulness, sincerity and treacherousness, wisdom and
foolishness. In other words, “humour gives reason room to play” (Basu
1999: 388). Participants of a tricky discourse are to articulate its
meaning, to decide what counts and what does not, where the line be-
tween the “real world” and a creative fantasy should be drawn; in
other words, they are to manufacture the boundary between the “do-
mains of meaning” (Stewart 1989: 15). Moreover, humour manipulates
the conditions of a communicative event. For example, every joke has
its proper “reading” and one is usually amused if one gets the punch-
line. However, telling a joke may have a particular covert intention: it
can be an instance of derision, i.e., a communicative act that may
change the relationship between a joke teller and a listener if the deri-
sion addresses him/her. In other words, “Play involves the manipula-
tion of the conditions and contexts of messages and not simply a ma-
nipulation of the message itself. It is not, therefore, a shift within the
domain of the everyday life; rather, it is a shift to another domain of
reality” (Bateson 1972). The communication grounded in play is para-
doxical: “[...] the messages or signals exchanged in play are in a cer-
tain sense untrue or not meant and what is denoted by these signals is
nonexistant” (Stewart 1989: 29). In the case of the “Dviracio Sou”,
viewership is a practice of continuously coping with such paradoxes:
for the viewer, the discourse presupposes interpretative work, a con-
stant move between the domains of “reality” and artistic invention. It
is a challenge on numerous levels. What is the intention of a commu-
nicative gesture? Does it pose a truthful argument, a metaphorical re-
flection and a revelation of the everyday world? Is it a mere product of
artistic imagination, frivolous and soon to be forgotten after the mo-
ment of viewership?
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“LLUDIC TEXTS” AND PLEASURES OF VIEWERSHIP

The “Dviracio Sou” falls under the category of “ludic texts”, a term
proposed by Stewart to describe texts which “[...] increasingly rely on
metaphorical thought, and often, humorous, they reveal contradictions
in the very process of interpretation by which they are accomplished”
(Stewart 1989: 39). Being voluntary and complex, an engagement with
“ludic texts” bears an element of enjoyment to play. Dominant socio-
logical conceptions of play “[...] certainly imply that part of play’s en-
chantment rests in the pleasure it provides” (Masters 2008: 860). The
pleasure emerges from the interpretation of work that may be person-
ally meaningful. It is especially salient for the processing of humorous
discourses. “Humour keeps the process of reasoning open-ended, and
the pleasure thereby obtained makes it habitual. There is an element
of Barthes’ joussaince in all of this: the experimental suspension of self
in ironic enjoyment” (Basu 1999: 388). Pleasure involves not only
processing multilayered and open-ended messages but also positioning
them in a relationship with social contexts and empirical realities.
Nevertheless, the given concept of television viewership is not sat-
isfactory to understand the consumption of hybrid programming simi-
lar to the “Dviracio Sou”. One may argue that “someone who is seeking
entertainment does so for its own sake, that is, to experience some-
thing positive as enjoyment, suspense, amusement, serenity, and so
on” (Vorderer & Steen et al. 2006: 6). To put it simply, “juggling of re-
alities” (Masters 2008: 861) is the most important element of pleasur-
able experience of particular hybrid entertainment narratives, includ-
ing the “Dviracio Sou”. However, we should face the fact that the pro-
gram is conceived to deliver more than a comedy. A public survey,
conducted in June 2006, revealed the salience of the news format in
the popular understanding of the “Dviracio Sou”.” The survey revealed
that the Lithuanians consider this program to reveal public affairs of
the country best if compared to various genres of standard quality
television — investigative journalism (“Paskutine instancija” on LNK),
political pundit debates (“Spaudos klubas” and “T'V forumas” on public
broadcaster LTV), public debate programs (“Prasau zodzio” on LTV),
etc. Nearly twenty percent of respondents prioritised the hybrid hu-
morous program as a “mirror” of the current affairs.8 Therefore, the
presented concept of play does not fully reveal the causes and aims of
popular involvement with such a complex mediated universe. We lack
a more elaborate explication of sources for the appreciation of the
“Dviracio Sou” and of the mechanisms of pleasure production. In her
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analysis of sociological theories of play, Masters notes that “[...] soci-
ologists are much more interested in the outcomes of play for social re-
lationships than in the experience of play for individuals and groups”
(Masters 2008: 862). However, a focus on the experience of play is vital
to understand a number of important issues. How does the hybrid and
humorous television discourse work? What does it accomplish?

An analysis of media texts is insufficient to make plausible conclu-
sions about the social uses and effects of media production. Here I
support the view that “Studies of television texts and narratives are
not a self-sufficient set of approaches in Television Studies”, moreover,
“they need to be supplemented by studies of real viewers’ relationships
with television, to explain how some positions for the viewer are taken
up while others are not” (Bignell 2008: 107). In the case of “ludic texts”
of television, producers of which avoid a communicative contract,
viewership is the main site of the production of the meaning and the
construction of the identity of dubious TV discourses.? Although their
inner mechanisms are complex, television viewers find their own ways
to cope with the ambivalence of humorous discourses. It becomes im-
portant to investigate “how the polysemy range of meanings in a tele-
vision text might be actualised in practice by viewers” (Bignell 2008:
297). Further on I presume that “ludic texts” are relatively open to a
variety of games to be played due to their multi-vocality and open re-
lationship to social contexts. In the case of the “Dviracio Sou”, it fol-
lows that different audience groups may play different “games” while
watching the same program. Enjoyment and pleasure accompanies
the play, whereas the sources and nature of pleasure may vary accord-
ing to the meanings that distinct viewership types ascribe to the
multi-dimensional discourse.

The uses and gratifications approach in the mass media audience
research studies address the experiences and pleasures of television.
The approach concerns itself with the social and psychological origins
of needs that generate expectations about the mass media which lead
to differential patters of media exposure resulting in need gratification
(Gunter 2000: 16). The consumption of entertainment media is among
important research issues in this branch of study. A motivated area of
research “tries to reach beyond a simple description ‘who is doing what
in which kind of situation’ and attempts to explain why things are
done as they are done” (Vorderer & Steen et al. 2006: 3). It explains
why people seek and enjoy entertainment media and rests on the as-
sumption that inner human motivations are accessible: respondents,
participating in a research, are fully aware of their own motives, and
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they are able and willing to reveal those motives. Moreover, consider-
ing a multi-dimensional nature of “ludic texts” of television, media re-
ception analysis, explaining how the media content is processed, po-
tentially adds important insights. It is argued that a pleasant experi-
ential state includes physiological, cognitive, and affective components
(Vorderer & Klimmt et al. 2004). It involves distant reflection, critical
evaluation and emotional participation in the media discourse. Dispo-
sition-based theories also stress affective disposition and moral judg-
ments concerning the actors for media performance. Overall, an ex-
amination of the reception of “ludic texts”, analysis of viewership mo-
tivation and expectations towards the program enables us to reveal, at
least to some extent, the “projection of personal meaning in the inter-
pretation of multilayered artefacts” (Cupchik 2001: 69). The next
chapter is based upon an argument that the pleasures of the “Dviracio
Sou” derive not only from the stimulation of the senses, but also of
cognition as well as from the endorsement of personal normative val-
ues.

DVIRACIO SOU” AND POLITICS: TYPOLOGY OF VIEWERSHIP

If you laugh you must know what you laugh at. [...]
Laughter has its meaning.
(Vilmantas)

The results of an empirical qualitative research of the “Dviracio Sou”
viewership are presented below. The research was implemented in
December 2007 — January 2008, in collaboration with the leader of
market the research and business consulting company TNS-Gallup. It
aimed to reveal a variety of reasons as to why Lithuanian television
viewers watch the program, strategies to cope with the intertex-
tualities of the “Dviracio Sou”, as well as the nature of the apprecia-
tion and enjoyment of the program among the audiences. The task
was to define the basic types of viewership, focusing on the potential of
the “documentary readings” of the discourse. Two main questions were
posed. In what terms is the “Dviracio Sou” a “ludic text” that is condu-
cive to civic disempowerment and disengagement? Can it promote or
contribute to the development of civic culture? This part of the re-
search, relevant for the present discussion, employed a qualitative au-
dience research method — semi-structured interviews. A group of in-
terviewees was selected according to the following variables: the in-
tensity of the “Dviracio Sou” viewership at the moment of the re-
search, age of respondents, their political engagement and their geo-
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graphical location.!® In the next paragraph, the discussion about the
results of the research starts with a number of general insights and
then proceeds to the established conceptual typology of viewership, fo-
cusing on its relevance to civic culture.

Asked to position the “Dviracio Sou” in the Lithuanian television
market, respondents almost univocally claim that the program has no
analogous competitors: “I cannot indicate a similar program. [...] the
“Dviracio Sou” is exceptional as the only one of its kind [of television
programming]. Nobody creates anything like it. There are no other en-
tertainment programs with jest” (Juozas, Vilnius). Although the for-
mat of the “Dviracio Sou” is conceived as being based on humour, the
program is designed to be more than a comedy: “[...] there is space left
for thinking, feeling and laughter” (Janina, Vilnius). It seems it would
be a mistake to attribute the program to light entertainment or tab-
loid television. Various types of sketch comedies and popular anecdote
competitions are considered to be incompatible with the “Dviracio
Sou”:

“Duiracio Zinios” provides more information than those [other entertain-
ment programs] [where] people demonstrate their skills and their ability
to tell jokes well. You don’t need a brain for that. Contrarily, “Dviracio
Zinios” asks for a second thought about whether the acting character is
eloquent, whether the truth is told. I could not stand that couple of little
mice [characters] at the beginning because I didn’t listen to them care-
fully, I didn’t like their appearance, that playing the ape. However, I was
told to sit and listen to what they talk about — I started to listen and was
pleased. Their biting arguments, their sneer [...]. Sometimes they bite poli-
ticians in addition to just telling about some event. It seems to me that
they offer a focused view... They touch the spot. I started to be fond of
them.

(Regina)

The latter program not only fulfills requirements of both low-brow and
refined humour, but also meets a wider range of needs and expecta-
tions on the side of the public: “I would say it is a rather funny and in-
ventive humorous program that brings forward various maladies, with
a substantial dose of humour. [...] Some politicians are exposed to ridi-
cule, events are revealed in a humorous manner” (Regina); “Eighty
percent of the content of the “Dviracio Sou” is non-fictive, and twenty
percent is invention and exaggeration” (Sigita). Although television
critics occasionally label “Dviracio Sou” as a “theatre”, it is a newscast
in another form, “newscast upside down” (Juozas). The humour is of-
ten more pleasurable if audiences, involved in discursive play, con-
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ceive it as transgressing the domain of aesthetic manipulation and
addressing their social contexts — real life, personalities, issues, proc-
esses and policies, relevant for audiences in their everyday life. More-
over, respondents often unconsciously use the old title, “Dviracio Zin-
ios” (“Bike News”), instead of the “Dviracio Sou” (“Bike Show”). They
treat the “Dviracio Sou” as a type of “embellished documentary”, a pe-
culiar counterpart of ordinary news and current affairs programming.
Asked to present the “Dviracio Sou” to a foreigner who has no idea
about the nature of the program, respondents commonly distinguished
its potential to reveal the events of Lithuanian political life, “mirror”
the domestic affairs, pinpoint the flaws and maladies of politics, and
disclose the abuses of political power.

The research revealed substantial differences among viewers in
terms of their relationship with the “Dviracio Sou”, as well as the per-
ception, uses and enjoyment of the hybrid programming. The pleasure
derived from humorous stimuli was the basic motive to become in-
volved in viewership for a majority of respondents. However, they dif-
fered in the ways they perceived and qualified the humour of the “Dvi-
racio Sou”, were dissimilar strategies for coping with the ambiguity of
playful discourse and had varied conceptions of the relationship of the
discourse to daily “real life”. It does not need to be said that the
sources and nature of the appreciation of this television format was
also different. According to the results of the qualitative research, the
typology of the viewership of the “Dviracio Sou” was developed.11

The first group of viewers was named Serious-minded Aesthetes
who consume the “Dviracio Sou” for aesthetic experience and revela-
tion. Such viewers treat the program as a piece of artistry, a product of
artistic imagination, the pre-staged spectacle: “The parody is beauti-
ful, it is free of derision, and the actors remind [of persons performed]”
(Ruta). They mostly enjoy the stylistic features of the discourse, mas-
tery of the actors, world play and other expressive means of the per-
formance. Most importantly, they think the “Dviracio Sou” belongs to
the fictional world of invention that has barely any relationship with
the “real” political life:

What I would miss if the program stopped? Well, there would be news,
politics. But we need such a program. Why do we need it? We need hu-
mour. [...] It has so much positive emotions. [...| We receive a lot of infor-
mation from the press, and this is pure comedy, a program for leisure
time, not a political one. [...] It portrays politicians but does not involve
politics. |...] It picks me up, and I do not look for any policy there. It is just
for fun — somebody did something and was shown [on TV]. If I wish to
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watch something serious, there are special programs such as “Spaudos
klubas”, news, etc.
(Ruta)

Such viewing practices are distanced from civic engagement, not so
much on the basis of personal disinterest in politics, but on the con-
servative belief that a humour-involving, non-serious, “light” mode of
discourse is a play that should not be treated as otherwise. In other
words, where jest and fun rule, no place remains for a truthful politi-
cal argument or civic involvement: “Politics concerns a serious tone,
and this program is not as such [serious]. Is it political?” (Stase).
Viewership of the “Dviracio Sou” belongs to the realm of private lei-
sure and personal disinterested pleasure.

The Serious-Minded Aesthetes should not be confused with the sec-
ond group, the Civic Escapists, a substantially different type of view-
ers for whom watching the “Dviracio Sou” seems to be a means of “po-
litical therapeutics”. This is a peculiar type of audience that basically
buys into the critical edge of the personified parody, i.e., political satire
of the show; they heavily focus on jeering, critique of public figures
and political power in general. Superiority and release theories of hu-
mour would explain an appreciation of such derision best. Civic Escap-
ists appreciate the “Dviracio Sou” because the bitter disclosure of vices
of political power embodies a symbolic revenge of the powerless; here
laughter relieves frustration aroused by the feeling of lost control, fu-
tility of their civic voice and choice:

What happens if we laugh? Nothing on my side, it’s just a laugh. [...] I can
do nothing, I cannot make an influence upon a decision but I can deride
them sincerely. The more harm they do to me and to other people in
Lithuania with their decisions, the stronger my laugh is.

(Vilmantas)

The last resort of the weak is laughter that brings a temporal relief,
relaxation, a discharge of discontent, but also allows oneself to dis-
tance oneself from the “dirty” realm of politics, to refuse a burden of
responsibility for what is going on in the state. Moreover, it seems that
the meaning of the “message” of the “Dviracio Sou” is less a function of
digging into the jest and wit of the program creators than a mere pro-
jection of negative preconceived notions, stereotypes and general disil-
lusionment with political power and civic engagement:

The “Duviracio Sou” presents current affairs of the day or the week, and
ridicules the situation. [...] When they report daily events, I think “oh my
God” — they [“Dviracio Sou”] ridicule but there is no one to draw conclu-
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stons. They [politicians| do not come to any conclusions though they are
laughed at every single day. [...] [What is your viewpoint after watching
the “Dviracio Sou”?] Nobody reasons, that is my viewpoint... or perhaps
they do not watch [the programl]... I think they might watch, but do not
draw any conclusions. People see that, and the news without humour will
address it. They behave as if they are immune, allowed to behave accord-

ing to their wish. They lost morality. [...] [Do you get emotionally involved
while watching the “Dviracio Sou”?] No, I rather get angry that the gov-
ernment does not take any measures. [...] It is laughter through tears. We

live in a society where nobody takes measures against maladies, nobody
reacts, and nobody fights corruption, license and egoistic decisions. The
“Duiracio Sou” is not light humour.

(Sigita)

To some extent, Civic Escapists would like to believe that the “Dvira-
cio Sou” is a more effective expression of their own voice: “If any of our
politicians watch [“Dviracio Sou”], maybe their conscience awakes... if
they have any conscience, they would watch and think...” (Valdas). On
the other hand, these viewers are often pessimists who do not expect
changes and avoid harsh criticism of politicians and public figures. In
their opinion, the “Dviracio Sou” “is not a predator” (Bernardas), thus
the television program is imagined as a leashed watchdog — barking
but not biting. The presented modes of viewership — Serious-Minded
Aesthetes and Civic Escapists — do not reveal much potential of the
program in terms of serving public and civic engagement. However,
two other types of the “Dviracio Sou” public, keep the hope for foster-
ing civic engagement alive.

Third, the theories of the usage and gratification in the mass media
audience research mention surveillance among most the important
motives and benefits sought by the media audience. In the case of the
“Dviracio Sou” viewership, the surveillance of communal life and pub-
lic affairs, following the course of events, is most important for the
third group, the Distrait Information Seekers. For this particular type
of viewer the value of the program is based upon the principle of real-
ism, its ability to reflect and review ongoing dynamics of the “real
world” using peculiar discursive means — parody, satire, wit. It is often
conceived as a substitute of, though more often a complement to, tra-
ditional current affairs programming. In other words, the “Dviracio
Sou” performs the role of news:

If you watch ordinary news you can skip the “Dviracio Sou”. On the other
hand, you can watch the latter [program] instead of the former [the news].
[...] If I am late for news, like today, I turn on the “Dviracio Sou” and see
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if anything happened. They mock, but do not touch without any reason,
thus something happened.
(Juozas)

The appeal of such a communicative format is three-fold: first, it is
perceived to facilitate orientation in the flow of information — selection
of relevant information, timely reaction and notification about the
most important events and processes; the format of the news seems to
attract individuals who do not share the pessimism of Civic Escapists
but are not keen to invest much of their time into close following of
public affairs on a daily basis. Second, the “Dviracio Sou” talks in the
vernacular language; literary, humorous, metaphorical discourse is at-
tractive because it is perceived to be more a comprehensible, accurate
and effective way to convey the meaning or opinion: “I would say that
the vernacular, humorous and comprehensible discourse lets you
know what happens in our Lithuania” (Nemira). Third, the perception
that humorous discourse helps to acquire a critical distance, offers to
view the politics “from another angle” is an important added value of
the program:

I do not think it is negative to see things from a different angle. |...] You
see things in one way, and the creators of the program show them from
another way. One may say, they look through a different lens, from the
other side. They investigate a particular situation, a problem or an event
from different angles [...] They [“Dviracio Sou”] inspire an interest in those
issues. Perhaps an issue raised in a humorous manner makes a person see
it in a different way. Its light form stimulates thoughts |...].

(Inga)

The “Dviracio Sou” does not demand such a deep involvement, prepa-
ration for viewership and political expertise in the way a pundit talks
or political debates on television. The program supplies shorts and
hints to direct the ordinary viewer’s attention towards matters that
are possibly important to know, to consider and decide upon for
him/her as a citizen: “[...] You get a hint which urges you to dig in and
get an explanation” (Nemira). It also gratifies us with pleasurable ex-
periences based on the use of wit, discovery of hidden normative judg-
ments and indirect messages of creative critique, the humorous expo-
sure of the truth. Pleasure is born not out of the emotional involve-
ment, but critical reflection — the joke must be decoded, and under-
stood to be found amusing.
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Fourth, Sophisticated Engaged Surveyors, the last type of viewer-
ship of the “Dviracio Sou”, is similar to Distrait Information Seekers in
terms of the significance of non-fictive generic expectations and subor-
dination of the discourse for daily political orientation. However,
unlike facile information seekers, such an audience is more sophisti-
cated, less trustful of the “Dviracio Sou” informative potential, and
better aware of the situations and limits of such a commercial en-
deavor:

I think [the program has| a double task, I suppose that’s how it is. First,
it’s an appeal to popular consciousness, civic spirit, and a presentation of
public maladies that the society has to consider. On the other hand, every
commercial television needs a feeling [what attracts audiences]. The other
thing is a zest of politicians who wish to have their fictive characters on
television; they actively cooperate and make an influence on television.
[They] prefer any appearance on television to their absence there. That’s a
double bind. It is a pursuit of popular success, profit [...] plus the influ-
ence of politicians.

(Janina)

They are better aware of the ambiguities and biases of the discourse,
multiplicity of ways to read parody and make sense of humorous nor-
mative judgments. Such a viewer is more self-reliant and confident
about his/her personal opinion due to a diversification of information
channels, deeper and more persistent interest about things going on
behind the fence of one’s yard. The viewership of the “Dviracio Sou” is
meaningful in terms of otherwise unavailable or limited information,
rumors about the backstage of political processes, witty, implicit
stances, interpretations and opinions that are not to be relied upon
but which occasionally serve as a means to compare, inspect and
probably revise your own personal positions and preferences. The po-
litical satire is not entrusted as the mission of carnivalesque false
emancipation and symbolic restoration of justice under the conditions
of degraded politics. The sophisticated viewer appreciates satire in
other ways: one does not share the idealistic hope that the “Dviracio
Sou” is to tame, control and prevent the abuse of the political power,
nor feel that that comedians are to overtake a citizens’ job and duty:

[When I watch critique] I know that I again took the wrong decision in
general elections. [...] You get interested, make inquiries, read a newspa-
per, watch [television]. That person earns a minus for the abuse. [...] The
first thing is political engagement, the second one — participation in gen-
eral elections.
(Mindaugas)
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Sophisticated surveillance is engaging in terms of civic responsibility.
Viewing and appreciation of the “Dviracio Sou” is not only a matter of
awareness of what is going around, i.e. passive citizenship; it is more
importantly a matter of active citizenship, competence and readiness
to take decisions and make civic choices in life outside the TV screen
and the private living room. Such uses of satire are not so clearly
prone to civic cynicism. As long as political life is perceived to be based
upon choices, mistakes and corrections, public visibility of the per-
formance of political power is important in terms of the evaluation, re-
vision of one’s political affiliations, support and future decisions.

CONCLUSIONS

The article raises an issue of hybrid entertainment television and
complex patterns of its viewership. It emphasises the need to differen-
tiate between a variety of mutating television discourses that cele-
brate a mixture of fictions and factuality, jest and serious deliberation,
leisure time and civic engagement. The nature of generic hybridity
and mechanisms of intertextuality are an important, however, down-
played element of entertainment television, waiting for the thorough
scholarly debates and investigations. We should again raise the same
question: is all comedy just meant for careless entertainment? The
sensitivity to peculiarities of hybrid entertainment production allows
an identification and evaluation of the distinct roles it plays in daily
social environments.

Particular types of hybrid entertainment television have an am-
bivalent generic identity. The ambivalency is due to both an avoidance
of its producers to step into a symbolic contract with their audiences
and to the multi-vocal nature of communicative playfulness. “Ludic
texts” are relatively open to a variety of games to be played, thus dif-
ferent viewers may approach, perceive and use the same hybrid pro-
gramming in different ways. Enjoyment and pleasure accompanies the
play. However, the sources and nature of pleasure may vary according
to the meanings that the distinct patterns of viewership ascribe to the
multi-dimensional discourses. The viewership is a play in terms of the
nature of the relationship between audiences and the ambiguous,
multi-vocal universes of humorous television formats. In the case of
the “Dviracio Sou”, it is a process of meaning production, a way to cope
with the suspense that is presented through an overlap of fiction and
non-fiction, of Aesopian arguments and jest generates. Therefore, the
analysis of media texts is insufficient to make plausible conclusions
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about the social uses and effects of media production. In the case of
“ludic texts” of television, viewership is the main site where the social
identities of dubious television discourses evolve. Viewership practices
should be an important element of mass media research.

In terms of generic textual features, the “Dviracio Sou” violates
some important principles of public journalism in terms of content and
form. The program implodes the spheres of politics and popular cul-
ture, urgent public deliberation and personalised stories of human in-
terest; it does not draw a line between the real and the fictional, the
true and the invented, the fact and the rumour, the argument and a
joke. The “Dviracio Sou” violates the basic principles of traditional po-
litical communication; however, the audiences see it as a peculiar,
conspicuous discourse concerning public affairs, and they often look for
something extra to only comedy. The results of the qualitative audi-
ence research show that viewers of the “Dviracio Sou” consider the
program to be a unique Lithuanian product that is difficult to compare
with other genres of humorous entertainment as it is ambiguous in
terms of its generic identity (purposes, aims, gratifications).

The typology of the “Dviracio Sou” viewership reveals that an
amalgamation of politics and popular culture, public life and private
trivialities, brinkmanship between jest and serious argument, creates
a multi-layered communicative structure that attracts those television
viewers who seek aesthetic experience, those who look for the symbolic
means to express their civic disillusionment, as well as those who are
interested in a political message, insight, opinion, or those who search
for a means to orientate themselves in the dynamics of political affairs
of their community and state. On the one hand, the substantial dif-
ferences in the perception and appreciation of the “Dviracio Sou” by
the established types of viewers tend to refute a one-sided alarming
story about the defective impacts of all entertainment television. On
the other hand, the research shows that hybrid programming a la
Lithuanian “Dviracio Sou” might not be a panacea for the civic dis-
trust and disengagement in striving democracies. The following argu-
ment is posed for future research: this type of hybrid entertainment
television deepens the divide between active / engaged and passive /
disengaged citizens, empowering the former and strengthening the
cynicism and apathy of the latter.
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Notes

1. The source of the trailer is a website of the LNK channel broadcasting the
“Dviracio Sou”, see http://www.Ink.lt/index;shows;view, id. 29,item.17

2. However, one should note that scarce analysis concerning particular types
of non-fictive entertainment, e.g. production of Discovery Communica-
tions Inc. See Fiirsich 2003.

3. This is a transcript of a personal audio-visual record of the “Dviracio Sou”
(21 April 2008). However, texts of the “discussions” of these characters
are also accessible on the news website www.alfa.lt

4. These are a couple of farmers from the South-Western Lithuania (Suval-
kija), a gangster from Siauliai town, former characters: twin villagers
(bratkos), a conservative teacher and a representative of the newly rich
(Zita from Mazeikiai town), etc.

5. See “The Blair Witch Project”, http://www.blairwitch.com/

6. However, one should note the ambiguous role of a playmate because it
does not imply reciprocity between the participants in a game. If the “Dvi-
racio Sou” is a playmate for a viewer, this does not mean that a viewer is
treated as a playmate by the production team. For example, during a per-
formance of a stand-up comedy, a comedian is a playmate to the gathered
public, however, the public is not a playmate for a comedian if he per-
forms not so much for personal pleasure as for the money.

7. The survey was ordered and publicised by the Civil Society Institute
(Lithuania) in 2006. See http://www.civitas.lt

8. News and current affairs programming are excluded.

9. One can theoretically imagine a peculiar type of viewer who simply enjoys
permanent encounters with new and bizarre television formats as riddles
he/she has to solve. However, such a viewer would not be motivated to
watch the same, known program continuously.
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10. The group of “loyal” viewers of the “Dviracio Sou” was composed of indi-
viduals who watch the program at least two times a week, and are from 30
to 55 years old (the population of such an age interval watch the program
more actively if compared to the share of such viewers among the younger
or older population). A majority of the semi-structured interviews were
conducted with citizens of Vilnius, the capital city of Lithuania, and sev-
eral respondents were interviewed in a little town in the North-Eastern
part of the country (substantial numbers of viewers are located outside the
capital city and big towns).

11. Considering the fact that typologies are conceptual systems of ideal catego-
ries, they imply the reduction of complexity of the social reality.
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POLISH JOKELORE IN THE PERIOD OF
TRANSITION

Dorota Brzozowska
Abstract

The aim of this paper! is to show the main tendencies of script changes in
jokes that were popular in Poland at the beginning of the 21st century.
The observable types of changes are connected with the political, social
and economic situation of Poland after 1989 and the fall of communism.
The content of and developments in the three most numerous groups of
jokes, i.e. political, ethnic and sexual jokes, are examined.

Key words: ethnic, humour, jokes, Polish humour, political jokes, post-
socialism

INTRODUCTION

Kawat, one of the Polish equivalents for joke, is said to be “firmly
rooted in Polish history” and “plays a colossal role in Polish culture”
(Wierzbicka 1991: 189). According to Wierzbicka, the prototypical
kawat is political. It promulgates group identity, solidarity and social
integration vis-a-vis certain outsiders. The traditionally largest group
of jokes has recently decreased rapidly. For many years the main aim
of jokes in Poland was to mock socialist structures, the people who
governed the country — especially the first secretaries of the PZPR
(Polish United Workers’ Party), the Soviet Union and the ordinary
citizens’ way of life. Due to this feature of group identity, even nonver-
bal jokes were difficult to understand without additional background
information.

The first anthologies of political humour appeared at the beginning
of the nineties (e.g. “Dowcip surowo wzbroniony”), and even the politi-
cal jokes published ten years later were actually about the situation in
Poland before 1989.

Ethnic jokes are also different than they used to be. There was a
tradition of telling jokes about three men of different nationalities who
for years were known here as Polak, Rusek i Niemiec (a Pole, a Rus-
sian and a German). They are no longer as popular as they used to be.
Furthermore, they ceased to include Polish neighbours as obligatory
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heroes. Presently, the place of the Russian and the German is usually
taken by the American, the Frenchman, the Dutchman etc. Addition-
ally, the Pole was always the cleverest hero in the old jokes, while new
jokes of this type are more similar to Polish jokes in which the Pole is
the butt of the joke.

In earlier times, typical Jewish humour was very widespread in Po-
land, and Jewish jokes were one of the most numerous groups in col-
lections published before the Second World War. The percentage of
Jewish jokes is now very low. Jokes about Scots seek to fill the gap
caused by the absence of Jewish humour. As a result, there are more
jokes about Scots than about Jews in new Polish anthologies, even if
the latter nation was not even mentioned in the old collections.

Enormous changes are also easy to notice in jokes with the SEX/NO
SEX opposition, as a considerable number of them followed the opening
of sex shops and broader access to pornography. The role of female
characters has also changed. Women are very often described as sex
objects or portrayed as stupid or sexually aggressive.

Traditionally, some jokes were popular with certain social groups of
people, and the subject of those jokes depended on the audience’s
background, i.e. occupation, status or age. Currently, the new type of
pop culture promotes low culture jokes. Such jokes have become most
common in Poland in the last few years. Political jokes have been sub-
stituted by politically incorrect jokes: sick, vulgar or tasteless —
printed in booklets or published in dailies and magazines. In the mid-
nineties the “truly tasteless jokes” offended and disgusted people. A
few years later telling, e-mailing and collecting sick and dirty jokes
became part of the Polish sense of humour.

One of the sources of jokes is the Internet, which influences not
only the quantity, but also the quality of the transmitted jokes. The
new fashion of sending jokes by e-mail is also present in Poland. Jokes
were originally perceived as mainly oral texts, but this has recently
changed. New jokes spread much faster, and humorous books are also
increasing in popularity. There are easily available booklets and
pocket-size paperbacks, as well as thematically arranged hardback
collections of anecdotes and jokes. Jokes in Poland in the period of
transition are becoming similar to those that are popular in other
countries. They are losing their national style and becoming more and
more international and universal. The 21st century is a period of rap-
idly travelling jokes sent through e-mail accounts as spam, and these
jokes definitely different from those Poles used to tell their friends
even a decade earlier.
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POLITICAL JOKES

The prototypical Polish jokes used to be political. They promote group
identity, solidarity and social integration vis-a-vis certain outsiders
(Wierzbicka 1991: 188). The outsiders were the foreign partitioning
powers in the nineteenth century, the Nazis occupying Poland during
World War II and the Soviet-imposed communist regime of post-war
Poland. For many years the main aim of jokes in Poland was to mock
socialist structures, the people who governed the country — especially
the first secretaries of the PZPR (Polish United Workers’ Party), the
Soviet Union and the common citizens’ style of “living” (cf. Banc &
Dundes 1990). Due to this feature of group identity, even nonverbal
jokes were difficult to translate without additional background infor-
mation.

Strict censorship made the publishing of political jokes impossible.
Therefore only collections of folk humour could be printed (Simonides
1976). There was a time when even telling certain jokes was illegal,
dangerous and punishable:

— Czym sie rozni Warszawiak od Paryzanina?

— Paryzanin, jak tylko usigdzie, zaraz opowiada kawaly antyrzgdowe,
Warszawiak, jak opowie dowcipy polityczne, to zaraz siedzi.

* — What is the difference between a Varsovian and a Parisian?

— A Parisian tells anti-governmental jokes as soon as he sits [downl, and a
Varsovian sits [in jaill as soon as he tells political jokes.
(Xsiega Humoru 1999)

Anthologies of political humour appeared at the beginning of the nine-
ties (e.g. “Dowcip surowo wzbroniony”) [“Jokes Strictly Forbidden”]
and even the political jokes published ten years later were actually
about the situation in Poland before 1989:

— I have a rope and a neighbour who is a communist. What should I do?
— Wait.
(Xsiega Humoru 1999)

Taking into consideration the great richness of the political jokes that
were forbidden in communist Poland, as well as the fact that as early
as the Middle Ages, their forefathers were characterised by the saying:
“A Pole would sooner lose his friend than his joke”, it is not surprising
that they were regarded as “the funniest barrack in the camp” (Rosen-
busch 1987: 221). Poles still exchanged jokes, even though the situa-
tion did not encourage laughter.
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From time to time, the problem of the authorities’ lack of education re-
curred in political jokes, especially those about first secretaries of the
Central Committee of the PZPR:

At a party meeting, the secretary is saying:

— Comrades, soon socialism will rule over the whole world. Today it covers
one fifth of the Earth, in a year it will cover one sixth, in two years one
seventh, then one eighth... Yes, comrades, the progress of socialism cannot
be stopped!

(http://humor.dyk.pl/show_dowcip.php?id=1197)

— Jaka jest réznica pomigdzy pociggiem a Gomutkq?

— Taka, ze pocigg ma dwie klasy, a Gomutka cztery.

* — What is the difference between a train and Gomutka?

— The difference is that a train has two classes, and Gomutka four [i.e.
four years’ education].

(Szeptanka 1990: 65)

Another topic of jokes in communist Poland was the Soviet Union it-
self and the grim reality of the average citizen, who was “waiting for
old age” standing in lines, crowding for many hours in front of a shop
in which there were only empty shelves instead of any products.

An old woman comes into a butcher’s store.

—I'd like some ham.

— We don’t have any.

— Then some cured pork shoulder, please.

— We don’t have any of that either.

— How about some loin of pork or a pork knuckle?

— We don’t have it. We don’t have anything!

The old woman leaves the store and the shop assistant tells her friend:
— Look at her! She is so old and has such a good memory!
(http://humor.dyk.pl/show_dowcip.php?id=1141)

— Why aren’t there any fish at the market?
— In order to divert people’s attention from the lack of meat.
(http://humor.dyk.pl/show_dowcip.php?id=1141)

At a greengrocer’s a customer asks for one Brussels sprout.

— One? The shop assistant asks, surprised.

— Yes, because it is for the stuffed cabbage dish made from the meat
ration.

(http://prl.dowcipy.pl/index.php/humor_prl_3)
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It was not only meat that was in short supply. Non-smokers could get
a few extra decagrams of chocolate-like products if they gave their
coupons to those who were addicted to nicotine. One could be glad if
one was lucky enough to be able to buy rationed sugar, shoes or other
basic products.

— What are we going to do this autumn?
— We are going to play coupons.
(Rosenbusch 1987: 143)

Jokes created in the communist era were difficult to translate, as they
were deeply immersed in the knowledge of everyday reality. They
were well understood by the other inhabitants of the Eastern Bloc,
however, since they had similar problems.

Telling jokes was dangerous because of intensified censorship and
the state defence decree that allowed people to be arrested and pun-
ished with several years of imprisonment for spreading so-called
“whispered propaganda”. This was treated as an illegal activity, i.e.
“lowering the dignity of the main authorities of the Polish State” (cf.
Kmiecik 1998).

The secret police announced a competition for the best political joke.

The first prize: 5 years in a forced labour camp.

The second prize: 3 years in a forced labour camp, and a few consolation
prizes of 6 months to 1 year.

(Rosenbusch 1987: 18)

“The forbidden laughter” did not stop, however, as long as it was
“strictly forbidden”. In the jokes comparing conditions in Poland and
abroad, a Polish dog boasted that even though it did not have enough
to eat, it was at least free to bark.

One of the more important series of this period was jokes about mi-
litiamen (police), ridiculing the stupidity of those whose position de-
pended only on physical strength or political loyalty. In this way the
political system was criticised as irrational, and jokes were the ex-
pression of society’s rebellion, as there was no other possibility to pro-
test. These texts served as a protective mechanism and were a social
satire — they allowed the frustrated society to abreact at the militia-
men as the representatives of the repressive and hated authority.
Their actual causes lay in the social situation: they were revenge
against those who did not refrain from showing their strength using
truncheons and tear gas, which could affect any random passer-by.
Popular since the 1950s and revived after scuffles between people and
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the militiamen in the subsequent years, they reached their peak of
popularity in the 1980s after the introduction of martial law. During
martial law the militia were not only more conspicuous but also more
dangerous. At that time, separate militia units were created, and
these gave rise to corresponding jokes about ORMO (members of the
reserve militia) and ZOMO (the anti-riot militia). ZOMO became a
particular target of hatred, as it was a symbol of brutality and terror.
Students were a particular target of repressions by the militia:

A Polish riot policeman grabs hold of a young man and, while holding
him tight, asks:

— Are you a student?!

— No, a hooligan...

— Oh, I'm very sorry...

(http://humor.dyk.pl/show_dowcip.php?id=1123)

In March 1968, a farmer was asked:

— Are you going to send your son to university?
— No, I'm not. I'm going to beat him myself...
(www.dowcipy.listonosz.net/o_prl.html)

Militiamen walking in pairs or in groups of three, driving around in
prowl cars, were ever present in the streets, and patrolled the towns:

— Why do militiamen walk in groups of three?

— Because one of them can write, another can read, and the third one
keeps an eye on the intelligentsia.
(klatus.w.interia.pl/pl/kawaly/policjanci.html)

— Why do patrols consist of a militiaman and a dog?
— Two heads are better than one.
(http://rozrywka.ropczyce.info/humor/links.php?category=6&order=title)

Citizens could be afraid of having their IDs checked, being arrested or
searched. Meetings and larger groups of people were dispelled, and
ZOMO cordons, smoke and water cannons were not rare in the streets.
The aim of ridiculing all of this was to decrease or even eliminate the
fear of “the beating heart of the party”.

The basic quality of the political joke before 1989 was the scoffing
commentary on the government’s activity. After the abolishment of
censorship, this function was assumed by articles in the press and
statements by politicians and journalists on radio and TV. Thus a joke
no longer functioned as polemics, “it lost the significant role of being
the only possible form of resistance to the official propaganda, speak-
ing unanimously” (Kaminska-Szmaj 2001: 189). The lack of common
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agreement resulting from the unequivocal division into “us” versus
“them” caused the decrease in the popularity of political jokes which
stopped being “a mass genre interesting for all social strata” (Kamin-
ska-Szmaj 2001: 203). Politics was no longer a taboo topic, and an-
thologies of jokes could be published freely. Political jokes became un-
necessary, since their function was taken over by a medial discourse of
a frequently negative emotional character. “The corpus of winged
words of the last ten years primarily offers evidence of the general
politicisation and ideologisation of the Polish cultural context in the
1990s” (Chlebda 2005: 296). After a momentary stagnation, the politi-
cal joke was revived with new strength in the so-called 4th Republic as
a complement to, instead of a replacement for dialog between the gov-
ernment and those governed what it used to be. Its main topics are the
PiS [Law and dJustice] party, which used to hold power when twin
brothers were heads of state: Lech (the President) and Jarostaw (the
Prime Minister) Kaczynski:

— What makes Poland special in the world?
— It is the only country that has a spare president.
(http://www.drozda.pl/index.php?menu=dowcipy)

A woman [“baba”] comes into a store:

— A kilo of potatoes, please. But I want every one of them to be different,
because I can’t stand twins any more.
(forum.o2.pl/temat.php?id_p=5193427)

— What is the ultimate in loutishness?
— To vote for PiS and then leave the country.
(http://rozrywka.57.pl/kawal,876.html)

The humorous predilections were moreover also shifted from current
affairs and politics to morals and the absurd. Hence it was not the Pol-
ish sense of humour that had changed, but the social conditions in
which jokes were created. Along with the loosening of morals and a
wave of pornography, there was more demand for sex-related jokes.
Better and faster access to information caused the appearance of he-
roes imported from the USA (e.g. blondes or Chuck Norris), and jokes
in circulation in Poland are no longer as difficult for foreigners to un-
derstand. The universal character of the jokes that are popular in the
new era can be regarded as a proof of progressing globalisation. Al-
though Poles remain under its influence, they still appreciate the na-
tive ability to laugh, claiming to be “still the funniest barrack, but in
another camp now!”
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ETHNIC JOKES
The Russians

After World War II, children in the ruins of Warsaw used to sing a
song to the melody of a Russian song “Kazaczok”: Apple and pear trees
were blooming, the German escaped, the Russian barged in... (Kmiecik
1998: 184). “Anti-Soviet” jokes were also created as early as in 1944,
when the Red Army was crossing Poland:

A curse from 1945: “May the Germans occupy you and the Russians set
you free”.
(Rosenbusch 1987: 13)

— Why are there so many Russians in Poland?
— In order to protect our country.
— From what?

— From the Poles taking control of the government.
(Rosenbusch 1987: 21)

The script A RUSSIAN DRINKING VODKA appears in many jokes. In most
cases it is neither drinking for the sake of drinking nor lonely drink-
ing, but a ritual in which a particular group of people have to partici-
pate:

A Russian, a German and a Pole washed up on a desert island. They were
sitting and thinking how they could get back to civilisation. Suddenly
they caught a goldfish, which promised to grant them three wishes. The
Pole said:

— L want a bottle of vodka and to go home.

And his wish was granted. The German said:

— L want a case of beer and to go home.

He also got what he wanted. The Russian stayed there alone. He kept on
thinking and then said:

— L want a box of vodka and those two back here!
(http://www.rosjapl.info/rosja/dowcipy_o_rosjanach.php#pozostale)

Russians’ drunkenness can be seen in a positive way, especially in
jokes in which there is an element of respect or admiration for Rus-
sians’ ability to “hold their liquor” (Lappo 2002: 161):

An American comes into a bar and said:

— Anyone who drinks a litre of vodka at once shall get 500 million dollars
from me!

A Russian leaves the bar and goes to another one across the street. One
minute later he returns and says: “I can do it!”
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The waiter gives him a litre of vodka and the Russian drinks it.
The American gives him the money and asks:

— Why did you go to the bar across the street?

— Aaaaa... I wanted to see if I could do it...
(http://www.rosjapl.info/rosja/dowcipy_o_rosjanach.php#pozostale)

In jokes, vodka is often a reference point that helps to explain the
world:

A Russian officer has to explain to his soldiers the destruction that can be
done by an atomic bomb. He starts like this:

— Soldiers! Imagine twenty..., no, fifty..., no, a hundred cases of vodka and
no one to drink them.
(http://www.rosjapl.info/rosja/dowcipy_o_rosjanach.php#pozostale)

In the period of the People’s Republic of Poland there were attempts to
create a new positive stereotype of the Russian — the Soviet man. Nev-
ertheless, people in Poland at that time used to laugh not at the Rus-
sians but at the “Soviet People”, the Communist system, the Soviet
Union and its leaders, the political commissars and the officially advo-
cated “Polish-Russian friendship” (Kmiecik 1998: 186):

— Russians have gone into space!
— All of them?

— No, just one — Gagarin.

— So why are you bothering me?!
(Kmiecik 1998: 187)

Symbols, slogans, holidays and ceremonies of the communist regime
were also reflected in jokes:

— Why is the hammer one of the communist symbols?

— So that people could knock it out of their heads that things will ever get
better.

(Kmiecik 1998: 187)

In 1945 at the Potsdam Conference the process of forming “the new
deal” in Europe was brought to a conclusion. In 1946 the first Soviet
atomic reactor was built. Soviet isolationism and the capitalist states’
desire to contain communism launched the “cold war”. In March 1946,
Churchill made a speech in which he confirmed the drawing of an
“iron curtain” from the Baltic Sea to the Adriatic. An arms race began
throughout the world in connection with rivalry between the United
States and Russia in various fields:
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— Is it really true that the USA does not equal us in technology, the
economy and military science?

— Actually, yes. It is difficult to explain that to the Americans, though.

(Na erewanskiej fali 1990: 50)

Jokes created during the “cold war” explicitly expose the real
weakness hidden behind the slogans of welfare, by contrasting the
Soviet Union and the USA:

An American delegation came to Russia. They were getting off the plane
when suddenly one of them said:

— Everything is so small here in Russia, look at all of those old mud huts.
In America everything is big and new.

The annoyed Russians went to America. Sasza left the plane, and he
could see that everything was indeed big and new. Suddenly he spotted a
small old mud hut. He told the American:

— What’s that? Everything was supposed to be big and beautiful here.

The American answered:

— That is your embassy.
(http://www.dowcipy.net.pl/?s=dowcipy&kateg=5&strona=4&aid=0)

The Russian language itself was treated as an allusion serving
humorous effect in jokes, anecdotes and the cabaret. In the latter, the
frequency of jokes about Russians was incomparably less than in
colloquial speech, because cabaret performers had to take into account
the institution of censorship. The appearance of Russian elements in
Polish texts was common. Since the Russian language was taught as a
compulsory subject in Polish schools, these texts had a wide audience:

Szeregowiec przychodzi do dowddcy:

— Towariszczi tanki jadg!!! — Skolko ich? — Wosiem.— To bieri granat i
rozgoni tanki.

Po chwili: — Rozgonil tanki? — Rozgonil. — To oddawaj granat!

* A private comes to his conmander: — Comrade, the tanks are coming!!!
— How many? — Eight. — Then take a grenade and disperse the tanks.

After a while: — Did you disperse the tanks? — I did. — Then give me the
grenade back!

[The dialogue is partly in Polish and partly in Russian]
(forum.gery.pl/index.php?showtopic=44661)

In communist Poland one could only officially say about the Soviet Un-
ion and its people what they said officially about themselves (Glowin-
ski 2002: 17). The language that functioned as the official ideology
(newspeak) was a barrier that made it impossible to exchange ideas.
The adjective “Soviet” underwent a great deal of ideologisation; it was
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expected that positive evaluations of the system would be given in offi-
cial statements, and thus it became almost an article of faith. In collo-
quial speech it was equally consistently carnivalised — it had a gro-
tesque, ironic, dissonant coloration. Because of their doctrinal propa-
gation of Polish-Soviet friendship, the communist authorities in Po-
land achieved the opposite effect. Wilful Poles identifying Russians
with the ideological system represented a return to the negative his-
torical stereotype. For instance, the addition of the adjective Soviet to
the noun scientist had the power of crushing irony as it resulted from
propaganda directives according to which Soviet dwarfs were the big-
gest in the world, and Soviet progressive paralysis was the most pro-
gressive (Kepinski 1995:157):

A Soviet scientist crossed an earthworm with a hedgehog and the result
was barbed wire.
(http://www.dowcipy.net.pl/?s=dowcipy&kateg=5&strona=4&aid=0)

— What is the difference between democracy and people’s democracy?
— The difference is the same as that between a chair and an electric chair.
(humor.dowcipy.pl/index.php/humor_31)

The events of December 13, 1981 were associated, among other things,
with the Soviet Union’s influence on Polish affairs:

— Jaki jest zwigzek miedzy wprowadzeniem stanu wojennego a
LSolidarnosciq”? — Radziecki.

* — What is the connection between the introduction of martial law and
“Solidarity”? — Soviet.

(Rosenbusch 1987: 169)

In 1986 the Chernobyl power plant exploded; in Poland this disaster is
associated with disinformation, the Lugol solution administered a few
days after the accident, i.e. a few days too late, and a mass fear of ra-
diation. These emotions were reflected in jokes:

— Why is it so easy to pick mushrooms at night?
— Because they glow.
(wiadomosci.onet.pl/1330257,2678)

— Is it true that after the disaster in Chernobyl one should not eat apples?
— No, it’s not. One can eat as many apples as one wants, but the apple
cores should be buried at least two meters below ground.
(www.dowcipy.net.pl/?s=dowcipy&kateg=5)

— Long live Chernobyl! Two heads are better than one.
(www.ciapek.pl/index.php?go=text)
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Socially consolidated points of view referring to Russians (cf. Bart-
minski 2007) are somewhat unevenly represented in jokes. The most
popular is the point of view of the simple man — to which the folk pro-
file of the “brother-enemy” corresponds (“a Slav” and simultaneously
“an Asian”). It is composed of features corresponding to “the Slav fa-
miliarity”, “the Russian soul” (lack of moderation, alcohol abuse, a
dash of madness, openness, cordiality, hospitality, a penchant for fun,
perseverance — are all perceived positively, as being common to the
Russian and the auto-stereotype of the Pole) and the images of the
Asian — wild, two-faced, an aggressor and a slave. The dominant fea-
tures are physical strength, aggressiveness, and a psychical affinity
with the Pole connected with the avocation for alcohol. “The brother-
enemy” is the worst and the most dangerous kind of enemy, as he is
attributed with betrayal, hypocrisy and fratricide. Ambivalently
judged, this is the most important prototype profile. This profile is
mainly represented in the above-quoted jokes about the Red Army and
vodka, and contemporarily connected with people trading at so-called
Russian markets.

In the eyes of young Poles, Russians have lost their traditionally
understood “Russian soul”, and are now perceived more from the point
of view of everyday life (as someone trading at a market place or work-
ing illegally) than of ideology (Lappo 2002: 162). “The sight of a Rus-
sian trading at the Tenth Anniversary Stadium in the remnants of the
Empire’s glory is more effective in relieving the old Polish traumas
and complexes than the long-lasting activities of the TPPR (The Pol-
ish-Russian Friendship Association) and all the celebrations dedicated
to mutual friendship” (Tazbir 1998: 139):

— You know, I bought a map of Europe from the Russians at the market-
place yesterday.

- So what?

— Imagine, blast it, we aren’t on it!

(Xsiega humoru 1999: 210)

Byla plama nie ma bluzki,
bo ten proszek byt od Ruskich.
* There was a stain, but now there is no blouse, / because the washing
powder was Russian.
(www.dowcipy.net.pl/?s=dowcipy&kateg=5)

Nowadays, the country’s considerable social stratification has resulted
in a series of jokes about “the new Russians”. These achieved great
popularity in the republics of the former Soviet Union, and reached
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Poland as well. They include the following scripts: INFINITE WEALTH,
STUPIDITY, EXTRAVAGANCE, CONCEIT, IMPERTINENCE, referring to the
characteristics of the main characters:

A new Russian is asked:

— Can you afford to buy a Volga? [a brand of Russian car / a river]

— Yes, I can, but what am I going to do with all the water and the ships...
(http://www.rosjapl.info/rosja/dowcipy_o_rosjanach.php#pozostale)

Doctor’s offices and exotic holiday locations are also popular scenery
connected with the New Russians:

A New Russian goes to the dentist’s. The dentist examines him and sees
only gold teeth and bits of diamonds, and eventually he cannot help it and
says:

— Actually, I don’t know what I am expected to do here.

—I'd like to install an alarm.

(www.dowcipy.net.pl/?s=dowcipy&kateg=5)

Majorca. The airport. A New Russian is getting off a plane; he is decked
with gold and watched over by two bodyguards. He has skis on his shoul-
der.

— Excuse me, but it seems you have come to the wrong place, an airport
worker tells him. — Here in Majorca it is hot, and there is no snow.

The Russian smiles cynically.

— Take it easy, pal, my snow will arrive on the next plane.
(www.humor.imro.pl/humor.php?id=11)

The Germans

Poles have a long tradition of telling jokes about Germans, who are
one of the three characters — the Pole, the Russian and the German.
The German is the last to be mentioned in the name of this series. The
last one is always the most important — the one that does not fit. How-
ever, the German takes the second position in the jokes themselves,
giving the third place to the Russian. Perhaps the answer to this in-
congruence lies in the joke:

The devil gives two bullets to a Pole and tells him that he can kill two of
his enemies. The Pole thinks for a while and then shoots dead a German
and a Russian. He murmurs to himself:

— Duty first, then pleasure.

(Heard)

The geographical position of both Poland and Germany in the middle
of Europe has had a strong influence on the history of both countries.
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Poland’s location between two powerful neighbours — Germany and
Russia — was a curse for Poland. The Germans treated Poland’s loca-
tion as “fate” and a “special burden” — the reasons for their political
expansion.

The Poles were afraid of the Germans, and had good reason to be.
Ever since the 18th century, when Prussia gained power in Germany,
Polish-German relationships were rarely peaceful. At the end of the
18th century Prussia, Russia and Austria took part in the three parti-
tions of Poland. Nevertheless, until the 1880s it was Russia and not
Germany that was seen as the most dangerous of the neighbours.

Only at the end of the century did the strong anti-Polish policy in
the area annexed by Prussia make Poles realise that Germany was
dangerous. That was when the following saying appeared: “As long as
the world exists, Germans shall not be Poles’ brothers” (Wolff-
Poweska 1993: 41).

Later the alliance between Germany and the Soviet Union also
gave Poles good reason for concern. First Prussia and next Hitler
wanted to erase Poland from the map of Europe. Then there was
World War II and the German occupation of Poland. After that, it was
difficult to overcome the bad memories. German National Socialist
propaganda purposely disseminated negative stereotypes that derided
Poles as dirty, stupid, inferior people. The Poles perceived the Ger-
mans as the enemies who had invaded Poland and were responsible
for the genocide. Even when they denied their past, they were con-
demned as faithful supporters of Hitler:

A German grandpa and his grandson are looking at a photo album
together.

— Grandpa, who is the young man in this photograph?

— It is me when I was young and beautiful.

— And the man with the moustache next to you?

— That was a very bad man: Adolf Hitler.

— Grandpa, why are you raising your outstretched hand towards him?

— Because I am just saying “Hey Hitler — beware!” [Hola, hola, panie
Hitler!]

(“Nowa Trybuna Opolska” 26—27.10.2002)

In the 1970s the strong hatred was replaced by the mistrust of “a wolf
in sheep’s skin” (Sakson 1993: 408), and two separate stereotypes of
Germans came into existence. One was connected with the citizens of
the German Democratic Republic and the other with the inhabitants
of the Federal Republic of Germany. There is an old traditional story
about the Polish Princess Wanda. She was the daughter of Krak, the
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legendary founder of Krakow — the former capital of Poland. She de-
cided to throw herself into the Vistula River and commit suicide so as
not to marry a German Prince who had offered her valuable presents,
but when rejected had threatened to invade Poland. The newer ver-
sion is now a joke2:

— Dlaczego Wanda nie chciata Niemca?

— Bo dowiedziata sie, ze jest z NRD.

* — Why didn’t Wanda want [to marry] the German?
— Because she found out that he was from the DDR.
(Heard)

The Federal Republic of Germany was seen much more positively than
the DDR. The official Warsaw Pact ally was perceived as an enemy.
The situation changed for the better at the end of the 1980s. Poland
and Germany came to have common interests. The two Germanys cre-
ated after the war wanted to be reunified. At that time the Poles were
struggling for their independence from the Soviet Union. Poland was
experiencing the period of the “Solidarity” movement, martial law and
a changing political system.

The FRG was supporting the “Solidarity” trade union, and German
citizens were sending parcels with food, clothes and medicine to help
the Poles. The relationship with the GDR was different. Socialist pro-
paganda used to present the striking workers as lazy idlers, and the
term Polnische Wirtschaft was used with contempt. The border on the
Odra and the Nysa Rivers was closed to avoid the “solidarity plague”
from spreading, and this was done with social approval (Hajnicz 1996:
167). The Poles who stayed in the GDR were accused of causing inter-
nal market problems. This led to acts of discrimination, e.g. notices
Nur fiir Deutsche in shops, which had also been used during the Ger-
man occupation of Poland in WW II (Sakson 1993: 420).

The fall of the Berlin Wall evoked old fears among Poles. They felt
insecure to be neighbours of a strong and united Germany. For many
years after the war, the border itself was a touchy problem till 1990.
The treaty on border recognition and the document on good neigh-
bourly relations and peaceful cooperation were signed in 1991. Both
documents were ratified in 1992, and since then the relationship could
be called normal — for the first time in the history of both nations since
the 18th century (Hajnicz 1996: 190).

For many years, however, the endangered Poles not only perceived
Germans as a threat but also respected their abilities, namely: reli-
ability, conscientiousness, accuracy, economic status, organisation and
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order (Sakson 1993: 411). The appreciation of Germans’ superior eco-
nomic status is seen in this joke from communist times:

— How do you form the comparative and superlative of the adjective
“good”?

— Good, better, German.

(Heard)

— Who invented / discovered the electric shaver?
— Ivan Ivanovicz Aleksandrov, while clearing up a German’s attic.
(Xsiega Humoru 1997: 185)

Germany is often referred to as the Land der Mitte. This fact is con-
nected with the lack of natural boundaries that would make a geo-
graphical definition of German nationality easier. There was also no
continuity of political institutions that would make a political defini-
tion possible (Watson 1998: 135). The problem of identity and being in
the middle was frequently discussed by German “Dichter und Den-
ker”: “Our mistake is that we are neither really stupid nor really pru-
dent. Always in the middle, like apes amongst branches. It’s tiring and
makes us sad. One should know where one belongs” (Erich Maria Re-
marque in: Glensk 1994: 34).

“Is it that the German spirit identifies itself always with the mid-
dle, average and intermediary attitude? Isn’t the German the most
typical man in the middle? Yes, the one who says “German” says the
“middle”, and the one who says the “middle” means bourgeoisie and
simultaneously — let’s put it clearly — something as immortal as Ger-
manness” (Thomas Mann in: Glensk 1994: 25).

Also in the Polish jokes about the three characters, the Germans
are mainly in the middle. Being the middle one, they are the ones who
are rarely strongly characterised — they are not those on whom all the
aggression focuses:

There was a competition in driving nails into a board using one’s head.
There were three competitors: a Pole, a Russian and a German.

The German starts first: He hits one... two... three... the nail has been
driven in.

The Pole is next: one... two... stuck.

The last is the Russian:

One... — stuck!

The results are announced:

— The German is second, the Pole is first and the Russian is disqualified
for sticking the nail in the wrong end.
(http://www.sterss.com/humor/humor%20polak)
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The German is losing his position in newer Polish jokes — as neither
the clever one (the Pole) nor the more stupid one (the Russian), the
German is very easily replaced by an American, a Czech, a French-
man, a Chinaman, an Italian or any other nationality.

The history of conflicts between nations is, however, slow to disap-
pear. One example is the victorious battle with the Order of Teutonic
Knights at Grunwald, the anniversary of which is celebrated even to-
day on the battlefields, by organising tournaments of brotherhoods of
knights. The related date (1410) was evoked many times (e.g. it was
written on walls during the occupation) as a reminder of the power of
the Polish-Lithuanian state. National stereotypes together with the
GRUNWALD script present in jokes and referring to the history of both
states have been revived after the election of a German pope to the
Holy See. The news of his planned visit to Poland was immediately
commented in a joke:

In May 2006, Benedict XVI will visit Poland. The place of the pope’s
meeting with the faithful will be Grunwald - the traditional place of
Poles’ meetings with the German clergy.
(http://forum.chem.uw.edu.pl/printview.php)

The very fact that jokes are told about Germans can be taken at face
value, and it may mean that Germans are perceived as being similar
to joke tellers. It is believed that it is not difficult to create ethnic jokes
about those who are total strangers to us and about whom we know
nothing. Not infrequently, there are German linguistic elements in
jokes which prove that there is at least a minimum knowledge of the
German language among Poles:

Two Germans visiting a French restaurant pretend to be English, because
they had heard that the French did not like Germans:

— Two martinis, please.

—Dry?

— Nein, nein! Zwei!

(forum.unreal.pl/archive/index.php/t-1146-p-2.html)

Comic stereotypes do not cover all features of the widespread national
stereotypes. Most frequently they do not expose positive features,
which can also be seen in the case of jokes about Germans. These texts
change over time, since they are strongly dependent on political, his-
torical and economic realities, but most often the scripts that have
once entered them remain in them, and even if they are not perma-
nently present, they can easily be revived. What can be observed in
them is the transition from relatively negative judgments through
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very negative ones (reaching their peak during World War II and soon
thereafter) and through positive ones (at the time of the development
of the German economy) to neutral ones.

The Jews

The Jews as a community that have been living in Poland for ages
have had a strong influence on the development of Polish jokelore, and
they were per se very much present in it. Popular examples of tradi-
tional Polish jokes are texts in which there is a priest, a pastor and a
rabbi:

A priest comes into the barber’s shop. The barber cuts his hair and says: —
I don’t take money from clergymen. The priest sends the barbet a box of
Cuban cigars.

On the next day a pastor went to the barber. The barber did his job and
said: — I don’t take money from clergymen. In the evening the pastor sends
him a splendid bottle of cognac.

On the third day a rabbi comes to the barber’s. The barber cuts what can
be cut on the rabbi (the side-locks and the beard cannot be cut), and tells
him about the rule in his shop. The following day the rabbi sends him his
friend — another rabbi.
(www.duzohumoru.pl/kawaly/kawaly_dowcipy_o_ksiezach.html)

The rabbi traditionally emerges victorious from skirmishes with the
pastor and the priest, mainly thanks to his smartness and sharp
tongue. The situation is similar in modern jokes, even when there are
only two antagonists:

There was a priest and a rabbi. They did not like each other very much, so
when they were both involved in a car accident, the rabbi took a bottle of
vodka and said:

— Maybe we should finish with these stupid arguments and make up at
last???

— No problem, the priest says, and takes the bottle.

He drinks quite a lot and then asks the rabbi:

— How about you? Don’t you drink??2?

The rabbi answers:

— No, I'm waiting for the police.
(http://forum.gery.pl/index.php?showtopic=6102)

Another script connected with religion and appearing in jokes is as-
similation. Both those who do not assimilate enough and those who
assimilate too much and too willingly are laughed at. “The environ-
ment guaranteed equal rights on the condition that the Jews them-
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selves would give up isolation and would adjust to the behavioural
forms and norms that applied there. For the traditional Jewish world,
aware of its otherness, that was an existential challenge that made
every individual take independent decisions. This led to deep and
long-lasting conflicts within the religious community” (Rexheuser
1999: 39):

Three neophyte Jews meet.

— Why have you become a convert? — the oldest one is asked.

— I passed my maturity exam with a gold medal. I've waited a few years
for the state post, so...

- OK. And you?

— I fell in love with a beautiful Polish woman from a devout family. My
denomination was an obstacle that could not be overcome...

- OK. And you?

The third neophyte throws out his chest with pride:

— I have become a convert because of my convictions!

The other two neophytes tell him:

— You can tell such fairy tales to the goys [Gentiles]/
(http://forum.wprost.pl/ar/?P=6&0=229689)

In jokes from different epochs, Jews are mainly presented as traders.
This refers both to inside and outside group texts, both old and mod-
ern. This is a stereotype that is most permanent and resistant to
change. According to this, Jews are not always honest, but they al-
ways tend to achieve the greatest profit, and they perceive everything
in the context of earnings.

The scripts connected with trade appear also in jokes told by Jews
about themselves. SMARTNESS does not lead to success, CRAFTINESS is
exaggerated, and MEANNESS becomes absurd and unreal (cf. Raskin
1985: 212):

Stall-keeper Jechiel is in his death throes and asks in a barely audible
voice:

— Matka, my wife, are you with me? — I am, my husband.

— Dwaojra, my daughter, are you with me? — I am, my father.

—Jojlik, my son, are you with me? — I am, my father.

— Binem, my son, are you with me? — I am, my father.

— Chajka, my daughter, are you with me? — I am, my father.

The dying man jumps up and calls out with his last breath:

— So who, godammit, is at the store?!

(Serafin 1988: 164)

The outbreak of the Palestinian-Jewish conflict was the background
for jokes with a new subject matter, but similar scripts:
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An Israeli tank drives slowly behind a Palestinian who is running away
from it. The Palestinian, becoming more and more breathless, turns back
from time to time and shoots in the direction of the tank. Finally he falls
down, resigned, and just waits for his death. The tank stops in front of
him, the hatch opens, and a Jew looks out of it:

— Hey, you... Arab? Why aren’t you running away?

— I have run out of bullets...

— Do you want to buy some???

(www.501.pl/sms-era.php)

Elements of specific practical wisdom and logic are strongly present in
jokes about the Jews. This is so because the Jews brought to Polish
culture reflectiveness, intellectualism, criticism and a predilection for
rational analysis (Hertz 2004: 310). The Jews were attributed, among
other things, with the ability to find a cutting retort immediately.
Standard jokes referring to the CRAFTINESS script were trans-
formed into the refined script of JEWISH LOGIC, connected with the
Talmud and Talmudic research, reasoning and sophism (Raskin 1985:
214). This shows that there is a meaning in every thing or thought,
even those that are seemingly stupid. That is why in this type of text
the opposition between logical and illogical, wise and stupid is so
common. Moreover, the Jews presented in such jokes have a charac-
teristic approach to life. This assumes an unconnected common sense
attitude to everything, irrespective of whether it is great or minute
and trivial. In Jewish jokes there are many wise fools. These are, for
instance, the fools from Chetm or legendary Herszele from Ostropole:

A dignitary once came to Chelm. He was welcomed by a delegation of the
local Jews. After the customary greeting the dignitary asked one of the
Jews:

— Tell me, was any famous Jew or great man ever born in your town?

— Unfortunately not, sir, only little babies are born here.

(Fuks 1993: 227)

Herszele is speaking:

— I was born with a twin brother who resembled me to such a degree that
even our mother could not tell us apart. We were so alike that when one of
us drowned, I still don’t know who it was — me or my brother.

(Same cuda: 34)

The Talmudic spirit permeated all of Jewish intellectual life. This rea-
soning is known for the effortless changing of points of view and the
connecting of contradictory views such that there are sensible links
between them (Benton 1988: 51). This way of thinking (so-called
pilpul), in which never-ending argumentation takes place for the sole
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purpose of argumentation that may lead anywhere, was very much
appreciated. Questions appearing at the beginning of answers have
become established in Poles’ awareness as a trait permanently inte-
grated with the linguistic stereotype of the Jew (Brzezina 1986: 314):

— Zys, you are so wise! Tell me, why are noodles called noodles?

— A strange question. Aren’t noodles made from flour and eggs, like noo-
dles? Aren’t noodles as long as noodles? Aren’t noodles cooked like noo-
dles? Don’t noodles taste like noodles? Then why shouldn’t noodles be

called noodles?
(Same cuda: 19)

Jewish logic portrays the issues of truth and falseness in a specific
way:

Two competing salesmen, Mr. Cymerman and Mr. Akerman, meet on a
train.

— Where are you going? — Mr. Cymerman asks.

— To Radom.

— Tell me, what kind of a crook are you? You assure me you are going to
Radom so that I will think that you are going to Kielce. But I know that
you are really going to Radom, so why are you lying?

(Same cuda: 67)

Jews’ specific philosophy of life requires that they safeguard tradition,
be glad and see the good side of every situation:

Melamed reb Zajnwel receives a letter from his son.

— What does our Awrumek write? — his wife asks.

— Oh, oh, oh! His mother in law, of blessed memory, has died. His wife has
broken a leg. His child is very ill. His house is falling apart. And his stall
is empty... But the letter is written in beautiful Hebrew. One’s heart re-
Joices to read it!

(Serafin 1988: 167).

It should be emphasised that Jews had been multilingual for many
generations — they spoke Yiddish at home, Hebrew at the synagogue,
and the language of the community in which they lived at work.

Jews are attributed with humour that is full of self-irony and in
fact touches upon the problems of the human condition and contains a
lot of general human wisdom. The main feature of Jewish humour is
SELF-DEGRADATION.

In Poland, Jewish jokes are connected with a specific genre de-
scribed as szmonces, “a type of absurd joke permeated with a surreal-
istic sense of humour, based on a specific barbarised language of the
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Jewish lower middle class”. It is also a cabaret form, very popular be-
fore the war. It related the lives of Polonised Jews in a funny way.
Szmonces was only occasionally present on the shelves of communist
Poland’s bookstores. Today the word szmonces is accompanied by such
words as good, old, pre-war, Jewish. In many cases it is a synonym for
the word joke. It always has positive connotations. “We like szmonces
and Jewish jokes, but this genre of abstraction has a huge dose of self-
irony. Only those who are quite well off or those who have no chances
at all can make fun of themselves” (Englert 2000).

In communist Poland the government was fond of so-called mani-
festations of “political pornography”. The authorities distributed leaf-
lets with anti-oppositionist texts, which included many “fakes from the
zone of political jokes”, i.e. Secret Police materials that were to be
taken as authentic jokes told by Polish workers. Anti-Semitic motives
were very often consciously and purposely used therein (Kmiecik 1998:
233).

In these jokes, Jews were accused of collaboration with the com-
munist authorities:

Goldberg meets Rosenbaum in Red Square in Moscow. Reminiscing about
old times, they start talking about their children. Goldberg starts boasting:
— You know, I have four sons. The eldest is a party secretary here. My sec-
ond son is in Poland — also as a secretary — he is building communism
there, and my third son is in Berlin, where he is also building commu-
nism. My youngest son is in Israel...

— And he is also building communism? — Rosenbaum asks quietly.

— Are you crazy?! In his own country...

(Dowcipy z PRL-u po raz drugi 2005: 91)

— Czy duzo jest Zydow w Komunistycznej Partii Polski? — Okoto 60 pro-
cent. — A reszta? — Reszta to Zydowki.

* — Are there many Jews in the Communist Party of Poland? — About 60
percent. — And the others? — The others are Jewish women.

(Kmiecik 1998: 170)

The proclamation of the state of Israel (in 1948) and its financial links
with the USA led to the Soviet Union losing hope for the formation of
“a communist stronghold” in the Middle East. The authorities of Po-
land, which was then part of the socialist block, followed the example
of the Soviet attacks on the Zionists. Politics towards the Jews had
changed; they were becoming redundant. This situation, together with
certain political events, contributed to the emigration of a group of
Jews from Poland (Szaynok 1995: 86):
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At a POP [Basic Party Organisation] meeting, a question is asked about
the differences between criticism and party self-criticism.

— It is not complicated at all, Rabinowicz answers. — If I tell you now:
“Comrades, Goldberg was one of us, he belonged to our party, but he be-
trayed our trust because he betrayed his socialist fatherland and went to
Israel”, this is party criticism. And if I tell you: “Comrades, what a fool 1
was not to go to Israel with Goldberg”, this is party self-criticism.
(Dowcipy z PRL-u po raz drugi 2005: 94)

Anti-semitism itself is also gladly laughed at:

Icek [Isaac] sells ice-cream. There is a sign on the carriage that says:
— We don'’t sell ice-cream to Jews.

An indignant Rabbi approaches and asks:

— Icek, are you an anti-Semite?

— Rabbi, have you tried this ice-cream?

(Xsiega Humoru 1999)

Four cars collided at an intersection. All of them were emergency vehicles
— an ambulance, a fire engine, a Military Intelligence car and a police car.
Who was responsible for the accident?

— The Jews.

(Dowecipy z PRL-u 2005: 108)

The so-called Auschwitz Witze, jokes about the Holocaust, are a special
kind of anti-semitic joke. They are closely connected with the period of
occupation and the Holocaust, although they were told after the war.
The Jews are portrayed as disadvantaged people, VICTIMS. According
to Alan Dundes (Dundes & Abrahams 1987), the origin of these jokes
in the countries of the Eastern bloc lies in Western Germany, where
they appeared in their most refined form. They confirmed once again
that all pre-war and wartime propaganda activity was carried out very
efficiently and effectively.

In communist Poland the history of the Polish Jews was neither
taught in schools nor written about in newspapers. Censorship meant
that the Jewish issue was present only in the concentration camp sub-
ject matter and in the oral tradition of political jokes (Dunin 1998:
322). Since the late 1940s there had been silence around Jewish mat-
ters — with the exception of the year 1956 and the anti-Semitic cam-
paign of 1968. As a result of censorship, they were pushed beyond the
framework of social discourse. It was only in the “Solidarity” era that a
radical breakthrough took place in this matter, and publications about
Jewish history and culture and collections of “Jewish humour” began
to appear in rapid succession.
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Today we can observe a kind of fashion for Judaica — starting from
charity concerts in Kazimierz in Krakéw, through the production of
kosher drinks and such activities as the building of the Museum of the
History of the Polish Jews. The image of the Jew is undergoing con-
siderable changes nowadays. The Jews’ “flair for commerce” and “head
for business”, which were previously laughed at, are admired today.
These phenomena also influence currently circulating jokes about
Jews, which to a large extent, refer to a world that has already disap-
peared. Hence they are not only based on known scripts but some-
times serve educational functions by presenting vocabulary connected
with history and culture, frequently in the form of mini-dictionaries
included at the end of published collections. In more recent jokes in
Polish circulation, Jews are presented in a completely different way
from how they were presented before World War II. The modern
stereotypical image does not include any elements of external looks
and customs attributed to Jews, but instead concentrates more on
their psychic and social qualities.

The most esoteric jokes about the Jews have disappeared from
common circulation, while the more general ones have undergone “as-
similation” — the scripts appearing in them have not disappeared but
live their own lives, assimilated by the texts of jokes with different
subject matter. Some of them have been replaced, among other things,
by jokes about Scots (the MEANNESS script) and about baca [the head
shepherd] (PRACTICAL WISDOM). Similarly, some jokes about Jewish
women function as jokes about women in general.

The Americans

Collections of jokes published in Poland in the past do not contain a
significant number of jokes about Americans. Even if they functioned
as individual texts, for some reasons they did not constitute a separate
class that was strong enough to become an object of scholarly interest.
It is therefore worth having a closer look at contemporary jokes in
which the popularity of Americans is a certain novelty that could be
interpreted as a sign of the times or another element in the processes
of globalisation or so-called McDonaldisation. Thus the presence of the
American hero in Polish jokes is an element of a wider phenomenon
that can be analysed on different levels. Firstly, such jokes are texts of
foreign origin that filter into Polish culture. Because of Poles’ ever im-
proving knowledge of English, especially among the younger genera-
tion, such jokes frequently circulate in the original. Thanks to the
rapid flow of information, they are also quickly translated. Secondly,
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they quite often become an impulse for the invention of local jokes —
with other or the same protagonists (e.g. jokes about blondes have
been readily adapted in Poland). Thirdly, their popularity is usually
related to current political events publicised by the media (as in the
case of jokes about Clinton, the World Trade Center or the war in
Iraq), which give rise to long series of jokes. Lastly, there are jokes
which can be presumed to have been invented locally or jokes based on
local reality, without many traces of their American origin, although
they refer to America and its distinctive features. This last group of
jokes, which do not form any series, is the object of my particular in-
terest. In presenting these, I will give consideration to the chronology
of the events they refer to.

At the beginning of the twentieth century and in the period be-
tween the world wars, large numbers of Poles emigrated to America
“in search of their daily bread”.3 The Poles who emigrated across the
Atlantic mostly came from the southern part of Poland.¢ Therefore
mountain folklore and the flagship series of jokes “about the head
shepherd” were permanently enriched with plots concerning Poles in
America, “good uncles” sending money to Poland, families that had
been left behind and families that had returned from America:

Little John asks his mother:

— Mom, the new car is from Dad, from Chicago?

— Oh, dear son! If I counted on your father, I'd have neither the car nor
you.

(Super humor spod Giewontu: 7)

Jokes presenting Poles’ problems with communication in a foreign
language are especially popular:

Przyjechat baca do Ameryki i okradt bank. Siada w rowie przydroznym,
wycigga z worka pieniqgdze i zaczyna liczyé. Nagle zjawia sie przy nim
amerykariski funkcjonariusz i pokazuje stuzbowq oznake z napisem “Po-
lice”.

Na to baca: — Dzigkuje panoczku, sam se police.

* A head shepherd came to America and robbed a bank. He hid in a
roadside ditch, took money out of the sack and started counting. Suddenly
he saw a uniformed official who showed him a badge saying “POLICE”.
The head shepherd said: — No, but thanks for your help, mister. I can
count it myself.

[An untranslatable play on words: “police” in the Polish mountain dialect
means “I will count”]

(Goralskie jaja 2002: 99)
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Although Americans are not among the nationalities ridiculed in
“Komizm” [“The Comic”] published in 1939, America is mentioned in
the chapter presenting the influence of foreign languages on Polish.
Bystron (1939: 521) writes: “Of course, at the level of the permanent
contact between Polish and English, i.e. among Polish emigrants in
the USA, there is a long series of such words that permanently enter
the lexicon. [...] It suffices to read any Polish-American newspaper, the
editorial section of which is written in correct Polish, but the classified
ads contain a peculiar mixture of Polish and English words,” e.g. stryt
(street, ‘ulica’), tryn (train, ‘pociag’), kara (car, ‘automobil’).

In jokes referring to World War II, American protagonists occasion-
ally appear in texts about the allied forces. They constitute a counter-
balance to the German occupier and represent hope for the liberation
of Poland:

Program gospodarczy na rok 1943: Roosevelt — orze, Churchill - sieje, Sta-
lin — mioci, Hitler — wieje...

* The economic program for 1943: Roosevelt ploughs, Churchill sows,
Stalin threshes, Hitler winnows/cuts and runs.

[A wordplay in Polish: the verb “wia¢” may mean ‘to winnow’ or ‘to escape
hurriedly’]

(Jastrzebski 1986)

The real popularity of jokes about Americans began to grow after
World War II. They already appeared in the Stalinist period, when the
telling of political jokes was punishable by imprisonment:

— Wiesz, zbieram dowcipy o sobie — mowi prezydent USA do sekretarza
generalnego KC PZPR. — Ja tez zbieram. A ile juz masz? — Ja mam caly
zeszyt. A ty? — A ja caly lagier.

* — You know, I collect jokes about myself, says the US president to the
Secretary General of the Central Committee of the Polish United Workers’
Party. — Oh, me too. And how many have you got? — I have a notebook full.
And you? — I've got a gulag [concentration camp] -full.

(Zakazany wic czyli polski dowcip polityczny... 1990: 31)

Americans were perceived by Poles as enemies of the Soviet “Big
Brother”. The constant attacks by communist propaganda against the
“imperialist” enemy had the unintended result of enhancing the image
of America as a positive protagonist, a symbol of a high standard of
living and an embodiment of the dream of success and freedom. Thus
Americans frequently appeared in jokes relating to the cold war, the
iron curtain, “star wars” or the arms race:
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There was an exchange of secretaries between the US and USSR [Soviet]
embassies. Two weeks later, the American secretary is typing a message to
the Americans:

“Dear Sirs,

It’s terrible here. No new technology. I keep making chai [tea] for my boss,
and I got such a long skirt that I can hardly walk.”

At the same time a message is being sent to Russia:

“Dear Sirs,

It’s terrible here. There are computers, lights, buttons all over the place
and I have nothing to do. I am getting bored. And they gave me such a
short skirt that my balls and Kalashnikov are visible.”
(http://tonybeta.w.interia.pl/39.htm)

Jokes frequently emphasised the enormous technological and eco-
nomic gulf between the competing superpowers. They revealed the
deeply concealed truth about the countries of “glorious socialism”,
which allegedly was a step towards an ideal social system: the pro-
gress was in fact much slower, and living conditions under commu-
nism were incomparably worse than in the countries of “bloodthirsty
capitalism”:

— Why are Russian cosmonauts able to spend more time in space than
American ones?

— They have nothing to hurry back to.

(Zakazany wic czyli polski dowcip polityczny... 1990: 68).

One of the symbols of the American way of life was Coca Cola, which
still remains an icon of American civilisation. For many years of com-
munist rule it could not be bought in Poland; at best one could get
Pepsi Cola produced for the markets of the socialist bloc:

An irritated head of a reconnaissance brigade runs into the office of the
head of NASA’s Space Flight Center. — Boss! The Russians have landed
on the moon! — OK, take it easy, that’s not a problem.

He leaves. A few minutes later he dashes into the room again. — Boss,
they’ve been painting the moon red! — That’s not a problem. Relax.

He leaves. A few minutes later: — Boss! They’ve already finished!

— OK. Now send our people up there to paint the words “Coca Cola” on it.
(www.smirnof.isp.net.pl/html/archiwum_kawaly)

Wide open spaces and big American cities, especially their awesome
skyscrapers, are easily discernible and therefore frequently included
in jokes:
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Rabinovich immigrates to the USA. A month later he phones his wife
from New York:

— Everything is all right. I have found a job quite close to where I live —
not even half an hour away ...

— By tram?

— No, by elevator.

(Humor polski 2003: 122)

The United States is stereotypically perceived as the place where the
“American dream”, “from rags to riches” comes true:

A sad shoeshiner is sitting in front of a hotel in Chicago. The hotel owner
comes out onto the street, taps him on the shoulder and says:

— Don’t worry. I started out as a bootblack as well and now I have this big
hotel. This is America!

— I am not worried at all. I used to own this hotel and now I am just a
shoeshiner. This is America ...

(Dobry Humor 6/1999)

In the communist period, westerns were almost the only type of mov-
ies that circulated without much restriction.5 Therefore the strength of
the stereotype that identified America with cowboys, Indians and
Texas (teksas was even the Polish name for jeans) should not be sur-
prising:

Two cowboys are talking:

— Can you see that tall blonde man over there? Bill asks.

—No I can't.

Bill pulls out a gun and shoots.

— Can you see him lying on the ground now? Yesterday he saved my life.
(Humor polski 2003: 127)

A young Indian in Arizona is watching the smoke signs he uses to com-
municate with his girlfriend. Suddenly a huge nuclear mushroom cloud
appears in the distance.

— Forget about the girl, — an old and experienced Indian advises the young
one. — She is a chatterbox.

(Humor polski 2003: 123)

This image was created by films produced in Hollywood, which itself is
a symbol of America. It is characterised by its specific customs, as de-
scribed in tabloids and popular women’s magazines:

Two film stars meet at a party in Hollywood.

— Oh, I see your husband has changed his hairstyle?
— No, it is me who has changed husbands.

(Dobry Humor 6/1999)
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Some other topics frequently raised by the media are the American
right to carry arms, litigiousness and the death penalty, which is still
in force in many states. They appear in numerous thrillers, court
comedies or court dramas. Lawyers are popular as major characters,
not only in the novels of the most popular writers (e.g. J. Grisham),
but also in a large number of typically American lawyers’ jokes. These
subjects are also present in jokes told in Poland:

The defendant in an American court of justice is found guilty and gets a
total sentence of 130 years in prison. The judge consoles him.

— You don’t need to worry. We are not bureaucrats. You will only stay in
Jjail for as long as you can.

(Dobry Humor 6/1999)

For many years the official propaganda claimed that all possible evils
had their origins in the “rotten West”. Even the plague of the potato
beetle was used for the purposes of the media “war against the impe-
rialist enemy”, who had allegedly used tons of insects as a biological
weapon. Depravity, debauchery, corruption, AIDS and drug addictions
were also the products of American intervention:

A customs officer asks a Pole during the customs control in the USA.
— Hashish, marihuana, LSD?

— No, thanks, but a cup of tea would be nice.

(Xsiega Humoru 1999: 306)

After having sex, an American woman asks her partner:
— Have you got a certificate that you aren’t HIV positive?
— Of course I do.

— You can tear it into pieces now.
(http://bobo.fuw.edu.pl/~dgarm/txt/?Dowcipy01)

Another weakness of Americans that is readily exploited by scoffers is
the relatively short history of their state and a certain complex about
Europe as the “old continent”. Such sentiments and ignorance related
to them are a plentiful topic for jokes:

A school in Chicago. A history teacher tells the students about the wars
between the Romans and the Jews. Suddenly, little John asks:

— Which side were the Americans on?

(Dobry Humor 6/1999)

Recently the hypocrisy of American political correctness — which also
began to be reflected in the Polish media — has become the butt of
many a joke:
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There were four shipwrecked persons in a raft: an American, a Pole, a
Russian and a Negro. After some time they began to run out of food.
Therefore they decided to throw the Negro overboard. The American
thought this was not fair, and he invented a competition. The one who did
not answer a question would be thrown overboard. Thus the American
asked the Pole:

— When was the atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki?

—In 1945.

— OK. You will stay on board.

Another question was given to the Russian:

— How many people lost their lives?

— 6 hundred thousand.

— OK. You will stay on board.

The Negro was asked:

— NAMES! Quickly!
(http://www.smirnof.isp.net.pl/html/archiwum_kawaly)

In Polish jokes, Americans frequently appear in the company of char-
acters representing other nationalities. During World War II they
were the allies, but in the period of the cold war they were mostly
Russians. Nowadays the pattern of nationalities in a group can be
very diverse. It is interesting that in the traditional series of jokes
about “a Pole, a Russian and a German”, the American frequently
takes the place of the German:

Cannibals have captured 3 white tourists: a Russian, an American and a
Pole. They hold a tribe meeting on what meals they will make out of them.
The Russian protests the loudest, so it doesn’t take them long to make
soup of him. The American wants to contact his consulate — so they roast
him.

The Pole keeps silent.

— And what about you? Where are you from? — asks the tribe chief.

—From Po... Po... Poland.

— Poland! My son studies there! Be my guest, brother. What would you
like to eat — the soup or the roast beef?
(http://home.elka.pw.edu.pl/~knowakow/zarty/polak)

To conclude, the importance of American motives in contemporary Pol-
ish jokes cannot be denied. The presence of Americans in this type of
texts can prove the increasing importance of their image in Poland’s
collective consciousness as fragmentarily reflected in the texts quoted
above. It must be admitted that the general image of an American
that emerges from the jokes presented above is largely positive and
definitely more colourful than the image of the Pole in American jokes.
It also indicates a certain degree of familiarity with the reality of liv-
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ing in a particular society. In the case of Polish jokes, the opposite is
the case. Their characters can be — and frequently are — substituted by
the representatives of other nationalities. Using scripts which are
usually not culturally embedded, Americans tell jokes about Poles,
while not knowing much about them. Nevertheless, contextual refer-
ences included in jokes about Americans indicate Poles’ knowledge of
America. It does not matter whether this knowledge sometimes seems
to be only a reflection of the image created and spread by and for the
use of Americans themselves.

JOKES OF MANNERS -
ON THE EXAMPLE OF JOKES ABOUT WOMEN

Jokes about mothers

An important group of Polish jokes are those about mothers. This fact
is quite interesting, as mothers have an exceptionally important posi-
tion in Polish culture. It is even said that mothers are in the sacred
sphere and have only positive connotations, so they cannot be found in
either proverbs or anecdotes (Jedrzejko 1994: 169). As far as jokes are
concerned, this approach does not apply. One of the features of jokes is
that they desecrate that which is sacred. Thus joke tellers do not hesi-
tate to make mothers the butts of their jokes.

Most mother jokes do not belong to one strictly defined structural
series, although in some jokes the same initial formula is used. Some
jokes begin with an expression: mamo [mother] or mamusiu [mum-
myl, repeated in some cases to underline its expressive character. This
happens in jokes belonging to the black humour series about the
corpses of family members:

— Mummy, Johnny is biting grandma’s nails! — Johnny, don’t bite your
grandma’s nails! — Mummy, he is still biting her nails! — Johnny, stop it!
Otherwise I will shut the coffin!

(www.pol.pl.humor)

In Polish jokes, it is mostly the mother who helps her child — usually a
son, as boys appear six times more often in Polish jokes than girls — to
do his homework and asks how things went at school:

— Mum, the mathematics teacher praised me today! — little Johnny says.
— Oh, that’s very nice. What did he say?

— That we all are a bunch of idiots but I am the biggest one.

(Xsiega Humoru 1999: 51)
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Mothers are not only a butt of jokes but are sometimes even victimised
by their own children:

The worst hooligan was asked by the headmaster to come to school with
his mother, but he came alone.

— Where is your mother?

— She is dead.

— What happened?

— Yesterday she was run over by a moped.

— Poor boy, please accept my deepest sympathies. Tell your father to come
to school, we will talk about your future.

— My father was also run over by a moped.

— Poor you, what will you do now?

— What do you mean “what”? I will continue to ride the moped!

(Angora 11.02.96)

Polish jokes confirm the results of research into the linguistic concep-
tion of the world (Bartmiriski 1998). They indicate that the most im-
portant aspect of the stereotype of a mother is her educative function,
which is of great value, especially at a time when the role of fathers is
becoming less and less important. Sociologists claim that the average
Polish family has ceased to be patriarchal. “Children are brought up
almost exclusively by mothers. Fathers’ share in raising children is
minimal if any” (Worach-Kardas 1988: 161):

— My wife claims I don’t take care of my children. I can’t stand it any
more!

— How many children have you got?

— Two ... or maybe three?

(Co$ z dowcipami 11/97)

The diachronical study of stereotypes performed in the years 1980—
1990 underlines the differences between mother and father connota-
tions (Panasiuk 1998). The results show that we associate kindness
and love with mothers, and money, strictness and work with fathers.

Jokes confirm the opinion that the stereotype of a mother is op-
posed to that of a stepmother and a mother-in-law. These stereotypes
are highly negative. Strangeness and hostility are the dominant fea-
tures in their picture (Bartminski 1998). The qualifications of the term
mother-in-law are: witch, wicked, snooper. The picture of a father-in-
law is much more positive and is associated with such words as: good,
hen-pecked husband, father and serenity (Panasiuk 1998).
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Joke type “A woman goes to the doctor”

The formula Przychodzi baba do lekarza (A woman goes to the doctor),
is an initial part of a characteristic series of Polish jokes. Due to their
long tradition, distribution and strictly determined structure, jokes of
this type became an integral element of Polish popular culture and a
compulsory set of jokes for Polish anthologies. The same characters
repeatedly appear in the jokes. The setting, i.e. the surgery, does not
change either. The recurring beginning allows recognition of the
sender’s humorous intentions. The prototypical joke of the series does
not go beyond one pulse (cf. Brzozowska 2000).

This is a group of jokes that uses word play, and therefore it is of-
ten sophisticated, and is considered to be a more subtle kind of enter-
tainment. They are an example of pure intellectual humour — they are
not aggressive jokes, as they attack neither the baba nor the doctor;
instead, they provide joy with their surprising abstract punch lines
and surrealism.

The coarse shade in the meaning of the word baba refers to Polish
folk literature. It used to have a neutral meaning, i.e. ‘a mature
woman’, ‘an old woman’ or ‘a married woman’. Nowadays it is treated
as a humorous or augmentative expression. It is a ‘colloquial or con-
temptuous name for a woman, in local dialects also of a wife’. In Polish
folk stereotypes baba is associated with such notions as cunning, mal-
ice, gossip, trickiness, talkativeness and stubbornness. The baba in Pol-
ish collocations can mean rustic, healthy or hale. That may be why the
baba frequently goes to the doctor to be cured of her more or less
imaginative problems:

A baba comes to the doctor with a pain in her back.

Doctor: — What’s your problem?

Baba: - A sailplane.
(http://przychodzi-baba.dowcipy.pl/index.php/przychodzi_baba_6)

Abstract humour allows one to maintain a proper balance in city life,
which is full of anonymity, loneliness and automation. Always sur-
prised and a little at a loss, the baba tries to understand the world
with the help of her trusted doctor, and she is simply willing to chat.
She has survived numerous operations including a sex change at-
tempt, but one of the most popular examples involves the revelation
that the doctor is also a female:

Przychodzi baba do lekarza.
A lekarz tez baba.
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* A baba comes to the doctor.
And the doctor is also a baba.
(rotfl.pl/reklama.php)

It was not a coincidence that the doctoré in the jokes is a man, and
that a woman performing his duties evokes surprise. Although this
profession has a relatively high number of female practitioners, the
predominant male position therein is still strong, especially in the top
posts in the healthcare service. Women mostly perform only ancillary
functions. It is also women who usually visit their relatives in hospi-
tals or take care of them at home. Thus it is not surprising that the
baba feels responsible for the health of the whole family. Especially, if
we take into account the fact that the word baba used to mean a
‘medicine woman’ or a ‘midwife’, i.e. a person close to a doctor.

The attempts to make the series “A man goes to the doctor” popular
were futile, but they keep reappearing in journalistic texts. Reference
to this cycle of jokes may be found at the beginning of a press article
dealing with men’s health. The jokes’ initiating formula makes up the
first sentence of the article:

A man goes to the doctor ...
... and the doctor is an andrologist.
(http://wiadomosci.onet.pl/1253389,242 kioskart.html)

JOKES IN CONTEMPORARY JOURNALISTIC CONTEXT

One can observe that in Poland many of the winged words originating
from jokes are based on jokes that date back to the period before the
fall of communism. Political jokes were most popular at that time, to-
gether with abstract linguistic jokes based on puns. These two main
categories were very prolific. In terms of the number of political jokes,
socialism and all people and institutions related to it were criticised.
Polish jokes also borrowed from cycles of Russian political jokes —
among others, the most popular Radio Yerevan jokes from the days of
the “iron curtain”. These are eagerly used, as they refer to ways of
omitting or silencing the truth, and are strongly connected with the
language of propaganda. Because of the wit, brevity, universality,
twisted thinking and philosophy of life that is portrayed therein,
which shows a distance from reality and contemporaneousness, they
are easily reused in everyday conversation and become part of con-
temporary journalistic style.
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The multifunctionality of jokes and their pragmatic aspects (cf. At-
tardo 2001) is connected with their usefulness and ability to occur in
different genres and fulfil different functions. Jokes are present out-
side the non-formal environment. When they are used as illustrations
in journalistic style, their ludic function is accompanied by an infor-
mative one — through reference to common knowledge. They enforce
in-group solidarity and common thinking. Jokes have a persuasive
function that is used to draw the attention of the recipient. They are
attractive and original, and enable condensation of the message. It is
because of this multifunctional character that they are so eagerly
used.

Not only are entire jokes quoted or transformed, but also parts of
them, e.g. punch lines. The punch line is ‘a defining feature of the joke’
as it is ‘a device that triggers the perception of an appropriate incon-
gruity’. It reveals that what is seemingly incongruous is appropriate,
or what is seemingly appropriate is incongruous. The punch line must
come at the end of the joke because the abrupt and surprising revela-
tion of an appropriate incongruity marks the end of the joke as a dis-
course. A punch line is usually no longer than a line (Oring 1989: 353),
and its brevity is what makes it an appropriate element to become a
winged word.

Jokes often become a source for winged words, but they do not be-
long to the same genre. Winged words are recalled in statements, with
the assumption that they are known, and in jokes it is the surprise
element (i.e. the fact that they are not known) that plays a major role.
Winged words melt into statements as reported speech, whereas jokes
appear preceded by introductory phrases of indirect speech (e.g. “Do
you know this one?”). Unlike winged words, jokes are authorless
(Chlebda 2005: 56). Winged words are “quotation-derivative language
formations with language unit features (relative autonomy, givenness,
reproductivity, with a single- or multi-lexemic structure, though they
are limited by their properties as carriers of social memory, and the
function of independently defining concepts, evaluations and opinions
or supporting (illustrating) concepts, evaluations and opinions of al-
ready expressed statements” (Chlebda 2005: 163). Winged words fill in
notional and conceptual gaps.

Punch lines tend to become winged because they are compact
phrases that condense in themselves the clue of the joke or clichéd ini-
tial formulas (Chlebda 2005: 56). Sometimes references to a joke may
appear with an announcement almost at the beginning of a text. Ref-
erences to a joke are accompanied by the joke’s description, but the
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joke itself is not included; instead the information included in the joke
is treated seriously.

Not only do jokes appear at the beginnings of larger texts, but they
may also initiate separate paragraphs. The below example illustrates
the use of a few different jokes in close proximity. The second of the
quoted texts ends a certain thought, but not the whole exposition.
Therefore it may be recognised that it occurs in the middle part of the
longer text.

The caption: “And in your country they beat reformers” is related to
the following joke:

Some Russian and American scientists are boasting about their new
computers. The Russian scientists ask an American computer in which
country steel production is higher per capita — in the Soviet Union or in
the United States. After a while the computer prints out a page.

— In the Soviet Union! — the Russian scientists read the words with pride.
After a while the American scientists ask the Soviet computer in which of
the two countries there is a higher national income per capita. The com-
puter squeaks and blinks for quite a while and finally prints out a page: —
But in your country Negros are beaten.

(1001 dowcipow sowieckich 1992)

Here is the following part of the text after the above-mentioned cap-
tion:

[...] W niektorych gazetach ukazal sie bowiem (za agencjq Reutera) taki
oto komunikat: “Duze kraje unii — Niemcy, Francja, Hiszpania, Wiochy,
Wielka Brytania i Polska — sq@ mocno zapdZnione w poréwnaniu z
mniejszymi we wdrazaniu strategii lizboriskiej, majgcej poprawié
konkurencyjnosé”. Niby to i prawda, tyle ze nie w Leningradzie, tylko w
Moskuwie, i nie rozdajg rowerow, tylko kradnq zegarki.
* [...] In some newspapers the following news item was printed (after
Reuter’s Agency): “Large countries of the Union - Germany, France,
Spain, Italy, Great Britain and Poland — are very backward in compari-
son with the smaller ones in the implementation of the Lisbon strategy,
the aim of which is to improve competitiveness”. This is supposedly true,
only not in Leningrad, but in Moscow, but they do not give away bikes,
they steal watches.

(Wprost 2.04.2006)

In the above text, references to the following joke were made.

— Is it true that they give away cars in Yerevan?

— Supposedly, yes, it is. Only not cars, but bikes, and they do not give
them away, they steal them.

(Na erewanskiej fali 1990)
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The first of the quoted texts is among those that were eagerly told dur-
ing the arms race, dealing with American — Russian rivalry, and the
second is a part of the series of jokes that were popular during the
days of Communism and involved Radio Yerevan. The plot of the jokes
revolves around the exposing of the lies in the official propaganda.
Russian jokes about the fictional Radio Yerevan quickly found their
way into Polish circulation. They also formed a peculiar series for
other reasons. Due to their brevity and witty ripostes, they differ from
the older political jokes of a more leisurely style. They are a typical
example of big city humour (Benton 1988: 53). For many years they
were so popular and realistically told that some even believed that
they were really created at the Armenian broadcasting station. For
dozens of years naczalstwo? was deceived and informed of successes
that had never been; the truth about the condition of the economy, so-
cial moods, the existence of mafia groups led by the heroes of socialis-
tic work who had been awarded many medals was hidden (Rakowski
2003: 118). As the above-mentioned example shows, in contemporary
journalism references to this type of texts are still valid. They appear
when one talks about the deception of reality.

The authors of journalistic texts eagerly use old and well-known
jokes parts thereof in articles in the press. Allusions used in jokes are
only understandable when there is not even any need to recall the
original joke. They refer to certain ideas in a given text, and though
they are to make the exposition more attractive, their main function
becomes illustrative, not a ludic one. Unlike in the prototypical jokes,
in the unofficial style the potential for freshness and novelty does not
count. This category has become revalued to a great extent. As a re-
sult, the ageing of jokes affects their usefulness and functionality in
journalistic texts. Thanks to jokes’ intertextual function, it is para-
doxically true that “the old jokes are the best jokes”.

Jokes can perform various functions. Their parts and recalls and
also references to whole texts are eagerly used in contemporary jour-
nalistic discourse. In addition, some joke elements are to a large ex-
tent susceptible to “getting winged”, and in this modified form they of-
ten appear in press publications. The journalistic style itself changed a
great deal after the fall of communism. The official and serious style
became replaced by a more casual and humorous one. Headlines in
particular are meant to attract attention, and even non-tabloid news-
papers began to use more puns. At the beginning of the 21st century
we can observe the further tabloidisation and iconisation of the Polish
press. Articles become shorter, and pictures and illustrations get big-
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ger; the frequency of pun and joke use keeps growing. The language
used in the mass media is becoming more and more colloquial. This is
related to a radical withdrawal from “newspeak” and the language of
official propaganda. This tendency was strengthened by a generational
change in the mass media — young journalists, immersed in popular
culture using colloquial language, began to work for the press and for
radio and television broadcasters (Bajerowa 2003: 107). Therefore one
is increasingly likely to encounter old punch lines in new surroundings
and functions, such as new beginnings and endings.

CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this paper is to show Polish jokes in the period of transition
in the context of the main scripts and stereotypes that appear therein.
The synthesis is made on the assumption that it is possible to re-
construct from the particular ludic texts the elements that shape con-
temporary Polish jokelore. The opportunities created by contemporary
linguistics make it possible to fulfil the postulate of interdisciplinarity
and to use the results obtained in relevant disciplines in linguistic re-
search. Combinations of such methods as the semantic theory of ver-
bal humour, profiling, and critical discourse analysis are used. In or-
der to understand the grounds on which these texts have developed
and to discover the effect of the information included therein on their
tellers and recipients, I have presented the main historical, social and
political context of the jokes.

The corpus of over two thousand mostly contemporary jokes drawn
from various sources makes up the material base of the work. It con-
tains joke books and texts published in the press, in brochures and on
numerous Internet websites, and jokes in oral circulation.

The changes the jokes have undergone are most clearly evident in
the transformations concerning the representatives of the groups they
discuss. In the pre-war period, the most popular characters in Polish
ethnic jokes were the Jews as important co-participants of the social
life of the time. During the Second World War, Jews were replaced by
the Allies and Germans, and later, until the fall of communism, it was
mainly the Russians who became the butts of jokes. The representa-
tives of the latter two nationalities, who had been Poland’s closest
neighbours for centuries, appeared in classic Polish ethnic jokes with
the central traditional series of the texts about “a Pole, a Russian and
a German”. During the Cold War, Russians were accompanied by
Americans, who were presented as positive characters. In the newest
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jokes, the Americans have begun to take the dominant position. Either
they complement the classic triad or replace a character of another na-
tionality — mostly Germans.

In the post-war period in Poland, jokes about some nationalities
and ethnic groups began to fall into oblivion. Some jokes about Jews
were replaced by texts about Scots, and some others, lacking charac-
teristic elements (e.g. linguistic ones), became absorbed by texts of
general circulation. In recent years, however, interest in Jewish cul-
ture has been revived, and so has the Jewish joke, partially. The rep-
resentatives of some other nationalities, which are earlier hardly ever
mentioned in the jokes, increasingly often become the heroes of the
ethnic jokes. When Poland joined the European Union, EU officers
and the inhabitants of the EU member countries began to appear in
more jokes. Internet communication and increasing mobility has al-
lowed these jokes to move quickly to a global audience. Thanks to this,
jokes about local communities are acquired by larger communities,
and some Polish jokes began to have a much wider circulation.

Notes

1. This paper is a synthesis of material I have published in Polish or English
language versions in the publications listed in the References.

2. Nowadays the situation has changed considerably. Polish women are the
largest group of all foreign wives of Germans. There were four thousand
Polish-German marriages in 2003, with Polish wives in three out of four
couples (“Nowa Trybuna Opolska” 10-11.01.2004).

3. “The really massive influx of over a million Poles into America occurred
for economic reasons during the period between the American Civil War
and the First World War with a peak of 140,000 Poles emigrating to
America in the year 1913. [...] Chicago by 1914 was the home of 360,000
Poles and the third largest Polish city in the world” (Davies 2002: 163).
In spite of the fact that a large number of Polish immigrants arrived in
America in the years 1890-1914, there were no Polish jokes there (Davies
2005).

4. The inhabitants of the western part of the country mostly emigrated to
Germany.

5. This topic had begun to appear in satirical magazines much earlier. “By
the end of the first decade of our [twentieth] century, thanks to ad-
venture stories by Karl May, the western, which would become the pas-
sion of moviegoers in the 1940s, was present in popular literary maga-
zines” (Krzyzewski 1995: 177).
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6. In Polish the word lekarz ‘doctor’ is both masculine and generic. The
feminine equivalent is lekarka.

7. The Russian word for authorities; also used in Polish in ironic or con-
temptuous contexts.
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THE “SZKY.O KONTAKTOWE” SHOW -
A RETURN TO THE OLD IRRATIONALITY?

Wiadystaw Chlopicki

Abstract

The article discusses a Polish satirical TV show, the “Szklo kontaktowe”.
The aim is to account for a new phenomenon in Polish political humour,
and attempt to relate it to the notion of post-socialist humour. In the
former Eastern bloc, the typical mocking political humour prevailed dur-
ing the communist regime. The old-style mocking irony and reduction to
the absurd are still among the most favourite techniques and can be visi-
ble in contemporary Polish political humour. Examples from the show il-
lustrate the claim that the comic technique may in some aspects be simi-
lar to that of the jokes from the time of the Polish People’s Republic, but
there are many other features, sometimes drawing on pre-communist
humour tradition (e.g. intertextuality, ethnic stereotypes). There are also
several new themes, approaches and techniques that were not used be-
fore 1990s (notably, multimodal references, which add humorous dimen-
sions). Polish political humour may be argued to be partly post-socialist,
and its appreciation is limited to middle-aged and older Poles, who retell
or refer to their favourite jokes of the past.

Key words: political humour, Polish TV show, post-socialism, humour tech-
niques

The aim of this article is to discuss a new phenomenon in Polish politi-
cal humour, which has been present since 2005, and attempt to relate
it to the notion of post-socialist humour, advanced in the current vol-
ume. My claim is that post-socialist humour should be understood as
the humour of the countries which have gone through a long period of
communist regime and where the typical mocking political humour (cf.
Davies 1998) constitutes a reference point, particularly for the older
generation (the younger generations, however, have access to numer-
ous publications (cf. Januszkiewicz & Rychlewska 2007), or Internet
sites, e.g. prl.dowcipy.pl, where old jokes can be found). This is not to
claim that the humour of those countries is necessarily qualitatively
different from the humour of others; it is just in the category of politi-
cal humour that references keep being made to the communist times
and the political jokes of the time, particularly by those who remember
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them from experience and are still fond of them. This is in contrast to
the apparent decline in joke status claimed to be the case in e.g. Dutch
humour, see Kuipers 2006 and also my review of the book in the
“Journal of Pragmatics” (Chlopicki 2009). To use the terms of Raskin
(1985), these people have access to certain comic scripts which are not
available to others. Also — more controversially perhaps — current po-
litical humour seems to be modelled on the old humour, with the
mocking irony and reduction to the absurd still being among the most
favourite techniques. “In the former Eastern Europe jokes about stu-
pidity were political and ascribed this quality to those holding or exer-
cising political power at the core of society. In this way the political
order itself was criticised for its perceived irrationality” (Davies 1998:
82). The perception that the state in its very core remains irrational
seems to continue in Poland, hence the presence of post-socialist hu-
mour.

I would like to illustrate my claim by discussing examples from the
“Szklo kontaktowe” television show, which started as a short interac-
tive program, aired live twice a week, and then — growing in popular-
ity — was extended and turned into a daily one-hour long program,
aired every evening at 10 p.m. Voted the best TV program of 2006, it
contributed to the success of the commercial channel TVN24, which
now has ca. 4% of the audience, having doubled in the last two years.
The name of the program is a double entendre itself: it literally means
‘a contact lens’, through which the presenters are to see the world, but
it is also a reference to the glasses the presenters drink transparent
liquid from during the program, as well as an allusive reference to al-
cohol as a facilitator of interpersonal contact.

The “Szklo kontaktowe” is a daily show of an interesting genre,
sometimes referred to as the interactive column (cf. Grzegorzewski
2008). It uses multiple media: it is a TV phone-in show, but it also en-
courages viewers to send in text messages, some of which are then
displayed at the bottom of the screen. The show has its email address
where viewers send their comments as well as a website forum which
allows them to discuss issues of interest connected with the program.
As an additional multimedia feature, the presenters hold periodical
competitions for the best text message or film clip produced by view-
ers. Another type of competition involves the voting for the candidates
for the Silver Mouth Award, the candidates being politicians who have
made their mark on the political life of Poland by saying rather colour-
ful and unorthodox things. The candidates’ profiles are presented as
competition entries by means of a number of video clips with their re-
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marks. The show has now turned into an institution of sorts, and
meetings of fans of the show with the presenters are occasionally or-
ganised. Also a book written by the two principal hosts of the show,
entitled “Kontaktowi czyli Szklarze bez kitu” [“The Contact People, or
Glassmakers Without Glaze”] was published in 2007, describing the
origin and story of the program as well as the personal portraits of all
the people appearing on the show, featuring best text messages sent
by viewers and excellent drawings by Grzegorz Miecugow made to il-
lustrate the events from the history of the show. The show has also
been noticed and accepted by politicians and to such an extent that
some of them (across the political spectrum, with the notable exception
of the Law and Justice party of the Kaczynski brothers) actually formu-
late their public statements in such a way as to be quoted in the show.

The type of humour being promoted in the program could be de-
fined as mild political satire, the mildness of it drawing perhaps on the
tradition of late-19th century Austro-Hungarian Galicia, where human
demeanour, no matter how odd, was not considered outrageous
enough to rock the stability of the conservative establishment and the
mainstream political life (Miecugow, the show director, has Krakow
roots). The Polish tradition of literary humour is also invoked in the
show, with intertextual allusions to literary works or songs occasion-
ally made by presenters. The format of the program involves the host,
who runs the program, shows video clips and talks to the callers, and
a guest who is invited to sit opposite him throughout one show and
comment on the events. Both the hosts and guests alternate, and alto-
gether ten people are now involved (nine men and one woman, the lat-
ter appearing as a guest on the Saturday program). Most of the four
hosts are journalists, while most of the commentators are performers
in comedy shows or cabarets (no stand-up comedy in the American
sense of the word exists in Poland). The show is based on authentic
amusing situations from political life, which are filmed and then pre-
sented to the audience either in its original form or distorted in vari-
ous ways (shortened, cut and pasted, fast forwarded, and/or expanded
by adding background music). Some of the clips are rejects of the tapes
actually aired, with politicians preparing for their public appearances
or relaxing afterwards. All these clips are preceded and followed by
semi-serious or openly mocking comments of the show hosts and
guests.

Among the favourite humour-evoking strategies of the hosts and
guests are pretending ignorance in answering questions as well as
asking seemingly naive questions, which are meant to reveal the stu-
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pidity of some of the political attitudes. This is often combined with
the reduction to the absurd (exaggeration) technique, which leads to
the same effect. A guessing game for the guest is a common strategy
used by the hosts to introduce a given video clip. Apart from the ever
present irony, mockery, and intertextual allusions, references are
made to ethnic and other stereotypes, foreign words (esp. Russian,
Czech and French) are used or abused (e.g. pronounced with an exag-
gerated foreign accent) for comic effect, and comic dialogues are spon-
taneously enacted by hosts and guests. A separate line of comments is
related to the incorrect use of the Polish language by politicians of all
sides, slips of the tongue and other lapses. With regard to the phone
calls by viewers, hosts sometime interact with them, enjoying their
tongue-in-cheek comments, expressing understanding of their con-
cerns, sometimes comment critically, when viewers’ emotions run high
and they tend to pile abuse against politicians, and sometimes ignore
the viewers’ remarks entirely, just listening politely. Even though the
show has a clear political bias (pro-liberal, pro-market, pro-European
Union), the presenters make it their policy to express equal respect for
all sides, uneven as the due proportions perhaps are in reality, and
always reproach the viewers for not doing so. As a result, they make
an impression of maintaining an equal distance from any specific po-
litical allegiance and are free to make fun of anyone, keeping the
straight face most of the time.

The selected examples from the show, presented below in my trans-
lation (all available in the Polish version from the website: www.
tvn24.pl), include the situations which involve some form of post-
socialist humour, broadly defined above, and those which clearly do
not. The assumption is that both forms coexist, the hosts and guests
having different preferences in that respect, which tends to coincide
with their age differences.

Let us start from the category of post-socialist humour. The most
obvious case is when old political jokes are retold or referred to, usu-
ally by those who remember the communist times. For instance, one
host presents the clip of the Deputy speaker of the Polish Senate (now
in his sixties) telling the following joke in a political debate to illus-
trate his attitude to the Law and Justice (PIS) party:

A train broke down in Soviet Russia, and Stalin says: “Shoot the driver,”
Krushchev says, “Pardon the driver,” and Breznev says: “Pull the curtains
and tell everybody the train is moving.” And this is PIS today.

174



The “Szkto kontaktowe” Show — a Return to the Old Irrationality?

To this a PIS member of the panel says:

You are a duckbill of the Polish political scene. Make sure your
beak does not fall off from excessive beaking.

The same politician, who is a former political prisoner and opposition
activist, uses another old joke to illustrate difficult communication
with PIS members:

This is so irritating. Don’t you understand questions? This is like with
Chairman Mao and Breznev, who killed the tiger. Breznev went away to
get a lorry to transport the carcass. Comes back and there is no tiger. So
he asks Mao: “Where is the tiger?” — “What tiger?” He says: “We have killed
the tiger, haven’t we?” — “What tiger?”

The reaction of the show presenters (H stands for the host, G stands
for the guest) to this clip is also characteristic. They enjoy the jokes
and use the opportunity to make some more fun, quoting another old
tiger joke in the end:

H: And I want to know where the tiger is.

G: What tiger?

H: But where is it?

G: What tiger?

H: How does the joke end?

G: It has just ended.

H: Didn’t they find the tiger in the end?

G: I don’t know. And do you know another tiger joke? The question came
to Radio Erevan: What to do when a tiger attacks your mother-in-law?
H: What?

G: The radio replies: When it is so stupid, let it defend itself.

The memory of the old times resurfaces when presenters talk about
statues of communist heroes. The host tells the story of a new myste-
rious statue which was apparently raised on the Bankowy square in
Warsaw, where the monument of the Cheka leader Feliks Dzierzynski
used to stand. The guest immediately comes up with a digression:

G: It was also known as Bozia (she-God) by a cousin of mine.
followed by that of the host:

H: On the bus a child once asked his father who that was out there. The
father answered from behind his newspaper: Santa Claus.

The new statue standing on the mobile platform was apparently that
of Nicolai Onovalov, a Soviet KGB agent, whose claim to fame is the
discovery of a hangover tablet. Using that information, the host plays
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an elaborate practical joke on the Mayor of Warsaw. In the interview
with him, the Mayor of Warsaw expresses the belief: “That must be a
happening of sorts, we will look into whether it has a permit for stand-
ing there.” She calls her spokesman to find out. The host reveals to the
guest, by interviewing the driver, that it was a transport lorry for a
theatre, which happened to catch a flat tyre in the square, right next
to the statue of the Romantic poet Stowacki currently standing there.
Both statues look similar and rather strange next to each other.

Another elaborate joke, this time intertextual, concerns the hand-
some Polish plumber, whose advert (with the slogan: “Je reste en
Pologne, venez nombreux™) has been so successful in France by coun-
tering the fear of the French that Polish plumbers and other workers
would all come to France and invade the job market. The host starts
from the comment:

H: Our plumber has won! Now they can go to France and work. The
plumbers and all others.

This is followed by the classic “Aux Champs Elysees” song, showing
plumbers at work and a short statement from the actor how happy he
was to serve Poland, and then by an extract from the old plumber
sketch from the 1960s cabaret. There the plumber character wearing
the communist-style uniform ridicules his potential customer, whom
he does not want to serve in emergency unless paid extra for private
service: “Don’t be a pipe and do not burst (= withdraw). A private ser-
vice in French is ¢ravail prive.” The presenters offer these mocking
comments, turning things around for the purpose:

H: Now, it is no longer travail prive. Now it is travail travail.

G: It is still travail prive, but look how many years ago the Polish plum-
ber was ready to go to France to work and how many years he had to wait.
H: And now this has happened. Wonderful news.

G: 50 years of preparation but that did pay off!

H: It was worth it!

Another type of humour, which perhaps might be claimed to bear
some post-socialist features is the use of ethnic stereotypes, strongly
present in communist times, although they usually date back further
than that. The Russian stereotype is that of a drunkard who is capable
of anything. Russians are also strongly associated with the military.
On the show an authentic scene is presented, when two Russian sol-
diers drive to a local shop in their tank, buy two bottles of vodka and
then try to return, but failed and half demolished a nearby house. In
the jocular introductory comment the host argues that the event
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brings along a quintessence of the Russian soul, and then the present-
ers indulge in the following dialogue, where the stereotypes are mock-
ingly evoked, complete with the use of a Russian word:

G: I did not know that the Russian population was equipped with tanks.
H: These were soldiers.
G: Soldiers taking a walk, a pragulka.

The explanations in Russian of the shop assistant and the army
spokesman are played next:

The shop assistant: They have drunk vodka and sat into their machine...
Army spokesman: It was not their fault. It was slippery. There was glazed
frost on the road.

whereupon the guest comments ironically:
G: When you drink vodka the road develops glazed frost.

The clip is accompanied by most appropriate “socialist” background
music: the memorable opening and closing song of one of the best
loved TV series of the Polish People’s Republic, entitled “Four Men
and a Dog — in a Tank” (“Czterej pancerni i pies”, 1966). The film told
the story of the four soldiers fighting with the Nazis in their tank
alongside the Russians to reconquer Poland and defeat Berlin in
1944-1945. There was a lot of propaganda in the film, but the charac-
ters were so memorable and the film so moving that the propaganda
was brushed aside and the film has always enjoyed enormous popular-
ity. Nonetheless, it was there — the images of Polish-Russian friend-
ship cemented by blood, the wise Russian military leaders who always
knew what to say and what to advise Polish soldiers, who were slight-
ly too romantic for their linking. All this comes back for the Polish
viewers when they hear the song, and the contrast between that and
the contemporary image of the Russian soldiers escapade could not be
greater.

Some of the stereotypes much predate the communist times, dating
back to the times of the Polish Commonwealth, e.g. the stereotype of
the beautiful Polish woman, and the fierce but romantic Ukrainian
man. The former is evoked in an authentic clip showing the Polish
Prime Minister Donald Tusk and the Ukraine’s Julia Tymoshenko, all
smiles at their joint press conference, raising glasses and looking into
each other’s eyes. The scene is accompanied by the Romantic ‘Dumka
for two hearts’, associated with the recent film based on the classical
19th-century “Fire and Sword” novel, which shows Polish-Ukrainian
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fighting in the 17th century as well as mutual love affairs. More spe-
cifically the novel tells the story of the pursuit of his beloved by a Pol-
ish soldier and nobleman, who tries to rescue her from the hands of a
Ukrainian rascal who loves her madly too. The words of the song can
be translated as follows: “[female voice] My beloved. [male voice] How
can I ask other women, [male and female voice] my heart they will
discover in you. And although they know, they will not say, and I will
not find you.” The jocular comments offered afterwards by the pre-
senters play the male / female card as well as the big and the small
size:

G: Well, meeting the PM Julia Tymoshenko is definitely an aesthetic expe-
rience, certainly greater than with...

H: PM Topolanek. For instance, him.

G: I hope we are not offending PM Topolanek.

H: He is just bigger than most of the others.

G: So there is a lot of “the good” there.

Other stereotypes include that of the incomprehensible Czech lan-
guage, strongly present during the communist times although older
too. It is mockingly used when the comments of one of the politicians
are fastforwarded to produce gibberish sounding statements, notably
in reply to the question: What is the point of your party’s existence?

G: This is a skill! I am impressed. Agagagaa. I cannot talk so fast.
H: But this was in Czech, part of it.
G: Of course!

The Bush stereotype is that of a Texan cowboy who is ignorant of
things, including foreign languages — this is hardly “post-socialist”, al-
though was often promoted by communist propagandists. It is evoked
in the scene of the Prime Minister Tusk visiting Bush and giving him
the book on the history of Gdansk he wrote himself. The joke is partly
at the expense of the Polish PM too, as the gift seems inappropriate.

H: This is the book the PM wrote, in Polish. That’s a challenge to the Pre-
sident.

G: Uuuu. So Bush should give Tusk a book of his own.

H: Did he write anything?

G: And how many brilliant thoughts has he given in recent years? That
would be one of the funniest books if you ever got hold of it.

The examples of post-socialist humour are a minority in the show, and
the totally “non-socialist”, purely comic clips as well as verbal humour
predominate. One example is the authentic scene of a blunder commit-

178



The “Szkto kontaktowe” Show — a Return to the Old Irrationality?

ted by leftist politicians, who wanted to attack the government in an
effective performance, but the band they used to cover their slogans on
a whiteboard was covered with a too strong adhesive and did not want
to give way. They had to tear it away in a group effort commenting in
frustrated anger. The presenters ironically comment in this way, ridi-
culing their lack of professionalism:

H: I would like to know the producer of the band. Fantastic advert. He
should buy this and show from now on.

G: This is an example of how amateurs, to say the least, attempt some-
thing like this. Here all the possible mistakes have been made. This was to
be a 10 second sketch.

An example of deficiency in the etiquette is ridiculed in the clip show-
ing the President greeting women by kissing their hands. This is the
requirement of traditional Polish etiquette, but the man is not sup-
posed to raise the lady’s hand, but bow his head instead. The guest
comments ironically by trying to explain the reasons for the Presi-
dent’s behaviour:

G: The important thing is to pull strongly. So that you wouldn’t need to

lean or get too close. You need to have quite a lot of power. But that’s good

— your muscles get stronger.

Another example of the humour which is hardly post-socialist is the
clip where a female candidate in parliamentary elections delivers such
a jumbled address to the voters that the presenters do not manage to
keep a straight face:

Dear friends, inhabitants of cities, towns and villages, inhabitants of
Szczecin — the region, and so the place whose it is called Poland.

G: I will vote, count me in!

H: In Szczecin?

G: Yes, I will probably register there! Things you find!

The only element which could link that clip with “socialist humour” is
that it was widely known that communist party members were not
able to speak proper Polish, having usually been recruited from rural
areas or working class families. But the link can be regarded as re-
mote, even though the candidate belongs to the rural Self-defence
party, which has leftist or post-communist inclinations.

The presenters do remain serious, however, when reporting on the
President’s press conference and — pretending ignorance — express
ironic respect for the President for being able to understand English
(he corrected the interpreter, who said “one fifth” in English, by saying
to her in Polish: “20%”):
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G: Mr. President gave the proof to all the infidels that he controls things,
and that he speaks Polish only because he thinks in Polish.

H: He understands English, although he said he didn’t, as he in this way
develops an advantage over the interlocutor.

An extract from the authentic video blog by one of the most eccentric
rightwing politician of Poland evokes an explosion of humorous com-
ments, including text messages from the viewers, all reducing the idea
to the absurd:

Janusz Korwin-Mikke: When I read a book, I do not remember what lan-
guage I read that in. I know only the content. I do not know whether I
read the book or watched the film. I do not care about the performance, I
hear the same tune. My mind automatically supplements all the
imperfections. I hear the tune, I cannot hear the performance.

G: This is a genius! Can you imagine you can just daub something and he
sees the Battle of Grunwald in all its perfection. Or I will play a few tones
on a flute and he will...

H: You will whistle the beginning of the fifth symphony and Mr. Korwin
Mikke hears the entire orchestral performance.

G: How economical! I wonder if he has this also with his clothes. He puts
on thin trousers and in winter they seem to him to be warm and they keep
him warm.

One of the text messages that comes in, says: “I have got the same
Korwin has. I get an advance and I see the entire pay,” whereupon the
guest comments: “I would like to employ that person.”

Another clip is a visual commentary to the speech of Prime Minis-
ter Tusk:

In our dreams there is Poland with its economic miracle. And I deeply
believe, I believe that we will succeed.

This is illustrated by a shadow of a man in a skiing outfit flying over
the snowy mountains, accompanied by Robert Kelly’s song “I believe I
can fly”. The presenters follow up the details of the visualisation, in
their imagination seeing the prime minister as a ski jumper:

H: It’s good you asked me how he lands. I wonder myself.

G: He’s got his little outfit and this is how he flies. But how he lands? I
am sure he will land safely — with a Telemark.

H: We would make a fortune in the world if we had a PM who can jump.
But who watches ski jumps? They prefer tennis.
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To conclude, Polish political humour may be argued to be partly post-
socialist, although its appreciation is limited to middle-aged and older
Poles, who retell or refer to their favourite jokes of the past, and even
within this group the “non-socialist” type of humour, deprived of such
open references, tends to prevail. It is perhaps more difficult to prove
the influence of the socialist humour tradition, with its critical atti-
tude to the rationality of the state, as it would require large scale em-
pirical research, but for the moment it is perhaps sufficient to quote
random text messages sent to the “Szklo kontaktowe” to see that the
critical attitude is dominant, e.g.:

I have got a question: When is this mess going to end?

The shortest joke in the world: “We are restoring normality in Poland.”

It isn’t wise to stand in the fool’s way. That’s why stupidity has conquered
the world.

I have now sent 50 jokes to the Szkto. How much time would I have to
serve for that?

Note

1. I am staying in Poland, do come over in numbers, a Polish tourism board
campaign playing on the fear of foreign workforce in France.
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TOTALITARIAN POLITICAL JOKES
IN BULGARIA

Stanoy Stanoev

Abstract

The wide dissemination of political jokes was emblematic of the socialist
everyday culture. Usually interpreted as a form of discontent and protest
against the totalitarian political regime, telling political jokes is de-
scribed here as a specific form of socialisation, typical for the people liv-
ing in totalitarian societies. The popularity of the joke genre under so-
cialism was a symptom signalling the alienation from political decisions
on everyday level. Being rooted in the very nature of the socialist mod-
ernising project, this alienation is based on pre-modern technologies and
practices for exercising power, as well as on the strong personification of
public institutions and public relations. Socialist political sphere is thus
found to be subordinate to partial interests and staying too far away from
its initially prescribed role of being completely dedicated to public inter-
est. From this point of view, the present analysis offers an overview of
the most popular themes and plots of the Bulgarian political jokes under
socialism.

Key words: joke telling, political jokes, totalitarianism, political socialisa-
tion, identity

The entire history of joke telling is full of examples that assert firm
connections between the political sphere and the jokes that the system
inspires. Party leaders and political events are frequently used sub-
jects of all joke telling traditions. The nature of the particular political
system has also a very important influence on the intensity of the re-
flections of political life in the jokes. Political joke telling is not so vital
in democratic regimes (Dundes 1993: 94), but it is emblematic for to-
talitarian societies. During the national-socialist regime, a special
term was used to denote political jokes — Fliisterwitze, i.e. whispered
jokes (Gamm 1990). Bulgarian joke narratives, which experienced the
highest popularity in the totalitarian period and went through a con-
siderable decline in post-socialist times, also present a good example
for describing how strongly connected jokes and the political sphere
are (Stanoev 2005: 38-85). Of course, the Bulgarian case is not an iso-
lated one. Also some other researchers have pointed at the fact that
the end of the totalitarian regime coincided with the falling popularity
of political jokes in the former Eastern Bloc (Dalos 1993a).
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Jokes are often interpreted as harmless entertainment, whose
main function is to release hidden pressures and thus to contribute to
the psychological and social well-being on the level of both the socie-
ties and the individuals. Such a view, being extremely popular both
among laypersons and humour scholars interested in jokes as a genre,
is easy to comply with. Ideas about the role and function of jokes in a
society emerge readily while studying the interdependence between
jokes and the political sphere. First of all, exercising power inevitably
implies coercion when decisions are being implemented into practice
(Duverger 1999: 129; Foucault 1992: 75). Totalitarian regimes are a
straightforward example of this. Totalitarian power generates severe
political pressure on its people; the way it uses its political influence
causes strong reaction from the people as well as everyday life envi-
ronment. Thus we can assume that political pressure tends to gener-
ate more intensive periods of joke telling in the society. Jokes are typi-
cally interpreted in this context as a form of protest and as an expres-
sion of social indignation, as well as means of survival (including es-
capism) to help to cope with the harsh reality (Réhrich 1977: 211).
Joke telling substitutes overt political protests in situations where
manifestations of discontent are banned, punished or suppressed
(Rohrich 1977: 211; Banc & Dundes 1986; Cochran 1989: 270; Roth
1991: 192). This attitude is also widely spread as far as the Bulgarian
totalitarian jokelore is concerned. It has even entered the very titles of
the different compendia of jokes, issued after 1989. For example Kiril
Vassilev has entitled his collection of jokes “Forty Five Years of Joke
Telling. Laugher against Coercion” (Vassilev 1990), while Ivan Slavov
has chosen the title of “The Golden Cage” for his book (Slavov 1991).
Both authors have implicitly interpreted jokes as a form of resistance
against political repressions.

The issue is further supported by several arguments. Firstly, to-
talitarian leaders have, in many instances, suppressed the dissemina-
tion of political jokes. They have often believed that joke telling might
potentially threaten their power. Secondly, political opposition may
read out more from a joke than it actually communicates, finding proof
of the expression of resistance or hidden discontent in the joke text
even where there is no grounds for that (Albrecht 1986: 309-310;
Dalos 1993a: 22).

Still, such interpretations of the relationship between the jokes and
political sphere are particularly difficult to prove and one can find
there are many arguments against the afore-mentioned suppositions.
First of all, joke telling is a very popular activity both among common
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people and those in power. Researchers have maintained that even the
most biting jokes have been disseminated in all levels of social strata
(Rohrich 1977: 211; Albrecht 1986: 311). The popularity of joke telling
is associated with establishing bonds between people rather than with
causing conflict and dividedness. Thus intensive narration of jokes is
better explained if one takes into account the system as a whole, and
not only the different examples of oppositional protests and attitudes.

Quite rightfully, Richard Albrecht reviews joke telling during the
Third Reich as a document of wide-spread mentality under totalitari-
anism, but also as a testimony for the ways in which people coped with
their everyday life and internalised power relations (Albrecht 1986:
316). The author further interprets totalitarian joke telling not so
much as a manifestation of oppositional thinking, but rather as a com-
plex issue, implying resistance and obedience, unrest and tolerance,
indignation and resignation, outburst and ventilation (Albrecht 1986:
309). Deriving from this, joke telling could reveal the deep fragmenta-
tion of public opinion. It is marked by clear differences between public
and open declarations of loyalty on one hand and, on the other, the un-
censored private and concealed conversations in which attitudes to-
wards those in power may rather lean towards the negative side of the
scale (Bausinger 1958: 707; Albrecht 1986: 312). That makes Alb-
recht’s suggestion for creating a thorough political sociology of joke
telling in totalitarian societies quite reasonable. His additional com-
ments of the potential problems facing the researcher in such an en-
deavour are also very important. Problems might arise when we try to
determine the origin of the jokes, attribute certain plots to a particular
period, or when we discover that the conventional stereotypes expres-
sed in the jokes cannot be taken as indications of public opinion be-
cause they are too general, nor might there be a sufficient amount of
authentic data on which to conduct the research (Albrecht 1986: 313—
314).

Despite the quantitative abundance of political jokes, it is self-
evident that political jokes are only a small part of the voluminous
joke telling tradition. Political figures and events exist together with
many other joke categories such as jokes about animals, or the insane,
imbecile and drunken people, as well as foreigners or representatives
of other races, not to speak about the numerous jokes about cannibals,
children, movie and fairy tale heroes, etc. In addition to that, one has
only to mention for example the universal interest in sexual jokes in
order to challenge the idea of the prevalence of the political theme in
this extremely rich narrative genre with its motley thematic scope. All
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these co-exist in a manner which is far from being a simple conglom-
erate. It is well known that joking, as a mode of communication, also
uses the mechanisms of taking turns, changing the topic and interrup-
tion. Thus themes and characters which seemingly have nothing in
common finish up being entangled with one another in unprecedented
and implicit associative communicative sequence in the course of a
joke-telling session. Also important in that respect is the replacement
of joke characters during the long lasting life of a certain plot (Rohrich
1977: 209; Warneken 1978: 29; Albrecht 1986: 314). Those processes
go beyond the confines of a particular joke telling tradition with its
thematic and other specific features, and are characteristic to joke tell-
ing as a genre. Political jokes, which unquestionably have their sub-
stantial role in a society, imply more than simple relief that one gets
from being accomplices in taking part in a public act of criticism on
the surrounding reality. Thus, the insistence on their functionality
falsely leads us to interpret jokes in terms of simple behavioural pat-
terns and models, which is in turn incompatible with the actually di-
verse and many-sided joke telling practice. When a political joke is
told, it is the particular situation of telling which specifies it and best
characterises its function. Telling jokes in a totalitarian society usu-
ally presupposed a small and intimate audience, whose members were
certain of their mutual trust. Consequently, the form of dissemination
rather than its function most efficiently distinguishes political jokes
from all other joke types.

Detailed investigation of different instances and contexts of joke
telling can throw additional light on those matters. According to
Bernd-Jiirgen Warneken, a careful analysis is capable of revealing the
true nature of jokes. Joke telling includes hidden implications, opin-
ions, and a common life experience that can be described through the
reception or reaction to the jokes, shared by the joke teller and his au-
dience (Warneken 1978: 30). Sharp differences in the perceptions of
the audience members might ruin the very act of joke telling. It will
also result in keeping the negative attitudes or interpretations to
themselves, as one is reluctant to reveal the backgrounded and often
oppositional thoughts to strangers who might not share them. Detlev
Peukert has in his observations on the Fliisterwitz clearly indicated
that political jokes contain quite a strong potential of conveying nega-
tive attitudes and criticism. This will often remain only partially real-
ised because of two types of restrictions: the first are brought about by
the isolated nature of the indignation and with the understandable
confinement of jokes to intimate settings among the closest and most

188



Totalitarian Political Jokes in Bulgaria

trustful friends. Also, political critique is additionally weakened be-
cause not all the aspects of the regime are being disagreed with at all
times (Albrecht 1986: 312).

Any precautions about interpreting the relationship between politi-
cal context and jokes as a form of resistance or as the safety valve (al-
lowing the release of the pressure) are to a great extent justified by
the numerous examples of the Bulgarian post-totalitarian narrative
practice as well as the international joke telling tradition. Thus for ex-
ample during the first years of transition into democracy (with its
sharp socio-political polarisation and growing daily problems), joke
telling was unexpectedly silenced or confined to topical reflections of
political events or actions of the leaders. Even today political jokes
could hardly be said to convey prevailing public attitudes, e.g. elec-
toral dispositions. Deeply disappointed by the political leaders, the
Bulgarians have already voted non-confidence to political parties in a
series of parliamentary elections. Nobody bothers to tell jokes about
the present political elites. Of course, one can pose an easy argument
against such conclusions by noting that the post-socialist period is rich
in other media for expressing social and political indignation. We can
parry the claim by pointing at the fact that political regimes with long-
standing and more stable democratic traditions also produce political
jokes. For example it has been widely known that presidents often
make good material for joke characters and there are a number of
jokes on them in almost every political system. Waves of joke telling,
comparable with the intensive joke telling periods during socialism,
could be found in radically different political contexts as well (Dundes
1993). It could hardly be disputed that the extremes of totalitarianism
tease out the genre’s most functional potential, the one of expressing
protest, discontent and even resistance. Nevertheless, there is much
more to the function of political jokes than just this, and — as it was al-
ready mentioned — it is precisely the life of totalitarian jokes that re-
quire the researchers to be more careful in their speculations about
the possible functions of jokes.

And last but not least, such interpretations reproduce well known
romantic dichotomies to which contemporary folklore studies are re-
luctant to come back to (see Lipp 1994: 83). These concern reiterating
notions of folklore as a comparatively closed system, and searching for
the reflection of the “genuine folk soul” and the bearer of authentic
values and morals (as opposed to the “spurious and bad” elites that
should be subjected to unmasking and renouncement). Tellers of po-
litical jokes and their audiences envision themselves not as partici-
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pants in political life, but rather as an opposition, resistant and im-
mune to its influences. I do not intend to criticise these views here, but
will only note that they substantially differ from the political reality
still in early modern times, even more so because of the well known
processes of “the politisation of the popular culture” (Burke 1997:
324).The processes of mutual communication between the rulers and
their subjects also plays an important role. The construction of a
common political sphere started out as “part of our existence” in the
years of the Enlightenment (Foucault 1992: 64; Eley 1994) through
making use of mutual engagement. It has finally resulted in the crea-
tion of a “culture of participation” (cf. also Gabriel Almond & Sidney
Verba’s interpretation of these matters within the context of the mod-
ern democratic regimes, 1998: 42).

The strong relationship between jokes and the political situation is
something that is difficult to overlook. Nevertheless, an interpretation
of this relation as a simple confrontation between the official and unof-
ficial undoubtedly trivialises the matter. Relationship does exist, but it
is not so direct. Laughter at political matters implies deeper and
rather complex processes and relationships between the politicians
and the citizens.

There are many reasons why these processes remain hidden even
for the researchers. It is precisely in totalitarian regimes when jokes
have experienced their zenith in all their functions: as a form of com-
munication, acquiring and conveying knowledge, and providing inter-
pretation of the everyday lives and closest environment of the people.
But this also poses the risk that the characteristics of these jokes are
presented as universally valid, applicable to all political and cultural
contexts. The reasons for the existence of the jokes that are created
specifically to adapt to extreme social and cultural conditions cannot
be unambiguously translated into other contexts and societies. Thus,
when interpreting jokes as directly linked to the political reality
through confrontation, it is very likely to overlook the fact that joke
telling in totalitarian societies is just another joke telling tradition
among others, even if it probably was the most vibrant, richest and
long-lasting one. To cite Andreas Schmidt writing about jokes in gen-
eral (and of political jokes in particular) and describing them as an ef-
fective tool of resistance against those in power, he states that the dis-
cussion of jokes in such a perspective often confuses functions with re-
sults (Schmidt 1988: 47). Respectively, a careful analysis should be
deductive, starting with the “normal” conditions for joke telling and
penetrate the universal characteristics of the jokes, and only then can
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it progress to the study of the more specific cases including the totali-
tarian jokes as a particular stage in the development of the tradition.

Whatever the interpretation of the relationship between the jokes
and their political context or the intensity of this relationship, it is
evident at all times and during all regimes that jokes include a lot of
mockery of political leaders and events. These targets have always
been present in joke telling. Although self-explanatory, the fact is
worth mentioning when we are analysing the presence of political im-
plications of joke telling. There are numerous different political plots
and characters in Bulgarian jokes and elsewhere. All of these are cru-
cial figures and topoi that mark the cultural identity of the joke teller
and/or its audience and reveal that the text is vested in a particular
ethnic, regional, local and social context. It also indicates the impor-
tance of political issues in the process of identity construction. Political
views belong among the substantial elements of the concept of the
world and of self-image. Joke telling can be defined as one of the
strategies that contribute to the processes of self-identification.

Philosophers, sociologists, political anthropologist and ethnologists
who have looked into the matter are unanimous in their attitudes to-
wards political issues being basic structural and organisational com-
ponents of any social system. Even if their scientific approaches differ
in accents and nuances in defining these issues, they all agree on the
essential influence of politics. Political decisions have fundamental
importance in the existence, stability and functioning of the society as
they encompass and regulate public life in many spheres and prede-
termine its perspectives and dynamics (Duverger 1999: 138; Balandier
2000: 52; Bargatzky 1993: 277, 288). The political realm has become
an important aspect of the construction of everyday experience, recog-
nised most readily in the contemporary world with its specific power
mechanisms.

Jokes should also be consulted with the regard to their part in the
continuous flow of political socialisation which guarantees public in-
tegrity (Duverger 1999: 108—-112). This integrity further articulates it-
self in a rich variety of ways, in a number of discourses about politics.
These are brought to the everyday level and thus become part of our
existence. Everyday experience mediating these discourses includes
forms of communication as diverse as the printed media, radio and TV
programs, specialised Internet sites, political propaganda leaflets as
well as conversations or Internet discussion forums. At the same time,
it should be mentioned that this type of communication presupposes a
sophisticated and mutual exchange of information, especially as it re-
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flects modern political and power concepts and visions (Foucault 1992:
75). Not only political elite, but also common people have a say in the
production of political constructs and need to reflect on the political
reality. The appearance of the morning newspaper and the communal
interest in “state affairs” turned the people into “nation of politics”
(Burke 1997: 331). Thus telling and listening to political jokes mani-
fests political awareness and is an important element in the compli-
cated system of political life, rather than being just a substitute for po-
litical actions, e.g. resistance. It acts on two levels: taking and imple-
menting decisions on the upper levels of the state machine, but also
the internalisations of these actions in the minds of the ordinary citi-
zens (Corneliflen 2000: 137).

In the polyphonic choir of voices talking about politics, jokes are
not the first and the only genre which approaches these issues
through laughter. Still in the early times when common people started
to be interested in politics, at least two modes of talking about politics
were used. Parallel to a purely informational level, there existed a sec-
ond mode engaged in politics through ridiculing (Burke 1997: 324-
337). This included genres such as pamphlets, caricatures, political
satire, political sketches, etc. It would be an over-simplification to view
these as only laughing at the politicians and their actions. A closer
look will unveil a continuation of a long lasting tradition that is capa-
ble of bringing forth both serious and less serious approaches to the
use of political power. I call that second mode carnivalesque, but I
would nevertheless include in it a wide array of strategies that started
before the appearance of the carnivals and went far beyond them both
in essence and time (Dziemidok 1974: 156; Bakhtin 1978: 112). These
traditions are connected with criticism as much as confirmation of the
status quo and with the symbolic (re)ordering and (re)conceptua-
lisation of the existing power relations in order to maintain them
(Burke 1997: 255-261).

Aiming at the detailed review of the role and features of jokes in
this context, it will be methodologically important to underline that
joke telling as a folkloristic genre is here equated with jokes as a text.
Jokes and joke telling bear a similar status in totalitarian practice of
humorous genres. Especially as far as political jokes are concerned,
the narrative practice is something that defines jokes best. By con-
trast, the development of jokelore in democratic regimes clearly shows
that orality is not the main component of the tradition. Jokes can
achieve other, not les vibrant lives in printed press, electronic media
and in the Internet. All of them rely on joke narratives created in face
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to face communication, but also induce a change of the genre by pro-
viding feedback and influencing everyday narration. Thus, if we want
to give an adequate explanations for the reasons and describe the con-
text of joke waves, we have to abandon the a priori acceptance of the
jokes as a form which characterises mainly interpersonal communica-
tion and to study who and why starts telling jokes, and how does it
develop in all the forms of existence of the genre.

In order to answer those questions it is necessary to turn our atten-
tion back to the totalitarian tradition of joke telling as it presents an
example of intensive and rich joke narrative tradition. According to
the German researcher Klaus Roth, together with rumours and other
narratives, joke telling belonged to the active narrative practices of
the socialist everyday culture (Roth 1991). The author examines all
these diverse forms and their functioning in the light of the already
mentioned assumptions, but also goes further and gives interpreta-
tions that are more important in the context of this article. He views
these narratives as symptomatic for socialist everyday life and claims
that these indicated the existence of firm informal relationships in the
socium. Roth also examines the place and role of jokes as initiators
and regulators of social groups and asserts that they function as one of
the mechanisms for maintaining and reproducing various informal
networks. The domination of verbal communication and colloquial
ways of transmitting information in almost all spheres of life, as well
as the importance of private and informal groups bound by strong ties,
are interpreted as indicators of deep social and cultural problems
within the socialist states. Also, demographic and statistical data
showed the Eastern Bloc as an industrial area with a high degree of
urbanisation. The privatisation of the social and cultural life during
socialism, and also the parallel crisis in the public institutional sphere
is informative about the reasons for alienation from the society at
large and confinement to small and trustworthy intimate communica-
tive groups (Roth 1991: 193).

The majority of those problems in totalitarian regimes were con-
nected with political issues and attempts to manage them. Bernd-
Jurgen Warneken explains the boom of jokes with the fact that the
everyday life of the totalitarian citizen was completely immersed with
politics. Such a situation was the result of deep engagement of the
communist party and its leaders with all aspects of social and cultural
life. This made power visible, direct and turned it into a significant
reference point of identity. On the other hand in democratic regimes,
the relationship of politics and everyday life is abstract or mediated in
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a more sophisticated manner (Warneken 1978: 37). Nevertheless,
when going deeper into the matter, we will discover that the close
proximity of the government and the people is actually illusory and
ambivalent — it is actually both close and distant at the same time.

The researchers define the totalitarian type of government as a
specific combination of modern means and mechanisms for exercising
power combined with traditional patrimonial functional entities
(Eisenstadt 1992: 28; Kabakchieva 2001: 75). This was in the very na-
ture of the totalitarian modernising project and was meant to mobilise
the members of the society, as well as to guarantee the necessary sus-
tainability and continuity of power and ideology (Kabakchieva 2001:
67-85). At the same time social dynamics are built upon strong
personification of institutions and on strong personal bounds. Basic
regulators of the social relations were connected to having or not hav-
ing the membership card of the communist party, with the degree of
believing in socialism, and with loyalty to the official programmes and
regime. This had a thorough influence on every human practice, rang-
ing from the elementary issues of labour force and working (always re-
ferred to as building communism) to the implementation of the latest
directives of the communist party. The government institutions with
their leaders and actions appeared as a series of non-functional, rigid
structures. But there was another, more hidden level of social commu-
nication, radically different from the previous one: paying close atten-
tion to the details of social ties, one could have revealed various types
of important bonds based on kinship, friendship, acquaintance or
other forms of personal bondage and obligation (Benovska-Subkova
1993). Active personal bonds were typical both for the upper levels of
state government and party leadership, but also for the level of every-
day communication as a common strategy for survival.

Thus the power compromised its integrity with the opposition be-
tween its formal nature and its alleged dedication to common interest
(Bargatzky 1993: 278) and failed in its pretensions to represent the
people. This shook its otherwise strong identification potential. As a
result the excess of politics actually became deficit of politics. When
the subordinates to the system get acquainted with its existence, but
remain indifferent to its manifestations, it becomes alien to them.
They expect it to offer favours or are afraid of its excessive demands
and do not believe that they can substantially alter the processes in
the system (Duverger 1999: 96). The maintenance of mighty propa-
ganda and police apparatuses to support the totalitarian regime were
notable signs for the constant efforts needed to preserve the system.
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The need for a solid ground inside oneself caused the creation and dis-
semination of political jokes in this context. The aim of the jokes was
not so much to reject the political power and its totalising nature, but
rather to “gain” power by reframing it as an important factor both for
the existence and integrity of the socium.

The conclusions concerning the factors responsible for joke telling
may also be applied to other, non-totalitarian regimes. Further gener-
alisations can be made after a careful study of the nature of particular
political system and its problems, issues of legitimisation and claims
of power.

As a “global power”, and as power beyond any other power struc-
ture (Duverger 1999: 138-140; Balandier 2000: 36—69) the political
realm symbolises the ideas of the social role, order and rationality.
The deviation of the political sphere from the rules determining its ex-
istence generates serious frictions. Breaking the rules, the political
leaders shake the very foundations of social life and pose challenges to
its rationality and stability. The final result is strong dependence on
principles which are quite different from the initial slogans. This en-
acts lower-level structures, the informal contacts based on personal re-
lations. They offer possibilities to re-construct the political bonds de-
stroyed by alienation from the political elite and to re-establish their
value. The waves of joke telling, which might start and spread, accord-
ing to Dundes, in a couple of hours (1993: 96), are remarkable for their
constant ability to initiate integration or identification strategies nec-
essary for the political being in the everyday life. This constant readi-
ness is actually the well known permanent alertness to the political
well-being in the modern epoch (Eisenstadt 1992: 35).

In such situations, the political sphere determines not only what
will be discussed, but also particular ways of discussing it. This de-
fines the specific nature of joke telling as a fictional form of knowledge
and interpretation of the surrounding reality (Lixfeld 1984). The di-
vergence of the prescribed roles and real actions, of what is visible on
the surface and what is actually meant, of propaganda and the inter-
nal beliefs, results in an absolute illusion about the social reality, thus
also bringing forth the need to find adequate strategies for coping with
it. The common forms of everyday discourse are not sufficient there.
As I have already mentioned, cultural history has at its disposal a lot
of practices whose aim is to revive power. With the very act of tres-
passing social rules, the political actor opens possibilities for the car-
nivalesque. The aim of the joke is not so much to unmask (cf. Roth
1991: 186), but to re-inscribe the political, rejecting it and laughing at
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its unreasonable qualities, as well as to re-arrange it to be in accor-
dance with the communal values.

Coming again back to socialist joke telling practices, we have to
recognise the solid foundation it was based on. It was founded on the
basic divergence between the political system of a given society and its
actual political culture (Almond & Verba 1998: 44; “political culture”
being defined as the internalisation of the knowledge, feelings and
evaluations of the political system by the members of the society (Al-
mond & Verba 1998: 36)). I have already mentioned earlier that the
socialist state system is characterised by a specific combination of
modern and traditional power relations. Thus some researchers define
the totalitarian modernity as an erroneous modernity (Eisenstadt
1992: 21-41). The final result was that the human beings lived under
socialism as if living in an illusory world of false identities and imagi-
nary social structures and relations, in a world of conflicting declara-
tive slogans and real facts (Kabakchieva 2001: 85-112; Daskalov 1991:
33-39; Ignatow 1991; Bahrdt 1974: 79-83; Gellner 1996: 34—46).

In such a context not only the researcher but also the joke tellers
are aware of the utmost importance of the joke tradition. Totalitarian
jokelore has already been characterised as capable of conceptualising
itself (Banc & Dundes 1986: 23; Kohler-Ziilch 1995: 76—77). The term
political joke is not a construct invented by the researchers for the
purposes of classification, but rather an emic term coming from the
joke telling tradition itself. Ines Kohler-Ziilch analyses the implicit
factors in the practice and finds that it includes a wide range of issues
such as the situation of joke telling, the respective communicative
groups formed around it, the way of dissemination, and the interaction
between the joke teller and his audience (Kohler-Ziilch 1995: 76-83).
She also mentions one of the joke’s most popular themes — the one
about the risks of telling jokes in non-democratic regimes. The Bulgar-
ian jokelore has several jokes supporting such a consideration:

— What is the joke teller’s prize?

— He, who tells political jokes, will dig the metro, and he, who listens to
them — will tile it.

(Slavov 1991: 17)

Radio Erevan was asked:

— What is the difference between a political and a sexual joke?
Radio Erevan answered: — At least five years [in jail].
(Anekdoti 1990: 18)
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Special attention should not only be given to the intensive telling or
consequences of political jokes. The jokes also clearly point at the prob-
lematic issues which, being very important for the totalitarian reality,
were the reasons for intensive joke creation and dissemination. This
can easily be followed if one analyses the main types and subjects of
the joke texts in collections of jokes from the totalitarian period (cf.
Banc & Dundes 1986; Dalos 1993b; Slavov 1991).

The nature of the totalitarian political model was elitist as it was
based on the differentiation between the enlightened elite and the un-
regenerate crowd (Kabakchieva 2001: 67-73; Arendt 1993: 121-164).
This made knowledge something extremely important. It was far from
being simply a vision for the future and was rather carrying a strong
legitimating potential. The possession of knowledge defines the social
positions of its carriers, and defends their leadership pretensions. Fol-
lowing the logics of the traditional power techniques, totalitarian rule
marked Marx’s doctrine, as well as the elite’s political and economic
formulations, with an image of sacredness (Ignatow 1991: 73-89).
These become the only true, all-encompassing sources of knowledge
and truth, determining certainties and identities within every sphere
of human practice, in social as well as cultural life:

— What is communism?
— This is the victory of creative Marxism over common sense.
(Vassilev 1991: 46)

Jimmy Carter visited Leonid Brezhnev in the Kremlin. At a certain point
of the visit the American president went to the toilet, relieved himself, but
could not understand the flushing system. So he went out of the toilet and
asked Brezhnev how it works. Brezhnev answered: “You have simply to
shout three times KPSS and that is it.”

Shortly after that Brezhnev visited Carter in the States. At a certain point
of the visit the Russian leader went to the toilet, relieved himself, but
again could not flush the toilet. Then he started to cry “Long live
America!l” As it didn’t work, he also tried with “Long live capitalism!”,
“Death to socialism!”, but alas! So he went out of the toilet and asked
Carter how to make the American flushing cistern work. The American
president answered: “Just turn the tap on.”

(Sega, March 23, 2002: 18)

The English woman. Behind, she has her noble origin, on her left side —
good children, on her right side — a devoted husband, on her head — a
small hat, in front of her — bright future.
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The French woman. Behind herself, she has her wild past, on her left side
— her husband, on her right side — her lover, on her head — a big hat, in
front of her — endless adventures.

The Bulgarian woman. Behind herself, she has the anti-fascist struggle,
on her left side — social duties, on her right side — household chores, on her
head — her children and her husband, in front of her — an extended five-
year plan.

(Vassilev 1991: 72)

If the knowledge has an image of being sacred, the mythologisation of
its creators will be brought about as well. In totalitarian power prac-
tices, party and state leaders were usually positioned close to the
source of knowledge. They were the ones who controlled, transmitted
and interpreted the knowledge. The propaganda machine of the com-
munist party inscribed the party leaders with the aura of knowledge-
able persons — thinkers, ideologists, and even philosophers, neglecting
the fact that these lavishing “appraisals” were often far away from the
real capacities and education these persons had:

Marx and Engels proved that socialism will overcome the whole world.
Lenin proved that it can overcome a single country.

Todor Zhivkov proved that it can overcome a single village.

Nikolae Chaushesku proved that it can overcome a single family.

(AIF I No. 343: 9)

Brezhnev had a speech at the opening ceremony of the Olympic Games in
Moskow:

-0!/0!0!

— One of his advisors came up and said:

— Comrade Brezhnev, these are the Olympic circles. Your speech is further
down.

(AIF I No. 343: 27)

Two men showed up and asked for Toshol. His father enquired:
— What is your relationship to him?

They answered:

— We are his former classmates.

— OF then. Sit down here.

Then his father entered the room with a gun and shot them.

— Classmates, ha! My son has never gone to school!

(AIF I No. 344: 5)

The gerontocratic nature of the totalitarian rule was one of the symp-
toms for the co-existence of the modern and the traditional (but also
the divergence between the propaganda versus the implicit messages).
Valorisations of the past and worship of life experience, accenting its
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highest accumulation at an old age, were important constructs in
modelling social reality and social structure:

Georgi Traykov — a wise comrade and Chair of the Parliament of Bul-
garia announced with a feeble voice:

— The members of Politburo and of the Council of Ministers will be carried
in here. Everybody who can rise to his feet, stand up!

(Slavov 1991: 116)

An old man caught the golden fish. It asked to be set free and promised to
realise three of his wishes. He agreed and said:

— Firstly, I want an apartment for my daughter.

— Done, old man! Your next wish?

— I want my grand-daughter to go to the university.

— This is also done. Your next wish?

— I am an old man and would like to go to a retirement center and to live
there together with people of my age. I would like to have chats with them
and to discuss our illnesses and the past.

The golden fish just moved its fins and the old man suddenly found
himself in... the Kremlin, on a meeting of the Politburo of KPSS.

(Slavov 1991: 123)

The imaginary world of the illusory social identities and structures
could only be ruled with violence. Totalitarian regimes had mighty re-
pressive apparatus to maintain their power. This has also found re-
flection in a number of jokes:

— What is Militia?
— The beating heart of the Party.
(Slavov 1991: 218)

A lawyer got out the session of the court and could not stop laughing. He
met a friend in the corridor. The friend, himself a lawyer, asks him:

— Why are you laughing?

— I heard a political joke.

— Tell it to me! I also want to laugh.

— Oh, no! One gets a ten year sentence for telling it!
(Anekdoti 1990: 24)

A group of sociologists conduct interviews and ask Radio Moscow, Radio
Warsaw and Radio Washington why there isn’t any meat. The three
radios answered as follows:

Radio Warsaw: What does ‘meat’ mean?

Radio Washington: ‘What does ‘there isn’t’ mean?

Radio Moscow: Who asked the question?

(Vassilev 1991: 124-125)
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Bulgarian jokes are not an isolated exception from the international
tradition. The universal character of the policeman was often de-
scribed in jokes, where they formed a specific sub-group of targets in
stupidity jokes. I will cite an example in order to illustrate how politi-
cal jokes relate such reflective images to the character’s power posi-
tion:

Two militia men telling jokes:

— Do you know the shortest joke about militia men?

— No.

— A militia man walks along the road and thinks about something.
(Vicat 1992: 53)

A drunken man travelled in a tram and repeatedly tried to tell a political
Jjoke to the militia man, sitting next to him. The militia man refused
several times to listen to him, explaining that he is wearing a uniform.
But the drunken man insisted:

— OK, OK! I'll slowly tell it two times [for you to understand].

(Slavov 1991: 222)

As I have already mentioned, the logical consequence of the imple-
mentation of the totalitarian model is the formation of the “hidden so-
ciety” (as Richard Albrecht names it; Albrecht 1986: 309) that stays
behind the modern institution and the seemingly formal relations. The
“hidden society” is based on personal bonds — kinships, friendships
and acquaintances. Jokes reflect these social dispositions when ask-
ing:

— Which is the most terrible curse?

... and give the answer:

— I wish your closest friends would pass away.
(AIF I No. 343: 26)

Totalitarian social differentiation set a chiasm between those support-
ing and those not supporting the ruling communist party. Power posi-
tions, rather than the individual economic and social initiative, deter-
mined one’s standard of living:

Two little shoeblacks wanted to know what perestroika is. So they went to
Todor Zhivkov to explain it to them. Zhivkov invited one of the shoeblacks
to come closer and said:

— I'll show you what perestroika is. Do you see the white Mercedes? It
belongs to my son. And that black one is mine. When you park your
Mercedes between them, this is perestroika. Did you catch it?

—Yes, I did.
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The shoeblack went back and his friend asked him:

— Did you understand what perestroika is?

—Yes, I did.

— Go on, explain it to me then.

— This is your box and this is mine. When Todor Zhivkov puts his one

between them, this is perestroika.
(AHHS, f. 74, op. 11)

The jokes followed the issues from everyday life and made fun of its
absurdities. These daily details were well known to several genera-
tions of Bulgarians:

There were four types of shops in Bulgaria. The first ones were sexual
ones: there you could find all the shelves ‘naked. The others were
historical: on entering them everybody exclaimed: “Oh, a long time ago,
the articles they sell here were so gorgeous!” The third ones were religious
— when the customer got in, he made the sign of the cross and said: “God,
what a [poor] quality!” The fourth ones were homosexual: there was
nothing on the shelves, but people nevertheless queued up.

(AIF I No. 344: 22)

The Bulgarian totalitarian joke telling tradition, much like other ex-
amples of jokelore from the former Soviet Bloc, was very eager to mock
the presidential figures. Presumably, the political reality is the
groundsel of the social system fostering its existence and stability. The
political institutions governing this stability are of special importance
in that respect and as such they stay at the top of the social hierarchy.
The political leaders as the top figures on the upper level of this social
hierarchy have a strong potential for becoming a subject of colourful
anecdotes. Jokes have depicted the presidents not only in totalitarian
societies: for centuries, special attention has been given to presidential
figures and this has even specified a distinct narrative category, the so
called president jokes. During socialism, the potentials of that cate-
gory were intensively explored and the institution triggered vivid
comments. One of the basic characteristics of the presidential figures
in jokes is their stupidity:

Reagan, Gorbachov and Todor Zhivkov were in the Louvre. The accom-
panying first ladies expressed their admiration for the beautiful pictures
hanging on the walls and the museum guide congratulated them for their
exquisite tastes. At a certain point of the tour Zhivkov said:

— Oh, what a beautiful picture! A peasant eating sunflower seeds!

— No sir! This is not a picture. It is a sixteenth century Venetian mirror.
(Slavov 1991: 82)
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It is a futile attempt to list all the situations in which jokes laugh at
stupidity, as stupidity jokes are well known and long lasting cultural
universalia. Max Liithi notes that there is hardly other human fault
which is more often in the focus of jeering than stupidity. At the same
time, stupidity is not understood as a pathological condition, but
rather as a lack of adaptation to a particular cultural environment or
as an insufficient adaptation to it (Liithi 1981: 928). That is why it is
not at all surprising that fools are interpreted as inhabiting the pe-
riphery between the cultivated and uncultivated, between the native
and the alien. Thus, when mocking the figure of their “fool president”,
both the joke-teller and his audience re-establish at the same time
their own belonging to the corresponding social and cultural context.
The identity of the figure of the president is clearly evident in two
types of plots used in political jokes. The first one can be classified as
the so-called inter-ethnic joke (Rohrich 1977: 285-291). The common
pattern of the joke offers reactions of the representatives of a particular
ethnos in a typical situation. All cases in which “our” president shows
his stupidity in front of the other presidents illustrate in a perfect way
that their actions and words are emblematic of the whole nation and
that it is in a direct relationship with ethnic identity (Kubbel 1988: 185):

The VIP plane met with an accident, but there was no parachute for one of
the passengers. Then Reagan said:

— What I am expected to do is of an utmost importance for humanity. I am
called upon to defend and support world democracy, freedom, progress
and justice. So he was given a parachute and jumped down the plane.
Then Gorbachov said:

— I have a historic deed to accomplish. It is me who has to do the pere-
stroika in the socialist countries. If I am not there to do it, it will fail!

So he was given a parachute and jumped down the plane.

Then Todor Zhivkov said:

— I am the father of our nation. We have to accomplish the scientific and
technical revolution for the whole world! Without me and my nation this
historic achievement will fail!

So he took a parachute and jumped down the plane, but the Pope and a
student were still waiting for parachutes:

— Son - said the Pope — I am not far from God and will rely on his help
and benevolence. Take the last parachute!

— But there are two ones — calmed him the student.

— One was missing? — exclaimed the Pope.

— Yes, of course, but that guy — the father of the technical nation — jumped
down with my rucksack on his back.

(Smyah, No. 1, 1991: 4)
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Gorbachov was visiting Margaret Thatcher. While they were drinking tea,
a cuckoo got out of the clock and started shouting “Ma-ggy! Ma-ggy!”
Gorbachov liked it a lot and asked Thatcher to give him the clock. She
said: “Oh, I can’t, it is a present!”, but finally agreed. Then Gorbachov
invited Todor Zhivkov and while they were drinking tea, the cuckoo got
out of the clock and started shouting “Mi-sha! Mi-sha!” Uncle Tosho was
amazed and asked to be given the clock. The host said: “I can’t, it’s a
valuable present from Maggy Thatcher...” — “Please, please, give it to me!”
Toscho said. Finally Gorbachov agreed to give him the clock. Uncle Tosho
brought it home, put it on the wall and sat at the table to wait for the
cuckoo. When the time came, the cuckoo got out of the clock and started
shouting “Cra-zy! Cra-zy!”

(AIF I No. 343: 13)

The second type of president jokes is also extremely popular. These of-
fer a morbid perspective on the leaders, probing the limits of the
physical and political existence of the president. A lot of joke texts de-
scribe the death of the president. This death is not necessarily a sym-
bolic, political one (Rohrich 1977: 209), but in every case expresses a
wish to be done with him. Like no other joke characters, the president
figure often goes through imagined incidents of dying. He is often
killed, shown fey or encountering extreme situations, i.e. located on
the very boundary between life and death or having already passed to
the other world:

— Do you happen to know that joke: Todor Zhivkov died and...
— No, I don't.

— Me either, but the beginning is so promising.

(AIF I No. 343: 23)

Uncle Tosho retired and came back to his native village of Pravec. He
expected that the pioneers would meet him with songs and banners, but
there was nothing like that. Then uncle Tosho went to the village field-
keeper, who was the only official there, and said:

— Pesho, what’s the matter? There is nobody to meet me here!

— Oh Tosho, everybody is on the fields busy with their work.

— Well, fire your gun to gather them here. Then they will see I have
arrived!

Pesho fired his gun. After a while a woman called Pena came to him and
asked:

— What’s the matter, Pesho, did they deliver the bread?

— No, no! Our Tosho came to visit us.

Tosho waited and waited but nobody else bothered to come. Then he said:
— Pesho, fire you gun once more!

Pesho fired again his gun and Pena came again to him and asked:
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— What’s the matter, Pesho, did they now deliver the bread?

— No, no! Our Tosho came to visit us.

— Oh, damn you! Why didn’t you shoot him with the first shot?!
(AIF 1 No. 344: 30)

Romanian family was fast asleep. A rat entered the room so the woman
got up, made her husband get up and they both started to chase the rat,
shouting: “Kill him! Kill him!” Their neighbours also got up and started
shouting: “Kill him and his wife, too! Kill him and his wife, too!”

(AIF I No. 343: 11)

Whatever the imaginary spaces that the president figure occupies, he
as a character belonging to a particular social or cultural realm never
enters these spaces in an abstract way. The joke texts cited above
clearly show that he is a personage that helped to conceptualise, un-
derstand and interpret the life environment with its particular experi-
ences and then actual problems. It may of course imply also criticism
or protest, but that was not the only aim of the jokes. The primary aim
for them was to develop the degree of mutual understanding through
communicating the jokes and foster the feeling of belonging to a par-
ticular social and cultural context.

Having reviewed political joke telling during socialism, I have one
more important point to stress. Jokes offer adaptive strategies, help to
construct and support identities, and also cope with harsh reality of
daily life. The very existence of the political jokes, as well as the
themes which they bring to our attention, contain valuable informa-
tion about the processes characterising the particular reality in which
those jokes were told and re-told. The analysis of the totalitarian po-
litical jokes offers the possibility to observe some of their important
characteristics in “laboratory” conditions. All this is required before
one engages himself in an in-depth analysis of joke telling during the
post-socialist period.

Note

1. Tosho (an intimate name for Todor) or, alternatively, uncle Tosho is often
used in everyday situations for the name of the well known leader of the
Bulgarian Communist Party and the Bulgarian state Todor Zhivkov.
These intimate names are regularly mentioned in the Bulgarian jokes, as
well as in other forms of everyday communication.
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THE ORIGIN OF THE ANECDOTE:
“MUKHA TSOKOTUKHA” [THE BUZZING
FLY] SUBMITTED FOR CONSIDERATION
TO SOVIET RULERS

Sergey Neklyudov

Abstract

Among anecdotes about Stalin published by A. Krikmann there are sev-
eral variations of the story “The State Leaders criticise the poem Mukha-
mukha, tsokotukha” (Krikmann 2004: No. 136). This anecdote is probably
based on actual events that took place in the 1920s. Its direct source can
be found in the stories about literary misfortune of this tale (as well as
other tales written by Chukovsky) that was considered ideologically
wrong by the Soviet censors. Most likely, they were told by Chukovsky
himself who described to the circle of friends how he and some other
writers had to plead with the officials to prove that there was no ideologi-
cal implications. These stories were projected into one of anecdote’s mod-
els based on cumulative effect (the first version). It is significant that the
Soviet leaders’ reaction to the tale as it is presented in the anecdote per-
fectly corresponds with the official criticism recorded by Chukovsky.

This interrelation between historical reality and the narrative me-
chanics of anecdote is further demonstrated by another version of this
story where Chukovsky is replaced by Mikhalkov (the second version).
This replacement has a definite semantic motivation and, at the same
time, it follows the logic of folklore where the actions of one character can
be easily transferred on another, provided that they both belong to the
same category of historical (or mythological) personae. In our case this
process is facilitated by the fact that the authors who write for children
are less individualised in public consciousness than the ones who work in
‘serious’ genres. Replacing Chukovsky by Mikhalkov, the anecdote draws
on such aspects of the latter reputation as a plagiarist and a cynical
writer of the Soviet hymn that he kept changing according to political
demand. It is a unique occasion when a Soviet writer became the hero of
an anecdote cycle even with a limited (mostly professional) circulation.
Thanks to Mikhalkov’s reputation the second version of the anecdote has
a different message that the first one.

Key words: anecdote; Korney Chukovsky, persecution; Sergey Mikhalkov,
plagiarism; children’s literature; Soviet and Russian leaders

211



Sergey Neklyudov

Among the anecdotes about Stalin published by A. Krikmann, there
are several versions of the plot “The leaders of the country criticise the
poem “Mukha Tsokhotukha” [“The Buzzing Fly”, or “Fly-a-Buzz-
Buzz”] (Krikmann 2004: No. 136). It should be pointed out that despite
their structural compliance with the conventions of the anecdote
genre, these texts differ from similar forms of modern folklore in that
they are longer, consist of more sections (4 to 7) and exhibit a higher
degree of compositional complexity (see the table in the Annex). In all
these cases, their structure is a reverse of the pattern known as “The
house that Jack built” in which every new episode involves a deletion
of the last section rather than an addition of a new one, as, for exam-
ple, in the following nursery rhyme: “Ha xopabme “TIOBEIA” / mocie
OBEJIA / cayumiiack BEJA — / mponasa EJA. / Ter yrpan? — JA” [“On a
ship called POBEDA [victory] / after OBEDA [dinner] / there happened a
BEDA [a misfortune]: / EDA [food] was stolen. / Did you do that? DA
[yes]”] (here, however, the front section rather than the tail one is cut
off). I. Amroyan (2005: 139-140) terms this device “decumulation”. It
is quite rare in oral tradition.

The first version recorded in 1983 should most likely be considered the
starting point. Its thematic source was apparently the story of perse-
cution of K. Chukovsky’s tales in the 1920s. The censorship crackdown
began as early as 1922, soon after the creation of the Glavlit (The
Main Administration for Literary and Publishing Affairs). The follow-
ing line in “Moidodyr” [“Wash ‘Em Clean”, literally “Wash till holes”]
was edited out: “Oh, God, what has happened? Why is everything
around us...” (Chukovsky 1991: 219, 496). Later, the Glavsotsvos (The
Main Committee on Social Upbringing and Political Education of the
People’s Comissariat for Education) denounced this tale as “an insult
to chimney sweeps”. A group of 29 writers supported this charge and
wrote an open letter to Maxim Gorky about that. The tale “Crocodile”
was also criticised as an “allegorical representation of Kornilov’s mu-
tiny”, although this work has appeared a year before the actual event.
In 1925, the members of the Komsomol (The Communist Union of
Youth) came up with the initiative to replace in the children’s per-
formance of the “Moidodyr” line “And the dirty chimney sweeps...”,
which was presumably hurting the feelings of chimney sweeps, with
the words “And everyone who is dirty...” (Chukovsky 1991: 332). In
1927, the GUS (The State Academic Council of the People’s Comis-
sariat for Education) — and personally N. K. Krupskaya who was the
chair of the children’s literature committee — banned two poems, “Doc-
tor Aybolit” [“Doctor Oh, it hurts”] and “The Crocodile”. Krupskaya’s
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scathing article in the “Pravda” newspaper about Chukovsky’s “Croco-
dile” (1928) precipitated a total prohibition on the publication of all of
his children’s books. The ban was followed by a full-scale campaign
against Chukovsky himself and everything he represented: “We
should point our rifles at Chukovsky and the likes of him because they
promote the petit-bourgeois ideology [...] Chukovsky never mentions
[...] the organisation of childhood by means of collectives of children...”
(Sverdlova 1928: 92-93); his books breed superstition and fears (Reso-
lution 1929: 74), etc.

The most severe ideological attacks were directed against “Mukha
Tsokotukha” — a tale particularly favoured by the author. Even 20
years later, remembering his early poetic might in a later hour of de-
pression, he placed “Mukha Tsokotukha” before his other works (Chu-
kovsky 1994: 181). “The bloodiest battle was over “Mukha Tsokotu-
kha”: “a bourgeois book, Philistinism with its preserves, the mer-
chant’s way of life, a wedding, a name day, a mosquito dressed as a
hussar...” According to the Gublit (The Provincial Department of Lit-
erary and Publishing Affairs), “the fly is the princess in disguise and
the mosquito is the prince in disguise”, “the illustrations are indecent:
the mosquito is portrayed standing too close to the fly”, “she is smiling
way too teasingly”, “they are flirting” (Chukovsky 1991: 344, 450). The
tale undermines children’s faith in the triumph of the collective, ex-
presses sympathy for the kulaks’ [affluent peasants’] ideology (“The
horned beetles are wealthy peasants”), praises “petit-bourgeois virtues
and the accumulation of wealth”, and (together with “The Giant
Roach” and “The Crocodile”) provides “false image of the animal and
insect worlds” (Resolution 1929: 74). The critics adopted the following
slogan: let us protect our children from alien influences! We should re-
place misleading fictional tales with simple and true stories about real
life and real nature.

In the anecdote the accusations levelled at “Mukha Tsokotukha” con-
form to the letter and spirit of the above-mentioned political-ideological
charges (themselves quite anecdotal): “Why go to the market and not to
the cooperative? This is a political error” (spoken with the characteristic
Lenin’s burr); “We do not have money lying around on the streets” (spo-
ken with the Stalin’s characteristic Georgian accent); “If everyone walks
across fields, there will be no corn in our country”; “We are counting
every single gram of gold, and you have a fly flitting around with a
gilded tummy”. To all intents and purposes, the anecdotal tradition
views this tale castigated by high-ranking Soviet officials as “unpleasing
to the ruling elite” and as “being in need of rehabilitation”.
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In his diaries (1991: 344, 406, 411, 426—-427), Chukovsky described
his attempts to cut through the red tape. He had to turn to publishers
and various censorship authorities (Gublit, GUS, etc.), to A. V. Luna-
charsky and, finally, to Krupskaya. Her scathing article appeared in
the “Pradva” newspaper soon afterwards.

In fact, there is a strong probability that all these episodes could
have been transformed into the plot in question after having been
mapped onto the productive matrix of jokes about Lenin, Stalin, Khru-
shchev... (Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev...; Khrushchev, Brezhnev,
Gorbachev..., etc. (see, e.g., Krikmann 2004: No. 2)) within the frame-
work of which each leader entering the narrative fabric behaves in a
way consistent with his folkloric image.

Of course, half a century separating the anecdote from the proto-
typical events does set certain limitations on determining the nature
of the relationship between them. The record has been dated at 1983,
and the appearance of the Secretary General Andropov in the final
plot section supports this dating, at least as far as the latest version of
the anecdote is concerned. It is not ruled out that in the 1940s the
memory of these events could have been reawakened by the resumed
persecutions of Chukovsky’s tales following the publication of the
14.08.1946 decree of the Central Committee regarding the magazines
“Zvezda” and “Leningrad” (Pravda, 21.08.1946). This time, the criti-
cism was targeted at the tale about Bibigon (1945): “absurd and bi-
zarre incidents [...] naturalism, primitivism” (Krushinsky 1946).

However, the most likely source of the legend that gave rise to the
anecdote was Chukovsky himself who at different times used to tell
his acquaintances about the circumstances surrounding the official
persecution of “Mukha Tsokotukha”, the attacks on which were par-
ticularly painful for him (“my most cheerful, most melodious, most fe-
licitous work” (Chukovsky 1991: 344)). The anecdote could have
emerged in the way indicated above in the process of further folklori-
sation of the initial legend.

Let us consider the next version (No. 2) recorded twenty years later —
in the year of Mikhalkov’s 90th anniversary (i.e. in 2003).

This version does not mention Lenin, but the succession of Kremlin
rulers is extended to include Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Putin. It is obvi-
ous that Mikhalkov could not go to Lenin, but the point here was
hardly to try and avoid that kind of anachronisms. They are excusable
in an anecdote, for example: “Chukovsky comes to Andropov” (No. 1,
Chukovsky’s life and Andropov’s tenure as Secretary General did not
coincide in temporal terms), or: “Stalin died, so did Chukovsky. Mik-
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halkov comes to Khrushchev alone” (No. 2; in fact, Chukovsky died 16
years later than Stalin did and, thus, was a contemporary of not only
Khrushchev, but Brezhnev as well).

The replacement of one character with another is a natural process
in folklore: the actions of one person are attributed to another who be-
longs to the same “class” of historical (or mythological) figures. In the
given case, this process is facilitated by the fact that the authors of
children’s poems are generally perceived as being less individualised
and are, consequently, less stick to one’s memory than the authors of
“high” literature. This is substantiated by the existence of version No.
3 in which the poet is unnamed, but the text of “Mukha Tsokotukha”
is retained (without it, the anecdote would not have been possible). “It
is impossible to recognise whether it is Marshak, or Mikhalkov, or
Barto, or a dozen of second-rate men of letters and a hundred of third-
rate ones,” observes a critic likening such works to “authorless” poetry;
Chukovsky, though, according to him, did not belong to the above-
mentioned plethora of writers (Yakovlev 2001: 6).

Supposedly, the deletion of Chukovsky and the introduction of
Mikhalkov instead resulted from the subsequent development of the
topic of the anecdote ending with the phrase: “Chukovsky was com-
pletely forgotten.” This deletion has a much deeper semantic motiva-
tion behind it than the mere variation mechanism at work and has to
do with the persona of anecdotal Mikhalkov who now becomes the
main character in the plot in question. In other words, the replace-
ment of Chukovsky with Mikhalkov and not with, say, Marshak or
Barto is not accidental. It is here that the story about the rulers read-
ing “Mukha Tsokotukha” acquires certain additional, although not
immediately obvious, meanings.

First of all, it should be pointed out that anecdotes about Sergey
Mikhalkov constitute a relatively rare case in which the protagonist of
the anecdote sequence is not a statesman (for instance, the leader of
the country like Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev) or a popular film
character (Chapaev, Stirlitz), but a man of letters, albeit a very fa-
mous one. Mikhalkov is unique in this respect: apparently, he is the
only Soviet writer who had the honour of becoming the subject of a
whole series of anecdotes. Two reservations should be noted, however.
Firstly, these texts were known almost exclusively in literary circles,
outside of which they were simply incomprehensible. Secondly, in
terms of both content and structure, they are very much akin to a “his-
torical anecdote”, i.e. to a short informal account of an incident in the
life of a particular character, often suffused with humorous overtones.
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In this sense, they constitute a certain intermediate form between the
historical anecdote and the modern folkloric joke.

Anecdotes about Mikhalkov cannot be understood outside literary
circles because they are based on the long-established reputation of
this writer (see, e.g.: Goryaeva 1998: 279, 281; Kaverin 1989: 416-417,
Koval 1998: 256, 259) and are classifiable as inside knowledge not only
in oral tradition (“hearsay”), but also in literary criticism and even in
certain works devoted to the theory and history of literature. The
characteristics that make up his folklorised image have not lost their
relevance in the course of many decades and constitute the motiva-
tional backbone of the anecdotes.

Mikhalkov as an epigone and a plagiarist. “In the beginning, the
children’s writer M[ikhalkov] was an epigone of S. Marshak and
K. Chukovsky” (Kazak 1996: 265). He began his career as a play-
wright by dramatising “The Prince and the Pauper” by Mark Twain
(Mikhalkov 1938), the first edition of which featured the following ac-
knowledgement on the title page: Sergey Mikhalkov. Tom Canty.
A Comedy in 3 Acts and 6 Scenes (inspired by Mark Twain). It is fully
reflective of the Soviet tradition of belittling the authors of re-written
literary proto-texts (A. Tolstoy, L. Lagin and others). The issue of pla-
giarism is particularly relevant in respect of the USSR anthem.
“A hearing of the new version of the anthem soon took place. This
time, the anthem contained a direct plagiarism from the wel-
come address of “the Belarusian people” to the ruler at
the XVIII party congress: “We procured our armour in battles...”
ete.” (Antonov-Ovseenko (quoted in Shchuplov 2000); here and hereaf-
ter my expanded spacing — S. N.). In the 1950s it was rumoured that
Mikhalkov exploited “literary slaves” who helped him create his dra-
matic works. Nowadays, this reputation is still alive. For example,
Mikhail Antonov, a journalist on the Kultura radio station, starts his
presentation of the DVD called “New Adventures of Puss in Boots”
(27.07.2006, 20.15) with the following words: “I's it correct to call
Mikhalkov a plagiarist?”.

Mikhalkov edges Chukovsky out of the list of leading children’s
authors and becomes his antithesis. Chukovsky’s diary of 1947
contains the following entry: “They used to say: “Chukovsky, Marshak
and others”, then: “Marshak, Chukovsky and others”, then: “Marshak,
Mikhalkov, Chukovsky and others”, then: “Marshak, Mikhalkov,
Barto, Kassil and others” (Chukovsky 1994: 181). The existence of
such rolls was a fact of literary life at that time “Kto Bxomus B 06oiimy,
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kro? / Jles Kaccunb, Mapiniak, Bapro. / Illen B usgarembcTBax Kocsak: /
Jles Kaccun, Bapro, Mapiak...” [“Who used to be a real hit? / Lev
Kassil, Marshak, Barto. / Who shoaled in the editing houses? / Lev
Kassil, Barto, Marshak”]. Unfortunately, I do not remember the au-
thor of these humorous and, probably, anti-Semitic verses, so I will
just recite them from memory. Another “fact” was the marginalisation
of Chukovsky after the persecution campaign of 1946. The writing
trade was well aware of that, sharing this knowledge by word of
mouth. Mikhalkov was, of course, by far not the only one who edged
Chukovsky out. However, as can be concluded from the above-
mentioned diary entry (made — and this is quite important — before
the crackdown on cosmopolitism), Mikhalkov came higher on that list,
and then, as the next step, Chukovsky’s surname was excluded. One
can be almost certain that the entry features extracts from various cri-
tiques, speeches, etc. rather than random combinations of names. In
this sense, it should be quite representative.

Mikhalkov’s play “Laughter and Tears” (1945; in later editions
known as “A Funny Dream” as well as the screenplay to the 1958 film
“New Adventures of Puss in Boots” based on the same plot) contains a
parody of Chukovsky. In the play, Krivello/Brigella, a secret villain “of
the suit of spades,” is tormenting an unhappy prince with his horrible
stories: “Uymosuiria Buza ysxacuoro / CxBaruiam pebeHKa HecaacTHOro /
W cramm GesxanoctHo 6uTh ero, / VI cramu ZymmTh M TOOUTH €ro...”
[“Terrible-looking monsters / caught a poor child / and started beating
him up mercilessly / and started smothering and drowning him”] — cf.
Chukovsky: “Ilpunecure-ka Mie, 3BepH, BAIUX AETYIEK, / {l ceromms
ux 3a yxuHOM cKymar! / ...Jla kKakad ke MaTb COryIacUTCA OTAATDH /
Caoero mopororo peberxa... / Utobbr HecbIToe uydeno / BeHyio Kpoiiky
samyumio!” [“Bring me, you animals, your children / I am going to eat
them tonight for dinner / [...] No mother will ever agree to give / her
beloved child / to a voracious monster / so that he could torment the
poor baby!”] (“The Giant Roach”); “T'agkoe uyuesmo-uymauie / Cramur
KJIBIKACTYI0 MacTb... Uymumine npeirayiao K Hedl / Cramano 6emgmyro
Jlameury...” [“The ugly stuffed monster / bared its teeth / [...] The
monster jumped up to her / and grabbed poor Lyalechka...”] (“The
Crocodile”). Let us recap the old charges leveled against Chukovsky’s
tales: “breeding superstition and fear” (Resolution 1929: 74). It should
be noted that Mikhalkov’s play about the secret villain Brigella and
his horrible stories appears shortly before another eruption of persecu-
tion against Chukovsky, and this can hardly be viewed as pure coinci-
dence (for more detail, see Stroganov 2003).
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The text written by Mikhalkov with a co-author and sent for
approval to Stalin can be nothing else but the anthem of the
USSR. The history of the creation of the USSR anthem (1943) is one
of the central themes in Mikhalkov’s “anecdotal epos”. Interestingly,
Mikhalkov himself authored some of those versions (Zhovtis 1995: 18—
21; Shchuplov 2000; Soboleva 2005: 13). The submission of “Mukha
Tsokotukha” for consideration in turn to Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezh-
nev, Andropov, Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Putin, reveals not only the mo-
tif of the hero’s immortality (“akin to a character in the Russian folk-
tale [...] Mikhalkov” (Poryadina 2002: 287)), but also the farcical ver-
sion of the plot about repeated opportunistic alterations of the anthem
(“He owes his career success to the fact that he adjusted children’s po-
ems in accordance with the shifts of the party line, be it Stalin’s,
Khrushchev’s, Brezhnev’s or Gorbachev’s rule...” (Kazak 1996: 265)).
This is indirectly substantiated by the ending of the anecdote (awards
granted by Putin), as well as by the anecdotal Yeltsin’s remark (in re-
sponse to another attempt to publish “Mukha Tsokotukha”): “We are
in no need of poets” (No. 2) —cf. “At the end of 1993, the President
of the Russian Federation Boris Yeltsin issued a decree that M. L
Glinka’s piano piece without lyrics called “The Patriotic Song” mu-
sically edited by B. Diev should be adopted as the anthem of the Rus-
sian Federation [...] As a result, the Russian anthem existed without
lyrics for more than 10 years” (Soboleva 2005: 19).

The elimination of the co-author (“Mikhalkov alone |...] Chu-
kovsky has been forgotten”). The legend has it: “In half a year they
[the authors of the lyrics of the anthem] were summoned to Stalin.
Then, there were six more meetings without Registan, because
Stalin said that he would take care of the political aspect himself ...”
(Shchuplov 2000). In reality, Mikhalkov is the sole author of only the
last version of the anthem (the so-called “Putin’s” version of 2000). In
Brezhnev’s version of 1977 the name of (the by that time late) Regis-
tan was still retained (Soboleva 2005: 19). It is possible to detect a cer-
tain correspondence between the motifs of getting rid of a co-author
(Registan in the story with the anthem, Chukovsky in the anecdote
about “Mukha Tsokotukha”) in the apotheosis of Mikhalkov’s oeuvre
during Putin’s rule.

To sum up, the literary anecdote about “Mukha Tsokotukha” which
the author submits for consideration to the Soviet rulers (from Lenin
to Putin) is apparently based on the actual literary situation of the
1920s. Its direct sources seem to be the accounts of the rejection of this
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work (as well as of other Chukovsky’s tales) by the Soviet ideological
authorities as well as the accounts of the attempts of the author him-
self and some other men of letters (Marshak in particular) to cut
through the red tape in order to solve the matter. The reshaping of
such accounts occurs within the framework of the productive anecdote
pattern: the Kremlin rulers are successively introduced into the narra-
tion and figure there in accordance with their established anecdotal
images. The cumulative plot that thus arises (version 1) does not run
counter to the mechanism of creation of the modern folkloric anecdote,
but is somewhat more complex and cumbersome than the usual oral
forms.

The semantic motivation behind the replacement of Chukovsky
with Mikhalkov in the given plot is just as strong (version 2). Again, it
happens in total compliance with the folkloric variation mechanism,
although cannot be accounted for exclusively by it. The replacement
occurs as an action within the plot and is quite important in itself: the
theme brought up in the second episode (“Mikhalkov alone...”) is re-
solved only in the very end (“and Chukovsky was forgotten”). Appar-
ently, the traits invariably attributed to Mikhalkov in literary circles
and making up his folklorised image are actualised here providing the
motivational backbone: Mikhalkov as a plagiarist, a court poetaster
re-writing his verses to suit the fickle political climate (interestingly, it
was precisely due to this fact that Mikhalkov’s works underwent at
least two censorship attacks: in 1947 for mentioning Tito “in a positive
context” and in 1960 for mentioning him in a negative one (Blum
2003: No. 227, 326)); Mikhalkov as a cynical careerist addressing his
texts to the powerful and through that pursuing his own goals. It is
this reputation that makes Mikhalkov the hero of a whole anecdote
series and gives Version 2 of the plot in question an entirely new reso-
nance as compared to Version 1.
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CONTEMPORARY RUSSIAN JOKES:
NEW CAST OF CHARACTERS

Elena Shmeleva and Alexey Shmelev

Abstract

The article describes the recent trends in Russian jokes. The focus is on
the new joke targets, which include New Russians, Estonians, but also
drug addicts, computer programmers and several politicians and other
public figures. The latter targets are presented usually in the context of
topical jokes which comment on the topical events widely discussed in
the mass media, and they render meaningless without the access to the
background knowledge about these events. The popularity of the con-
temporary jokes is often determined by the availability of certain
agreed stereotypes and speech characteristics of the depicted charac-
ters.

Key words: speech genre, jokes, stereotypes

In a number of previous publications, Shmeleva & Shmelev (e.g. 2005)
have noted a transformation of the joke as a speech genre. This is best
seen in the fact that the retelling and citing of the old jokes is much
more common than creating new ones. At the same time, this is not an
evidence of the degradation or disappearance of the genre, nor does it
mean that there are no new jokes. In many new / post-socialist jokes,
the characters are already known from old Soviet jokes with their spe-
cific traits and linguistic masks (peuessvie macku). However, there are
also changes in the choice of characters in contemporary jokelore as a
whole. Some of the old targets have been forgotten — there are no con-
temporary jokes about Major Pronin!, Veronika Mavrikievna and
Avdotya Nikitichna? (though we can find some records of old jokes be-
ing cited quite often), and new Radio Yerevan jokes come about very
rarely. At the same time, a number of new characters have appeared
only recently, and some of them even feature in a joke cycle. In the
current short overview of contemporary joke characters in Russia, we
focus on these new targets.
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TOPICAL JOKES (AHEK/JOTBI-OTK/JIHKH)

A substantial part of the new jokes are those that comment on the
topical events widely discussed in the mass media (“humanitarian”
bombing Serbia , war in Iraq, presidential elections in Russia, Putin’s
on-line press conferences, the census, scandalous press conference
held by Russian rock star Filipp Kirkorov in Rostov-upon-Don, pur-
chasing the Chelsea football team by a Russian millionaire Abramo-
vich, the Yukos Oil Company affair with the conviction and imprison-
ment of Russian billionaire Mikhail Khodorkovsky, etc.). The charac-
ters of these jokes are real-life individuals with a more or less leading
role in the event. Many of them have not yet aquired a specific comic
characteristics or linguistic masks, though Russian anecdotes and
jokes usually display personages with a conventional build. Instead,
the information about the characters is aquired from the mass media.

The jokes of that type are short-lived as a rule. If the event that they
reflect upon in a comical distorting mirror has lost its actuality, the
jokes render themselves incomprehensible and people not only stop
telling them, but also remembering and citing them. Some examples:

(1) Ocman Bendep snan 400 omrocumenvHo YeCmHubvLx cnocoba omsema derez,
Baadumup Ilymurn npudyman ewje 00ur, nagpocHo Ha38as e2o0 “cnopom xo-
saucmeyoujux cyosexmos”.

* Ostap Bender knew 400 new ways of relieving people of their worldly be-
longings3. Viadimir Putin has added yet another, pathetically calling it the
“budget quarrel of managing subjects”.

(2) IIpednoscerue zenepana Tpowesa o evinniame KPynHOU CyMMblL 3G 207108y

Bacaesa nawno rcueoi omraur y weuencrozo nacenenus. Ha ceeo0nawnui
dernwv umu cdano 16 2on06 Bacaesa. K coxwcanernuio, moavro desamv u3 Hux
NPU3HAHbL NOOLUHHBLMU.
* The proposition of General Troshev to pay a considerable bounty for the
head of Bassaev stirred up lively discussions among Chechen people. They
already brought in 16 Bassaev’s heads the next day. Regretfully, only 10 of
them have been found to be authentic.*

(3) Apmsncroe paduo cnpawusarom: “Karas udes moxcem noseumucs é 207106e
Yy HeoOpa308aHHOZ0 e8pest, KOMOPOMY HA dMY 207108Y CEQAJULOCH HECKOLbKO
MURIUAPOo8 xansa8HbLX 6akrcos?” Apmsanckoe paduo omsewaem: “Kynumbo
“Yencu””

* Radio Yerevan is asked: “Which idea can a poorly educated Jew have if
he has accidentally earned a couple of fast billion bucks?” Radio Yerevan

» »

answers: “Buy “Chelsea”.
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A few topical jokes that are, as a rule, tied to a certain event and sali-
ent only during a limited time, have a chance to live longer (even if in
a slightly modified form), sometimes even until the event that gave
rise to the jokes has itself been forgotten. This has happened to some
topical old Soviet jokes that were inspired by actual situations. For ex-
ample, the following joke was told years after the Soviet invasion into
Chechoslovakia in 1968:

(4) Bcmpeuaiomes amepurakey, pparyys u pycckull. Amepuraney, zosopum: “yY

MEHSL MPU A8MOMOOUNSL: HA 0OHOM 5 €34y No 20p0dy, Ha OPy20M — N0 CMpPa-
He, a Ha mpemuvem — 3a zparuyy.” Ppanuyys zosopum: “Hem, s marozo ne
MOzy cebe no36OAUMb — Y MEHSL MOJbKO 08a asmomobuns. Ha o0nom st e3incy
no cmpawe, a Ha 0pyzom — 3a 2paruyy.” A pycckuil 206opum: “A y mens nem
asmomobuns.” Eeo cnpawusaiom: “Kax sce mar? A na wem dce mut e30uib,
Hanpumep, 3a eparuuy?”’ — “A na mauxe!”
* The American, French and Russian meet. The American says: “I have
three cars: with one I drive in the city, the other is for the countryside, and
the third I use when I go abroad.” The French says: “Well, I cannot allow
myself three, I have only two cars: one for driving in France and the other
for driving abroad.” The Russian says: “But I don’t have a car at all.” The
others ask:’Really? How do you travel abroad then for example?” The Rus-
sian says: “With a tank!”

Remembering this certain text for a long period of time may be due to
the fact that the invasion was still in the memory of the Russians and
in this way it remained salient. It was easy to recognise the allusions
of the joke. But if the joke referred to a more marginal and easily for-
gotten event, it could already render meaningless some months after
the topic lost its actuality, for example:

(5) SBuaeme, Kax 38yuano oguuuanvHoe 00BACHEHUE 2DPY3UHCKO20 Npa-
sumenbecmaa no nosody ommernvt mamua I'pysus — Poccusi: “Bo écem 8uHO-
sam Yybauc”.

* Do you know how a Georgian government official explained why they
cancelled the Georgian-Russian football match? — “Chubais is always the
one to blame”.

The previous joke is probably incomprehensible for most readers. To
understand its implications, one should be aware of the fact that until
July 2008, Anatoly Chubais was the head of the Russian electricity
monopoly UES (Unified Energy System) which was in the habit of ex-
tensively switching off electricity if payments were overdue, and that
the Georgian — Russian football match in October 2002 was cancelled
in Thilisi because after futile efforts to repair it, electricity on the foot-
ball field failed twice and for good. It also refers to Boris Yeltsin’s
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phrase that has become proverbial: “Chubais (a minister in his gov-
ernment) is always to blame.”

The next joke appeared as a reaction to the bombings of Belgrade
in 2000, when the USA troops accidentally bombed the Chinese em-
bassy there. The official explanation was that the maps the pilots used
were out-dated.

(6) Paszosop d8yx nusomos: “/[ior, @ movL 8 Kypce, ¥mo meos HeHa usMeHsem
mebe ¢ kumauuyem?” — “Kax?!? Ax ona... Kemamu, mor noonemaem x Bes-
2pady.”

* Two pilots: “John, do you know that your wife has a Chinese lover?” —
“What? Oh, her... by the way we are approaching Belgrade.”

After the Russian oligarch Viktor Vekselberg had acquired a collection
of Easter eggs that cost a fortune, the following joke became very
popular:

(7) 3sonum Bewrcenvbepe scene u cnpawusaem: “Jlopozas. s edy domou. Mo-
aHcem, HYHCHO umo-Hubydv kynumuv?” — “Jla, Kynu, noxcaxyticma, auya.”
* Vekselberg calls his wife and asks: ,,Darling, I am on my way home. Do
you need anything from the store?” — “Yes, please, buy some eggs.”

If the topical joke is still told after a while and if the characters and
targets of the joke have become or are already conventional figures in
Russian jokes, the chances are high that they will also spring up in
the next versions of the joke. For example, this has happened to the
joke about three nations (Example 4), or the anecdote about Khrush-
chev visiting the exhibition of the abstractionists®. But if we are deal-
ing with only an occasional character, he will probably not be men-
tioned in later jokes — as was the case with the story about the Rus-
sian embassador in China. The joke was a reaction to the appointment
of a former communist party secretary in Leningrad, Vassili Tolstikov,
infamous for his dislike of the Jews. Later the same jokeé was told
about an anonymous Russian delegate abroad.

NEW JOKE CYCLES

There are characters in newer joke cycles who were completely unfa-
miliar to the Soviet jokelore. But there are also those who appeared in
the old jokes, even if their popularity was not remarkably high. The
most obvious member of the first category is the character of New
Russians (nosvie pycckue), but also Yeltsin and Putin. The second
category is inhabited by Estonians, programmers and drug-addicts?.
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New Russians is a term denoting a stereotypical caricature of the
newly rich business class in post-soviet Russia, and it forms the most
popular joke target in 1990s. The specific behaviour and speech has
been described in greater detail in several earlier articles and a book
(Shmeleva & Shmelev 2002). New Russians are a separate nation in-
side Russia with their own habits and language. They live among the
Russians, but act in a different way. They speak Russian, but misun-
derstand several words as the words may have a different meaning in
the “New Russian” language. These traits are also valid for their chil-
dren:

(8) IIpuxodum cvti H08020 PYCCKO20 U3 ULKOJIbL Nepeozo CeHmsbps, 2080puUm:
“Bauem vt mens obmarnyau? Hunezo xopowezo 6 amou wikose Hem, @ 2080-
puau: nepswiil kaacc! Iepswitl knace!”

* The son of a New Russian comes home after his first day in school on the
1st of September and says: “Why did you lie to me? There is nothing good
about going to school, but you kept saying “First class, first class...”.”

The wife of the New Russian has several similarities with the New

Russian himself, but there are also connections to joke cycles on

blondes, and in general to wives in Western European and American

jokes:

(9) MKena HOB020 pycckoz20 npunumaem keapmupy nocae espopemorma. IIped-

cmasumenv upmovt 208opum: “Y mac eonpoc no nosody npokaadxu aH-
mernbl. Y 6ac Kaxoe menesuderue 6ydem, obbiuHOe UAU CRYMHUKOB0E?” —
“He 3Ha0, MyxH MHe HU1E20 HEe 20860PUJL O 3QIYCKe CRYMHUKA.”
* The representative of a building company is handing over the fully reno-
vated appartment to the wife of the New Russian. He says: “We have a ques-
tion about the TV-antenna. Do you have satellite or cable TV?” — “I don’t
know... My husband has not said anything yet about sending satellites to
space.”

(10) Hoswiti pyccruti z0sopum ceoetl xene: “Jlopozas, s, KOHEUHO, He UMEIO

Huuezo npomus, Ho, padu Boza, obsschu mHe, 3auem mut cezo0ns Kynuaa
mouno marxou e Hoewvii “Mepcedec”, kar u euepa?” — “Ilonumaewv, mu-
awviLl, s onasdvieana k Caase 3atiyesy Ha npumepry, mHe Hado ObLIO CPOUHO
eMy no3eorumy, a bauxcauwul mene@on bvin 6 canone gupmovt “Mepcedec”,
5 NO3B0HUNA, Q& NOMOM, NOCYOU CAM, 5 e He MO2Aa yumu ommyoa ¢ nyc-
mowmu pykamu!”
* The New Russian is telling his wife: “Darling, I have nothing against it,
but tell me, why did you have to buy the exact same new Mercedes that you
did yesterday?” - “You know, my love, I was running late on the dress-
fitting appointment at Slava Zaitsev’s atelier, and I needed to call him. The
nearest telephone was in the agency of “Mercedes”, and after making the
phone call, I could not have left the place empty-handed!”
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(11) B munuyuio abezaem 3anniaKaHHAs HeHa H08020 pycckozo. “Hatidume mme
Moe20 myxca, s 6e3 Hezo wumov He mozy!” — “A rKozda on ucue3?” — “Jlea mecs-
ya momy naszad.” — “Ho nouemy 6vt 3asenseme 06 amom moavko ceunac?” —
“Y mens konuunuce denveu!”

* The crying wife of the New Russian runs into the police department.
“My husband is missing, please find him!” — “And when did he go missing?”
— “Two months ago!” — “So why did you turn to us only now?” — “I just ran

out of money!”

There is also a separate type of joke targets, the “female New Russian”
who has an inclination to do business:

(12) Henosasn senwyuna cudum 6 6ape, k¥ Hell nodxodum HOBbLUL PYCCKUL:
“IIpusem, dopozywa. Paspewsume npednoxcums éam céoro xomnarnuio!” — “A
nouemy vt pewuau ee npodamu?”

* The businesswoman is sitting in a pub. A New Russian comes around
and says: “Hi, sweetie! Could I offer you my company?” — “But why have you
decided to sell it?”

(13) “/lesywra moxcro nonpocums y eac meaegonuur?” — IIpomszuseaem mo-
b6unvrvi meaegpon: “Hy, docmanu yxce — nadHo, 36onume.”
* “Miss, could I get your phone?”8 — “Yes, here it is,” answers the business-
woman, handing it over. “Well... okay, you may as well use it too.”

During recent years the popularity of the joke cycle has faded and new
jokes do not come around very often. The prominent figure of the New
Russian has become blurred. We can see this in a joke that circulated
soon after Mikhail Khodorkovsky was arrested:

(14) Iouman nosviil pycckut 3010myio puiory. “Xouewv denez?” — z06opum pul6-

ra. “la y mens mrnoz20.” — “Xoweww 30oposva?” — “/la s 30opos.” — “Tax, uezo
xouewb-mo?” — “Xowy cudemv u Huuezo ne denams.” — “Xopowo, Muwa.”
* The New Russian caught a gold fish. “You want money?” asks the fish. —
“No, I've got plenty.” — “You want health?” — “No, I'm fine.” — “So, what do
you need?” — “I just want to sit and do nothing.” — “Your wish is granted,
Mikhail.””

Joke figures of Yeltsin and Putin have certain easily recognisable
speech characteristics. Yeltsin’s speech in jokes is filled with his fa-
vourite expressions like “you know” (norumaewns), he has a specific
pronounciation of some words (“tek” vs. “tak”, meaning ‘so’; “schta” vs.
“schto”, meaning ‘that’ or ‘what’). Putin’s characteristic is mixing dif-
ferent styles and the fondness of vulgarisms (for example, zamouums,
‘wet oneself).9 In jokes about both Putin and Yeltsin, a similar mecha-
nism is at work — this is the way that ambiguous words get used in
pun-based jokes. Consider the following joke, where the jargon word
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“vegetables” (osowu) is used to denote vegetables in a literal sense,
but also failures, persons with doubtful intellectual abilities and no-
ticeable helplessness:

(15) IlIymur c I'poiznosvim u Ppadrosvim udem e pecmopar. Oguuuarm ezo
cnpawusaem: “But 6ydeme msco uau puidy?” — “Msco.” — “A osowyu?” — “Oeo-
wu mooice 6ydym msco.”

* Putin, Gryzlov and Fradkovl® go to a restaurant. The waiter asks: “Do
you eat meat or fish?” — “Meat,” answers Putin. — “What about vegetables?” —
“The vegetables will also have meat.”

Interestingly, the same mechanism is used in the case of jokes about
programmers, where polysemous words are used for creating a pun.
These characters live in their own worlds and tend to understand the
real world through their specific lense, translating them into computer
terms:

(16) Cudum napruwka 36 KOMNOM, MEPIHEM, CKBO3HAK... 360HUM Mama: “Kax
dena?” — “Mla 3nobum uezo0-mo, CK603HAK CUNbHbLU...” — “A mbvL 6bL OKOWKU
3axpuin!” Yepes rwaroe-mo epems 36onor mame: “Mama, s 6ce okowru 3a-
KpbLa, 08a pasa nepesazpysusics, @ 6ce pasHo ckoamnsak!”

* A young man is sitting at a computer. It’s cold and drafty'l. Mother calls:
“How is it going?” — “T've got chills, it’s drafty in here.” — “Close the windows,
then,” the mother advises. After some time, the young man calls her back:

“Mom, I closed all the windows, and even rebooted twice, but it’s still so
drafty!”

Analogical misunderstandings can take place when the programmer
needs to interpret some sayings or idioms, which they take too for-
mally or algorithmically:

(17) Ilpozpammucm emopoll wac He 8bixodum u3 8arHoU. Mena Kpuwum emy:
“Umo mvt mak doneo moewvca?” — “/la mym Ha wamnyHe HAnNUCAHO: Ha-
HeCmu WaMNyHb HQ 8JANCHbLE B0T0CHL, CMbLMY, NO8MOPUMb...”

* The programmer is already locked in the bathroom for two hours. His
wife asks: “What are you doing there for so long?” — “Well, you see, it’s writ-
ten on the shampoo bottle: rub on wet hair, rinse. Repeat the procedure.”

The programmers cherish the opportunity to sit the whole day by the
computer, and prefer it to real life:

(18) Paszosapusaiom dsa npozpammucma. “Ilpedcmasnsewn, npuxoxcy s ewepa
domotl, a y dxeHwvr aobosnur! A, Koneurno. cpasy k xomnwviomepy!” — “Hy u
umo?” 6 yxcace cnpawiusaem emopou npozpammucm. — Jla éce 6 nopadie, na-
POJtb MOU OHU He cKpbLau!”
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* Two programmers: “Can you imagine, I came home last night, and find
my wife with a lover! So, I rush to the computer...” — “And then what?” asks
the other, terrified. — “Oh, nothing, everything was ok, they had not yet been
able to guess my password!”

Drug addicts are characterised in a joke by their inability to identify
themselves or orientate in time and space:

(19) Boiwen napromar na baaxon. Bopys pas — e enasax memno, nomom pas3 — 6

2nasax ceemao. Bopye paz — u crosa memno. Hy, on ucnyzancs, Kpuwum:
“Mama-mama, mHe wmo-mo nexopowro!” — “Koneuro, cviHOK, Hexopowwo, muot
mpemuti JeHdb Ha baikoHe cmouwd!”
* The drug addict goes on the balcony. Suddenly, it gets pitch-black out-
side, and the next moment it’s light again, and then it’s bang! dark. He gets
scared and shouts to his mother: “Mom, mom, I am not feeling well!” —
“Sure, you are standing outside for the third day already!”

In jokes about drug addicts, polysemous words are often used as well.
They tend to understand even the most usual words as idioms con-
nected with the use of drugs:

(20) IIpasda, umo excuru xkonromesn? — a Hem, moavko 6yxarom urozoa.
* Is it true that hedgehogs spike | shoot up? — No, but they just drink
hard.12

(21) HosoobpawerHbLli HapKoMaH 0eumcs C60UMU NEPEbLMU OMKPOBEHUSLMU C

npenodasamenem eockpecrou wronvi: “B Hosom 3aseme manucarno, wmo
Hucyc o0naxcdor senen ywenurkam nocadums Hapod wa mpasy... B dpyzom
mecme Hucyc ckasan Camapsinke cecmb YKOIOMbCA. .. [=y Konodyal”
* Being a novice at a church, the drug addict shares his first illuminations
with the minister at Sunday School: “The New Testament says that Jesus
asked the people to sit on the grass | weed... In another place, Jesus asks
the Samaritian to sit by the well / shoot up.13

There are also plenty of sources of mutual misunderstanding, con-
nected with the loss of orientation skills:

(22) Bempeuaromes dsa dpyza-naprxomana. Ilepsviti 2060pum: “Buepa Ovin 6
Ko3bLpHoM bape, ¢ MaKou O0e8yUKOU NO3HAKOMUACA, dadxce 8357 menegon.”
Bmopoti omeeuaem: “Katigh.” Ha caedyrowjutl 0eHb onsamb mo e camoe, U
mak aécio Hedenro. Haxowney, 6 ouepednoll pas emopol He svidepxcusaem u
20s6opum: “Hy, na umo mebe cmonvko menedonos, muvt 6vL sywule meJe-
8u30p 635, umo au?”

* Two friends, both of them drug addicts, meet in a cafeteria. One of
them says: “I was in the best pub yesterday, you know, I met the most gor-
geous chick, she even gave me her phone [number|.” The other answers:
“Awesome!” The next day, the first person repeats the story, and continues
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that for the whole week. In the end, the other cannot stand it and ex-
claims: “Why do you need such a heap of phones, you should have asked
for the TV-set!”

Specific to drug addicts is also the inability to communicate in the way
it was planned and intended:

(23) Edem uwysax na momouyukie, 06KypentbLl, dymaem: cetvac MeHmovt 0CMa-

Hossam u cnpocam: “Ye anasa kpacuwvie, 0brkypunca?” — a s omaewy: “Hem,
sempom nadyno”. Ezo ocmarnasausaiom: “Ue 2nasa kpackvie, sempom Hady-
n0?!” — “Hem, obrypuncs.”
* A guy drives a motorcycle, stoned. He thinks: Soon the cops will stop
me, and ask: “Why are your eyes red, have you smoked pot?” And I'll an-
swer: “No, it’s the wind, it blew in my eyes.” After a short while, he gets
stopped by the police, and the officer asks: “Why are you eyes so read,
wind blew in your eyes?” — “No, I smoked pot, that’s why.”

The rumours about the Estonians extraordinary slowness are most
probably a derivative of the long pauses usual in the communication
between Estonians. The Estonian language displays many long vowels
and consonants that makes the speech sound slow. This in turn is
taken as evidence of the communicators’ intellectual slowness.

Slow pace of speech, long pauses, long vowels and consonants and
intonational monotonousness are the main features of the “Estonian-
ness” of speech in jokes. The joke-teller tries to imitate the Estonian
way of speaking, and even if it is often not remarkably similar to an
Estonian speaking Russian, it is sufficient for the listener to recognise
and understand the allusions to Estonians’ specific speech. The char-
acter of this target is compliant with their manner of speech. Estoni-
ans are particularily slow in actions, introverted, calculating, and in-
capable of expressing strong emotions. In addition to examples from
our previous accounts on jokes about Estonians (Shmeleva & Shmelev
2002; 2003), we bring here another typical joke:

(24) Scmoney; ¢ scenotl npuesicaem 8 o0Hy us apabeckux cmpar. Tam oru udym na
MmecmHbill puihok. Ha puinke K Hum nodxodum odun apab u obpawaemcs k
acmonuyy: “Eeponeey?” — “Ta, st uc Esponst.” — “9Omo meos wcena?” — “Ta, mos
cena.” — “fI npednazaro mebe 3a Hee 50 epbnrodos.” Icmoney, OKpyeasem 2ia3a,
Hauuraem umo-mo dymamsv 10 murym, 15... 20... samem 2080pum: “Hem, ona
He npomaemcs.” Apab yxodum, u dHeHa 2080pUM ICMOHLY HEOOBOTbHBIM 20710~
com: “Ilowemy mwL cpacy emy He ckacan, umo s He npomatocs? Tel umo, xomen
Mens yrucums?” — “Hem, npocmo s Qyman, KaK we s CMOKY YMecmums é Keap-
mupe 50 eepnaromos.”
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* The Estonian is in an Arabian country together with his wife. They go to
a market. An Arab comes and asks the Estonian: “European?” — “Yaaah, I'm
from Europe.” — “Your wife?” — “Yaaah, this is my wife.” — “50 camels for
your wife!” The Estonian is surprised, he starts thinking. 10 minutes, 15 ...
20 ... and then says: “Noo, she’s not for sale.” The Arab leaves and the wife
says in an angry voice: “Why didn’t you tell him before, did you have to hu-
miliate me like that?” — “Noo, I was just trying to imagine how to house the
50 camels in our apartment.”

Side by side with targets who have become the heroes of entire joke
cycles, there are characters about whom there are certain agreed
stereotypes and speech characteristics, but these jokes do not evolve in
the format of independent joke cycles. Such targets are Anatoly Chu-
bais, Vladimir Zhirinovski, Boris Moisseevl4. They are all the main
targets but also often the side characters in the joke setup (for exam-
ple, Chubais is often the side character in jokes about Yeltsin and
Putin). In addition to that, some side characters appear often, but still
have not aquired a ready conventional character or portait (e.g.
Gryzlov and Fradkov in Example 15).

Notes

1. Cold War years the fictional KGB Major Pronin, spying on the foreigners
visiting Russia, was a popular character. The Pronin stories were written
by Lev Shapovalov, using the pen name Ovalov. The first of these ap-
peared in 1957.

2. Veronika Mavrikievna and Avdotya Nikitichna were the stage-names for
the Russian variety show (comic estrada) duo, actors Vadim Tonkov and
Boris Vladimirov, in 1971-1982. The intelligent but naive and giggling
Veronika Mavrikievna is the constant laughing stock for the clever but
rude Avdotya Nikitichna.

3. Contains a reference to the main character in the novel by Russian au-
thors IlIf and Petrov (pseudonymes for Ilya Arnoldovich Faynzilberg and
Evgeniy Petrovich Kataev), titled ,, The Golden Calf” (1931).

4. Shamil Bassaev, the Chechen field commander and a leader of the Che-
chen separatist movement, was actually killed in a car explosion in 2006.

5. The joke about Khrushchev and the abstractionists is the following:
Khrushchev, surrounded by his aides and bodyguards, surveys an art ex-
hibition. — “What the hell is this green circle with yellow spots all over?” —
“This painting, comrade Khrushchev, depicts our heroic peasants fighting
for the fulfillment of the plan to produce two hundred million ton of
grain.” — “Ah-h... And what is this black triangle with red strips?” — “This
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painting shows our heroic industrial workers in a factory.” — “And what is
this fat ass with ears?” — “Comrade Khrushchev, this is not a painting, this
is a mirror.”

6. The story goes that Tolstikov was appointed as the embassador in China.
He steps off the plane and says: “Hey, kikes, why do you squint?”

7. During Soviet times, the jokes about hot-blooded Estonian guys were
known. At the same time, there were no other jokes about Estonians in
general. The jokes about drug-addicts and programmers were told only in
very small circles among people involved with these matters as a folklore
of subcultures.

8. The phrase used here (lit. “Could I get your phone” or “Could you give me
you telephone”) stands for a request to get a phone number of an attrac-
tive woman, a fact missed by the female New Russian.

9. By the way, these speech characteristics are not the only possible ways of
referring to the targets in the jokes about Yeltsin or Putin. Unlike the
jokes about Stalin and Lenin, the specific speech styles are not always
used, for example, in jokes that depict the actions of state leaders in
stereotypical situations (not specific to a particular leader).

10. Boris Gryzlov — the Speaker of State Duma (Russian Parliament); Mik-
hail Fradkov — the Russian Prime-minister in Putin’s Russia.

11. The word “draft” (cksosnsx) has a double meaning in Russian, besides
being used for a room where wind blows because windows / doors left
open, it means a word used as reference to a website to raise the number
of hits to the page, resulting in a higher number of visitors.

12. The pun here is in the word xonromes that means “to prick” but is also a
slang word for “shoot up”, use intravenuous drugs.

13. nocadums na mpasy |[literally: ask somebody to sit on the grass] is a
slang idiom for teaching somebody to smoke marihuana; y xkoroduya (‘sit by
the well’) has an acoustic resesmblance to the verb yrxonomscs, meaning
‘to shoot up’.

14. Anatoly Chubais — see the comment to the joke example (5); Vladimir
Zhirinovski — the vice speaker of the Russian State Duma (Russian Par-
liament), the leader of the Russian Liberal Democratic Party, known for
his right-wing extremist opinions and scandalous behaviour; Boris Mois-
seev — a popular singer who demonstratively stresses his untraditional
sexual orientation.
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ON THE FORMATION OF THE RUSSIAN
POLITICAL ANECDOTE:
FROM PETER THE GREAT TO PUTIN

Alexandra Arkhipova
Abstract

In this case study, I examine metamorphosis of Russian political humour
from the 18th century literature to the present-day folklore. I analyse a
joke that circulated already in the 18th century as a ‘true story’ about
Russian Emperor Peter the Great. I trace its evolution into a political
joke about Stalin and, later, into a joke about Leonid Brezhnev, to arrive
at the most recent incarnation as a contemporary joke about Putin, Bush
and Chirac. The plot of this anecdote remains intact throughout the cen-
turies, yet the joke has been staying in circulation by continuously ab-
sorbing political and social details of each new epoch in Russian history.

Key words: jokes, anecdotes, transforming traditions

THE VARIANTS OF THE ANECDOTE
FROM 18™ TO 21ST CENTURY

This plot has a long life. Its latest incarnation is the joke about Putin,
Bush and Chirac, while the earliest (at least in the Russian context)
dates back to the anecdotes about Peter the Great in the 18th century
from Ivan Golikov’s famous collection of anecdotes about Peter the
Great (Golikov 1837-1841). This text from “Deeds of Peter the Great”
appeared to be a ‘true story’ for the people of that time:

Variant 1

It is known that the great ruler had numerous meetings with the kings of
Poland and Denmark. One day |...], when the three were enjoying various
amusements and conversations after dinner, the subject of bravery and
unquestioning obedience of soldiers was incidentally brought up. The
Danish king claimed that his Danish soldiers had an indisputable advan-
tage because they were battle-seasoned and long used to discipline. The
Polish king, on the contrary, believed his Saxon army to be superior and
provided a number of historical examples illustrating its superb gal-
lantry. Having listened to these assertions, Peter the Great turned to the
latter ruler and said: “You’d better keep silent about your Saxons. I know
them way too well: they are not far better than the craven Poles. And [ad-
dressing the Danish king] no matter how experienced your soldiers are,
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they are still no match for mine.” The kings started challenging the mon-
arch’s opinion about their troops. “Very well,” said the ruler. “Let us verify
this. Summon one soldier whom you think to be the bravest and most
loyal and command him to jump out of the window. We will see if your
soldiers are ready to fulfil the order without demur. I have full confidence
in my fellows. If, out of vanity alone, I wished to sacrifice one of them,
very single one would unquestioningly obey.” At Peter’s insistence, the ex-
periment did take place.

The Danish king was the first to summon whom he believed to be his most
fearless and faithful grenadier and commanded him to cast himself out of
the window (it should be pointed out that the incident was taking place on
the third floor). The grenadier went down on his knees in front of the king
begging for mercy. The king, however, turned a deaf ear to his entreaties
and repeated his order. The grenadier started crying and asked to be at
least told what his guilt was and to be allowed some time for praying. |...]
Finally, the monarch summoned his own officer and ordered him to fetch
a grenadier. When the latter came, the ruler cold-bloodedly commanded
him to jump out of the window. The grenadier struck his hat with his
hand, came to the window and, having crossed himself, raised his leg over
the sill. “Stop!” cried the monarch. “I take pity on you. Go away.” The gre-
nadier turned around, gave a salute by striking his hat with his hand and
left the room. The monarch asked the surprised kings how they found his
soldiers. They confessed that this fellow was truly fearless and ready to
blindly fulfill the will of his ruler and asked Peter to grant him the rank
of officer. The monarch replied that all his soldiers were like that and, fol-
lowing this logic, he would then have to promote to officers all of them.
(Nikanorova 2001: 394—-395)

The collection of I. I. Golikov (1788-1789) had been reprinted an infi-
nite number of times in the course of the 19th century and had reached
the end of the century in a slightly modified (and shorter) form. The

same text has the following ending in the collection of historical anec-
dotes of 1904:

Variant 2

“Listen, fellow,” said Peter to the soldier. “I want you to cast yourself out
of the window immediately. Do you hear me?” — “Which window do you
have in mind, Your Highness?” asked the soldier and not waiting for fur-
ther directions headed for the window in the middle.

(Shevlyakov 1998: 61)

The same plot was unexpectedly recovered in Soviet times (with a dif-
ferent ending: “To hell with such a life!”), the epoch of Velikij Perelom
(‘Great Turning Point’) by the American historian and journalist Wil-
liam Chamberlin, who was in Moscow at that moment:
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Variant 3

Then there is the story of how Stalin and Voroshilov, during a First of
May demonstration, discussed whether the workers on parade were genu-
inely loyal to the régime. It was decided to test out the question by taking
one worker out of the procession, leading him to one of the Kremlin towers,
and telling him, as a proof of loyalty, to jump off. The worker complies
with unexpected alacrity, is caught in a net which has been prepared in
advance, and congratulated for his daring and loyalty, whereupon he dis-
gustedly remarks: “Oh, to the devil with such a life as we are leading!”
(Chamberlin 1934: 330)

Another author remembered that he heard the same joke — with the
other ending (“Better a horrible end than an endless horror!”), which
by the way happened in 1927. See the text below:

Variant 4

The Politburo decided to prove Trotsky that workers and peasants were
not only loyal to the Party and its Leninist Central Committee, but that
every one of them was ready to die for the Party’s cause. For the sake of
experiment, three representatives of the working class were summoned to
the CC from the regions: a worker from Donbass, a peasant from Tver and
a Jewish artisan from Minsk. The summoned were taken to the last floor
of the CC building and invited to the balcony where the entire Politburo
was waiting for them. [...] Then Kaganovich turned to the Jewish artisan
who darted to the railing before the former could finish his farewell
words.

“Stop,” said Stalin. “Your readiness to die for the cause of the Party is
quite enough for us. There is no need to jump. But do explain to comrade
Trotsky the reasons behind your heroic intention.”

“Very simple,” said the Jew. “Better a horrible end than an endless hor-
ror!”

(Avtorkhanov 1991: 153)

Subsequently, this plot had a prominent presence in the emigrant col-
lections of anti-Soviet anecdotes of 1970-1980s (Dolgopolova 1983:
109-110; Ruksenas 1986: 97; Telesin 1986: No. 632; Borev 1990: 37;
Viikberg 2003: 18-19, cf. the references in Krikmann 2004: No. 11). In
more recent notes the plot is framed with an account of the argument
between the allies:

Variant 5

Stalin and Roosevelt had an argument about whose bodyguards are more
loyal and ordered them to jump out of the window on the fifteenth floor.
Roosevelt’s bodyguard flatly refused to jump saying “I think about the fu-
ture of my family.” Stalin’s bodyguard, however, jumped out of the win-
dow and fell to his death. Roosevelt was taken aback and asked Joseph
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Vissarionovich: “Tell me why your person has done that?” Stalin lit the
pipe and replied: “He simply thought about the future of his family.”
(Krikmann 2004: No. 11)

or of the argument between Brezhnev and the American president:

Variant 6

Brezhnev and Nixon were once standing near the Niagara Falls with their
bodyguards and decided to test them. Each ordered his bodyguard to
Jjump down the waterfalls. The American refused: “I have a family and
children!” The Russian rushed headlong towards the precipice but was in-
tersected in the very last moment. “Where did you get the guts to do that?”
asked Nixon in astonishment. — “I have a family and children!”

(Telesin 1986: No. 632; Krikmann 2004: No. 11)

Presumably, the following anecdote is also related to this plot (from
my own collection):

Lenin came up to Dzerzhinsky and said: “Felix Edmundovich, would you
be able to jump out of the window for the cause of the Party?” — “I would,”
replied Felix Edmundovich and jumped out of the window. Lenin went
down the stairs, stepped out to the pavement and said, looking at Dzerz-
hinsky: “Iron Felix, Iron Felix-1 You pushover!”

And now let us turn to the anecdote about Putin — latest variant of the
plot so far, dated 2001.

Variant 7

Bush, Chirac and Putin started arguing whose soldiers are hardier and
decided that every party should send one soldier for a trial of strength.
The following day they assembled together and came up to an American
marine.

Bush turned around and punched him directly in the jaw — wham! The
soldier merely winced. Bush asked: “Does that hurt?” — “Yes, Mister Presi-
dent.” — “But you endure it.” — “The American Marine Corps can endure
anything!” — “Att-a-boy!”

Then Chirac took the sword from the commander of the guard of honour,
came up to a French paratrooper and stuck the sword into his shoulder —
zap! The soldier gritted his teeth but stood still. Chirac asked: “Does that
hurt?” — “Oui, Monsieur le President.” — “But you endure it.” — “French
paratroopers despise pain!” — “Well done, my boy!”

Then Putin took the gun from the head of security, came up to our soldier
and made a shot into his foot — bang! The guy got a hole in his boot but
did not even flinch. Putin asked: “Does that hurt?” — “No, sir!” Bush and
Chirac exclaimed: “Holy shit!”

Putin was radiant with joy. In a while, he came up to the soldier and
whispered into his ear: “Common, aren’t you really hurt a bit?” — “Nope.” —
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“Way to go! I will issue a commendation order for you.”? — “And could 1
also have a normal pair of boots? I wear size 40, you see, and there has
been only size 45 at the warehouse for the second year in a row.”

THE STRUCTURE OF THE PUNCH-LINE OF THE JOKE

Below is the table showing variants of the ending of the given plot.

Explication for the ‘suicide’ | Type of the
. References
by the main character character
Without any explication a soldier variant 1, 2
“Better a horrible end!” a Jew variant 4
“I have a family and children” | a soldier variant 5, 6
“To hell with such a life!” a worker variant 3
A fortuitous trick a soldier variant 7

Table 1. Variants of the endings for the given story

The rationale behind the conduct of the Russian worker (“I have a
family and children” — see Telesin 1986: No. 632; Krikmann 2004: No.
11), in its turn, dates back to another anecdote of the late 1920s:

The following anecdote was passed by word of mouth: “Rumor has it,
ITvanov, that you are a supporter of the oppostion.” — “Me? Never! For pity’s
sake. I have a wife and children!”

(Serzh 2001: 296)

— containing a thinly veiled hint that the system of opposition sup-
pression developing at that time involved pressure on the relatives.

The cliché “Better a horrible end than an endless horror” is appar-
ently a historical quote: the words by the Prussian hussar Ferdinand
von Schill who tried to raise a revolt against Napoleon in 1809. The
phrase “ein Ende mit Schrecken” dates back to the German transla-
tion of the New Testament (Psalt. 72:19) — see Dushenko 2006: 262,
471.

One of the first of the numerous incarnations with regard to the
realities of the Soviet era dates back to the year 1919 (a note in a diary
by Zinaida Gippius):

[He] ... living in the vicinity of the Peter and Paul Fortress, hears endless
shootings by night: Sometimes it seems to me that I am going crazy and 1
think “No, better a horrible end than an endless horror...”

(Gippius 1921: 21)
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One may notice that the ending of the most recent version — about
Putin — 1s quite different from the others: no verbal clichés are used,
but a typical trickster character instead. The trick is as follows: Putin
shoots his soldier in the foot, but the soldier feels no pain: his boot
turns out to be empty — which is typical not of a political joke, but
rather of a traditional folk narrative — for instance, of a folktale about
the Tsar and his smart soldier, who usually either helps the Tsar (and
then asks for a very modest reward — see e.g. Barag et al. 1979: No.
952) or cheats him (the Tsar wants the soldier to be executed, but in-
stead rewards him — see Barag et al. 1979: No. 1736).

In this joke, Putin shoots his soldier in the foot in order to test him.
One finds the same motif in the legend about Russian Tsar Ivan the
Terrible.3 The Tsar’s political rival, Prince Kurbsky, sends his valet
Vasiliy Shibanov to the Tsar as a messenger. Ivan the Terrible tests
Shibanov’s loyalty by piercing the messenger’s foot with his iron cro-
sier (yapcrui scesn), and orders him to read the message loudly. Shi-
banov obeys the order, and shows no sign of pain (Karamzin 1821: 59—
60). Vasiliy Shibanov’s behavior becomes a stereotype of the 19th cen-
tury ‘slave loyalty’; poet Aleksey Tolstoy uses it as the plot of his poem
“Vasiliy Shibanov”.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE TEXTS AND HISTORICAL
METAMORPHOSIS OF THE STORY

It can be seen that from the end of the 18th century until the beginning
of 21th century the plot itself has remained the same; it is the rationale
behind it that has been constantly changing (see Table 1).

At first, in the “anecdote” about Peter I in Golikov’s record (Variant
1), the rationale of the soldier’s conduct is not clearly expressed. The
entire narration of the narrator, however, implies that the worst thing
the grenadier can do is to disobey the order of the emperor. The anec-
dote cannot exist in this form at the beginning of the 20th century. It
simply ought to “draw” a witty ending which would explain the suici-
dal act of the character. This is how the answer of the wily Jew comes
into being — “better a horrible end than an endless horror” — in which
“an endless horror” refers to the Soviet reality (Variant 4).
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Prototype:

Peter I is arguing with the Polish and
Danish kings whose soldier is the bravest.
Trial — a jump out of the window

Stalin and Trotsky (Kalinin, ete.) - Stalin and Roosevelt are arguing
are arguing who is the most loyal ' whose soldier is the bravest.
to the cause of the party. —> [Trial - ajump out of the window /
Trial — a jump out of the window from the roof
/ ....... a ¥
A Jew is asked how Lenin asks Dzerzhinsky Brezhnev and Nixon are arguing
loyal he is to the the how loyal he is to the whose soldier is the bravest.
cause of the party. cause of the party. Trial — a jump down the waterfall
Trial — a jump out of Trial — a jump out of the :
the window window :
Y
Chirac, Bush, and Putin are argu-
ing whose soldier is the bravest.
Trial — pain is inflicted to the
soldiers

Figure 1. The historical development of the story
(the dotted line indicates the tentative connection)

The same also holds true for the answer of the worker who agrees to
jump from the Kremlin tower: “To hell with the life that we are liv-
ing!” (Variant 3). In later post-war variants the anecdotal wit becomes
even more complex (Variant 5, 6). As a rationale for the jump, these an-
ecdotes use the text which figured as a separate anecdote in the 1920s.
How is that possible? In an everyday situation, the refusal of an in-
terlocutor X to comply with Y’s request motivated by the phrase “I
have a wife and children” means that X cannot fulfill the request be-
cause the fulfillment would preclude X from taking care of his wife
and children, which the society undoubtedly expects X to do. Thus, it
follows that such requests on the part of Y violate the conventional
covenant between X and the society. These are the grounds for the
American bodyguard’s refusal to his superior (Dolgopolova 1983: 109—
110; Telesin 1986: No. 632; Borev 1990: 37; cf. the references in Krik-
mann 2004: No. 11). It turns out, however, that the Soviet worldview
contains a different system of values. According to this worldview, the
fact that X has a family is regarded, first and foremost, as a potential
instrument of pressure on X. X’s care about his family consists not in
his ability to support it, for example, but in his potential “non-
performance” of something that may provoke repressions against it.
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This long string of explanations was necessary in order to demonstrate
that one and the same plot may incorporate different outlooks depend-
ing on the historical era. If Golikov in his anecdote about Peter I
viewed the unquestioning loyalty to the ruler as a positive quality,
then at the beginning of the 20th century the things were quite differ-
ent.

Given the invariance of the plot, the logic of this anecdote is con-

siderably transformed — from the ideals of the era of enlightened abso-
lutism to the sudden incarnation in today’s time in the figures of Putin
and the resourceful soldier, quite stable and popular stereotypes.
The people of the Soviet mentality communicated with the power or
against it using the single language, which they even had — the
folklore language of traditional plots and tale types and this be-
came the possible reason why some opposition jokes are originated
from literary stories about Peter the Great.
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TRADITIONS AND INNOVATIONS IN
PUTIN JOKES!

Alexandra Arkhipova
In the end I asked him:
“Do you know any jokes about Putin?”
“No,” answered Eduard Moiseevich.
“Why?”- “Well, just in case ...”
(Ilin 2001)
Abstract

In this paper, I present a collection of Putin jokes (195 jokes and 136
joke-types), gathered between 2000 and 2008 from different sources:
Internet, media, and oral communications. This analysis shows to what
degree contemporary folklore is truly contemporary: about 75%, as judg-
ing by the proportion of new joke-types.

Key words: Putin jokes, speech stereotypes of Putin, contemporary Rus-
sian jokelore, origin of jokes

THE STRUCTURE OF THE PRESENT COLLECTION
OF PUTIN JOKES!

The sources of Putin jokes

The present collection of Putin jokes (hereafter PJ) has been gathered
between 2000 and 20082 (see the Appendix3). The total of 195 jokes
were found and divided into 136 joke-types.

The jokes were obtained from three types of sources: the newspa-
pers (both provincial and central), the Internet, and oral communica-
tions (see Table 1, p. 248). In the latter case, the jokes were gathered
“passively”: no request to hear a joke was ever made.

What does the PdJ corpus actually consist of? How many joke-types
are “old,” i.e. emerged “before Putin” and were modified later? What do
we encounter in the corpus of jokes about Putin?

The following Figure 1 (p. 248) demonstrates the distribution of
the old and new PJ joke-types.
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Text types Number
In newspapers, not registered in Moscow or St.-Petersburg? 47
In newspapers, registered in Moscow or St.-Petersburg 9
On Internet news sites 18
On various Internet sites 107
Oral transmission of jokes, made in the presence of the author5? 12
“Live Journal” blog sites 2
Sumtotal of texts 195

Table 1. Joke distribution by the source type

75% — new joke-types

20 % - jokes of the
Soviet era

5 % - jokes of the
post-Soviet era

Figure 1. Distribution of the old and new P joke-types

Table 2 below presents the same data in terms of the amount of joke-
types as opposed to its relative share as well as the data illustrating
the synchronic distribution of this corpus across various communica-

tion niches.

It is important to note that I could not determine with a 100% cer-
tainty which joke-types in the corpus are “new”. The competence of a
single folklorist is not enough for this. The only thing I could do, rely-
ing on written sources, was to demonstrate, which joke-types are defi-

nitely “old”.

The joke-types and versions are based on the stock listed in the

Appendix.
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The “core” of the corpus

The total number of PJ joke-types 136
“0Old” joke-types in the PJ corpus 32
of which:
migrating joke-types included in the ATU 1
literary joke-types of the 18th century 2
earlier known joke-types as jokes about
Gorbachev 2
Yeltsin 6
Andropov 2
Brezhnev 8
Khrushchev 2
Stalin 9

Table 2. The old and new joke-types of PJ

What information can be drawn from Table 2?

The core of the corpus comprises 32 “old” joke-types, of which only
one joke-type can be traced back to the traditional folklore and is reg-
istered in the Catalogue of the Types of International Folktales as
ATU No. 924, “Discussion in Sign Language” (joke-type No. VIIL.7 in
the Appendix: “Putin and Bush are using body language”, see also the
detailed commentary there). Apparently, as far as the modern anecdo-
tal folklore is concerned, this is quite expected. For example, the cor-
pus of early (1925-1965) jokes about Stalin (236 joke-types) also con-
tains only two joke-types included in the ATU.

Of more interest is the fact that two joke-types can be indirectly
traced to the literary jokes about Peter the Great. These are the joke-
types numbered VIII.20 “Bush, Chirac and Putin are arguing, whose
soldier is the bravest” (see also my article “On the formation of the
Russian political anecdote: From Peter the Great to Putin” in this vol-
ume) and VIIL.6 “Russian and American achievements” (see comments
in the Appendix). The mediating role in this case was played by the
jokes about Stalin and Khrushchev.

The remaining 29 “old” joke-types date back to the jokes about So-
viet and post-Soviet leaders. This is not much. Moreover, the percent-
age of jokes about Putin modified from old Andropov jokes (which, in
view of his Chekist background, was expected to be rather high) has
turned out to be quite low in actual joke tradition.
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“0Old” / “new” joke-types and their areas of circulation

Total number of joke-types 136
Joke-types, found on the Internet 101
Joke-types, found in newspapers 34
Of these:
joke-types, cited in the press 4
joke-types, adapted from Yeltsin jokes 3
«new» joke-type, cited in the press 27

Table 3. Distribution of PeJ types in newspapers and on the Internet

The following fact, however, is particularly interesting: as can be seen
from Table 3, the distribution of the “old” and the “new” joke-typest
clearly correlates with their areas of circulation. “New” joke-types can
be found both in the printed media and on the Internet. On the con-
trary, “old” joke-types almost never appear in printed
media. How can this be accounted for? Apparently, this effect is di-
rectly related to the process of formation of contemporary folklore.

Folklorists, who nowadays are both observers of and participants
in this process, are intuitively trying to separate “natural” and “artifi-
cial” formation mechanisms. An “artificial” mechanism is a process
whereby the tradition-bearer mechanically adjusts an “old” text to the
new realities of life. It is then possible to say that this is an old, modi-
fied joke. Much more seldom, the initial source is entirely forgotten
and the derivative assumes the status of a new, topical text of con-
temporary political relevance. The following examples can serve as an
illustration: certain modern jokes about American presidents derive
from traditional folk stories (Ozarks stories) recorded at the end of the
19th century (Oring 2003); jokes of the classical antiquity (for instance,
about Cicero) reincarnate in texts about Lincoln (Nye 1914). The fa-
mous joke about the KGB (“Well, go and try to prove that you are not
a camel!”) can be traced back to an Iranian source of the 12th century
(Omidsalar 1987; Marzolph 1988).

Hypothetically, it can be assumed that the re-adjustment of older
joke-types to reflect contemporary realities is a continual process. If a
joke is a felicitous one it is easily spread by word of mouth, if not, it
dies out halfway. The Internet, being a special communicative me-
dium between the oral and written modes of communication, makes it
possible to display, store and observe the uninterrupted process of joke
formation, whereas in oral and written speech we can only see the
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peaks of development of a joke, i.e. moments when it achieves “com-
municative success”.

Let us take a look at the joke-type numbered III.16: “Putin reas-
sures a meat jelly”. This joke is based on the juxtaposition of the com-
mon knowledge that due to its consistency the meat jelly starts shak-
ing at the slightest touch and of the political stereotype that Putin en-
joys scaring everyone (terrorists, journalists, oligarchs, etc.). These
stereotypes are conveniently united by the Russian idiom “to shake
with fear” (dposcamv om cmpaxa). All three printed versions men-
tioned herein aptly retell the joke, for example:

Putin wakes up in the middle of the night and heads for the fridge. Inside

there is a plate with a meat jelly. When he opens the door, the meat jelly

starts shaking. “Don’t be afraid: I've come to fetch some beer.”

(Berry 2006)

The Internet version — Putin opens the fridge and sees a meat jelly
shaking with fear. “Don’t worry. I just need some ketchup” — however,
is less compelling, because it foregrounds the above-mentioned idiom
and thus spoils the surprise for the reader.

Joke- | “New” “Old”

Topic types in| joke- joke-

total types types

I. Putin and elections 17 13 4
II. Putin as a Cheka officer / Stirlitz 4 4 0
III. Putin as a totalitarian leader 18 16 2
IV. Putin and disasters in Russia 3 3 0
V. Putin and 9/11 2 1 1
VI. Putin and his activities as president 41 33 8
VII. Putin and Khodorkovsky 3 3 0
VIII. Putin and other rulers 22 13 9
IX. Putin and Vovochka 3 3 0
X. Wordplay on Putin’s name / surname 4 4 0
XI. Putin and GDP 3 3 0
Total of joke-types in the PJ corpus 120 96 24

Table 4. The grouping of “old” and “new” joke-types into thematic categories

Also of interest is the question of whether there is a link between the
topics giving rise to jokes about Putin and the degree of “oldness”
“newness” of the joke-types (see Table 4). I did not think about that
when compiling the PJ corpus and grouped the joke-types into the-
matic categories empirically. The highest ratio (9:13) is found in the
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thematic group “Putin and other rulers” where all jokes are compara-
tive, i.e. they compare Putin with other political leaders. This is a
longstanding folkloric and literary tradition and this is why it seems
to provide such fertile ground for “old” joke-types. This observation,
however, raises another intriguing question: which particular “old”
joke-types tend to be associated with Putin’s character more often?

Putin’s image in the press as a Cheka officer or
a Neo-Stalinist and the folklore about Putin

Not surprisingly, Putin began to be associated with Stirliz in the pub-
lic mind, at least during his first term of presidency. More interest-
ingly, Putin deliberately casts himself as a Chekist, a Stir-
litz planted to work in the government: “The penetration of the crimi-
nal gang has been successful. I'm joking.”?

When speaking in public, Putin likes using the professional Chek-
ist jargon: “Whose rights are you taking about? Names? Secret ad-
dresses? Surnames?”8

Of course, the parallel “Putin is Stirlitz today” was often used in
mass media in the first two years of his rule, both in headlines and ar-
ticles themselves. Here are some examples of such headlines: “Putin,
Stirlitz and Intelligence Agencies™; “Putin is Stirlitz Who Managed to
Fulfill His Dream™9; “President Stirlitz” (Lipovetsky 2000); “Putin is a
kind of Stirlitz”11. Scholars have also started to talk about the my-
thologisation of Putin through the figure of Stirlitz (Shmeleva 2004).
The names of Putin and Stirlitz are sometimes linked in a purely as-
sociative way, through a quote: “I would like you, Stirlitz, to stay:
What were Putin and Primakov talking about?”12 or: “I mean the im-
mortal characters of Stirlitz from “Seventeen Moments of Spring” and
of comrade Sukhov from “White Sun of the Desert”. A country in love
with Stirlitz and Sukhov could not help developing a crush on Putin as
well.”13

Stirlitz is often mentioned alongside Putin for no particular reason
at all, simply as a matter of association. Here is a remark made by
Novodvorskaya in an interview: “It’s the same trick that he has just
played in Edinburg. He pretended to be a European and a holder of
democratic values. In his meetings with the leaders of the civilised
world, he, just as Stirlitz, was stretching the truth. And he was not
even able to hide it.”14
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The Putin-Stirlitz odyssey in mass media has taken another twist
after the famous incident with a Saratov newspaper (Zakon 2007). On
August 31st, 2007, a Saratov newspaper “Saratovsky Reporter” pub-
lished an article that made fun of the idea of changing the constitution
in order to allow Putin to stay in office for another term. This idea cir-
culated in the media at the time, and the articles mocked it by allud-
ing to an episode of the “Seventeen Moments of Spring” (“A Bac,
tupsut, s mporry octarbes”).

What is this process of the anecdotal pairing of Putin and Stirlitz
like? At first (in 2000) it was reflected in the following saying: “Yet an-
other reason why Putin is our beloved president: as a person, he repre-
sents two of our favourite joke characters — Stirlitz and Vovochka.”
The joke writers would actively keep developing the associative link
between Putin and Stirlitz in mass media.

This did not happen though. The tradition fizzled out. Only two new
joke-types were born. The first one uses a motif from the “Seventeen
Moments of Spring”. The voice-over (spoken by Kopelyan) describes
the situation in which Stirlitz wearing a disguise and heading for a
meeting with Borman and says: “Stirlitz was circling around the city
for a long time trying to lose a possible tail.” Cf. with the following
joke:

One day Putin comes to Germany to meet his former colleagues, so to say.

They invite him for an informal dinner, of course. 19.00 — Putin has not

showed up. 20.00 - he is still not there. The punctual Germans are wor-

ried: at 21.00 they call Voloshin. He answers that everything is ok and
that they will arrive shortly. V. V. P. was simply circling around the city
trying to lose the tail...

A completely unique joke is based on the device called de-metapho-
risation of the paroemia. If one does not know the Chekist motto (A
Cheka officer should have a cool head, a hot heart and clean hands),
one would not be able to make sense of the following text:

Putin is paying a visit to Germany. In the morning, Schroeder comes to
his residence to pick him up and sees a strange picture: VVP [Putin] is
standing with his head stuck into the fridge and a hot iron pressed
against his chest. Putin then comes to the washstand and carefully
washes his hands.

It’s just an old habit of mine that I've had since my days at a previous
Jjob.”
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Somewhat livelier has been the folkloric tradition about Putin as a to-
talitarian leader in the vein of jokes about Stalin and Andropov.

It should be pointed out beforehand that, in his speeches, Putin
himself likes using rather intimidating phrases suggestive of Stalin’s
addresses:

I know way too well that it is all my fault, even if it is not. This is fully
applicable to all those who are present in this hall today. It is your
fault as well, even if you have no idea of what I
am talking about.15

Wordplay and hints at Putin’s repressive grip can be seen in jokes
where the Russian verb “sit” is used in its other sense — ‘to be incar-
cerated’. There have been plenty of such jokes in the last two years.
The anecdotal tradition seems to have actualised all possible figura-
tive contexts of the verb “sit”. In Russian, the word caxcams may mean
either ‘to imprison’ or ‘to plant’, see also comments on it in II1.4, “Putin
at the subbotnik™

Putin gave Abramovich a certain computer accessory as a present and
through that expressed his opinion of him. Question: What did Putin give
Abramovich as a present? Answer: CD-ROM / sit, Rom. [In Russian, they
both sound as “si-di-rom”, and Rom is short for Roman, Abramovich’s
given name]

An extract from an interview with V. V. Putin about the anthem:

“Will it be obligatory to stand during the playing of the anthem?”
“Everyone will have freedom of choice. Those who do not want
to stand up will sit [inprison].”

“Have you heard that Putin ordered the government to stop the inflation!”
“Not quite so. He gave orders to decelerate / arrest [3a-
nepskatobl it. And put it into prison.”

Khodorkovsky comes to Putin and says:

“I have paid all the taxes, returned the stolen money and left opposition.
Can I finally go abroad now?”

“Of course! But please take a seat |[mocummm] before a
long journey asis the custom in Russia.” [A reference to sitting in
prison]

The following two jokes are interesting because the latter makes a ref-
erence to the YUKOS case while the former appeared soon after Putin
had been appointed acting president but long before he began his real
crackdown on the independent mass-media, for instance, NTV:
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The traditional spring subbotnik16 has taken place in Moscow today. V. V.
Putin has personally planted / incarcerated [nocagun] sev -
eral independent publishers of newspapers and magazines.

“A subbotnik took place in Russia today. Putin planted a pine-
tree |/ incarcerated a person called Sosna [pinetree,
but also a common family name].”

“Did this Sosna also work in the Yukos oil company?”

These examples are heirs of the old Soviet jokes, for instance about
Khrushchev and Stalin:

Khrushchev meets with Little Octoberists. A boy asks him:

“My dad says that you have launched | neglected? [3arrycrtumul not only
sputnik, but corn as well.

“You can tell your dad that it’s not only corn that I can
plant / incarcerate [caxkars).”

Stalin has demonstrated that the most important skills in governance are
the agricultural ones:to plant, to plant, to plant / to
incarcerate, incarcerate, incarcerate [caxarn].

LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS OF PUTIN JOKES

Interplay of the formal and colloquial speech registers
in Putin’s idiolect

Russian culture abounds in jokes, and Russian language easily lends
itself to playful use. However, each group of jokes tends to utilise only
certain specific devices that may be taken used to characterise it.
Thus, the syntagmatic decomposition, for example, is typical for Rus-
sian jokes about Brezhnev and is quite rare in other groups (Arkhi-
pova & Krotov 2006).18

One of the main propositions of this research is that some jokes
about Putin are based on linguistic devices that are not remarkably
productive outside this particular joke group. The peculiarities of
Putin’s idiolect might have played an important role in this.

I have chosen only those remarks and responses by Putin that he
made in actual conversations (in interviews and answers to the ques-
tions) because the texts of his official speeches are prepared before-
hand and cannot be viewed as authored by him in full measure.

Let us take a look at two peculiarities of Putin’s “linguistic strat-
egy”19

1) interplay of the formal and colloquial speech registers;

2) decomposition (nepepasnoncerue) of clichés and paroemias.
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The characteristic of Putin’s spontaneous speech mentioned in the ti-
tle would be absolutely normal for a Soviet or Russian politician (none
of whom could speak the correct and proper language), were it not for
one thing. Putin is idiosyncratic not merely in that he combines differ-
ent language registers, as in the following example:

Y mnac 6 pyrkax cropee 6oavwasn 0dybumna, kKomopas
Ha3veaemcs naauyel, 00HUM YOapoMm KOMOPOU MOMCHO 6ce pe-
wumbo. Ho mol ee ewe Hu pas3y He uCnonv3o8anu, Mvl RPOCMO 831U ee 8
DPYKU, U amo yxe 8b.36a10 onpedenennbvlli pe3onaknc. Ho
ecau 6y0ym 3aumbv, mo npudemcs UCnoab308amMs

* We are holding a large club called a cudgel 20 one
strike with which can decide everything. We haven’t used it yet, we simply
took it in our hand, and that already had a certain ef-
fect. If they make us angry, though, we will have to use it.21

He also renders one and the same meaning first formally and then col-
loquially, or vice versa, i.e. engages in self-translation:

U, 6onvwe mozo, y mens podumenu 6 ceoe 8pems AKmu e Lo pabomanu
HQ 00HOM U3 NOOOOHBLX YHaACMKO08, camu mam “2opbamuaucsy”’ ¢ ympa
00 HOYU U MEeHA 30CTNABASIIU.

* Moreover, my parents used to work actively [akTuBHo| on one such
plot; they slaved I[ropbarunuce] there themselves and forced me to,
t00.22

At first, Putin uses the phrase “to work actively” (formal register) and
then immediately switches to the conversational style deliberately
choosing the colloquial verb “to slave”. The occurrence of this self-
translation in spontaneous speech might be linked to the various types
of listeners to whom Putin’s remarks are addressed. He emphasises
that by using the parenthetical phrase “as people often say™

U moezda on 6ydem cmpemumocs K ux peanudayuu u “ciesem”, KaK 6
Hapode 2080psA M, COCMAKAHA.

* He will then aspire to turn them into reality and “get off the glass”
[cieaTs co crakana, go on the wagon], as people often say.28

Tem He meHee HABEPHAKA ecmb KAKue-mo 80npocvl. 4mobbl asmKy He
msakymv, KAk y Hac 6 Hapode 2080psAmM, U 8peMeHU He MPa-
mums 3ps, dasatime nepetidem nPamo K smum 60npocam.

* There are bound to be some questions. So, not to drudge with a strap
[1aMKy He TsHYTB), a s people often say, and not to lose time, lets
get down to those questions.24
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Evgeny Bunimovich (2004) said the following on that score: “In the
era of postmodernism and multiplicity of choice, the plurality of lan-
guages is a perfect tool for politicians, officials and artists... Putin is
peculiar in that he can freely speak all kinds of languages. He is a
typical post-modernist.” Here is another notorious example (see also
comments in the Appendix, X.4., “The marshalling yard”):

Poccutickue camonémuv. Hawnocam u 6ydym HAQHOCUMDB
ydape. 6 Yeune uckanouumenvro no 6a3am meppopucmos, u 3mo
6ydem npodoanximxamovecsa, 20e 6bt meppopucmuv. HU HQ-
xoduanucwv... Mo 6ydem npecnedosamv meppopucmos ee3zde. B
asponopmy — 8 asponopmy. 3nawum, Bul youc mens ussunume, 8 myaneme
notumaem, Mol U 8 COPMUpPe UX 3aMO4UM, 8 KOHUe KOHU08. Bcé, eonpoc
3aKPbLM OKOHYAMENBLHO.

* Aviation attacks in Chechnya are directed solely
against militants’ bases and will take place wherever the
terrorists are.. Welll chase the terrorists everywhere. If that’s an
airport — it'll be at an airport. Yes, and if we should catch them — if you'll
pardon the expression — in a toilet, we’ll waste them on the bog! That’s it,
end of story.

Mouums (‘to urinate’), in Russian slang can mean also: ‘to kill’ or ‘to
eliminate of somebody’ (cf. Baldaev et al. 1992: 144). The first part of
Putin’s utterance contains the promise to hunt terrorists down wher-
ever they are, the second part expresses the same idea but with addi-
tional emphasis: not merely to hunt them down, but to kill them as
well. Over the past years, this verb has become quite popular in politi-
cal speech:

L. Gushchin [former editor in chief of the Ogonek magazine]: “He [V. S.
Chernomyrdin] gave a mouthful to Berezovsky. Berezouvsky tells me: “Lev,
let’s not whack [mouuts] Chernomyrdin.” In his own language I reply:
“All right”.25

This propensity for self-translation also manifests itself in those cases
when Putin deliberately demonstrates that he could resort to strong
language but, as a moral and educated person, he is not going to do
so — a kind of self-imposed ban on profanity:

I think he expresses himself way too intelligently. I have other wordings
for it, but I am not to use them in the mass media .26

You know, it’s a very unexpected posing of the question. I am really
tempted to thrust my thumb between the curled fingers of my hand and to
show this fig gesture into the camera to all those who are looking forward
to such developments. My upbringing, however, would never allow me to
do that.2?
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If you want to become a proper Islamic radical and decide to undergo
circumcision, then I invite you to come to Moscow. Ours is a multi-confes-
stonal country and we have specialists in this field’ as well. I highly re-
commend you to have this operation done in such a way that nothing
could ever grow there afterwards.28

We observe a similar situation in the well-known quote we’ll waste
them on the bog (mouumwv 6 copmupe), cited on the previous page.
Putin proceeds with an excuse: We should catch them — if youw'll pardon
the expression — in a toilet, and then says something much more rude:
We’ll waste them on the bog!29 So, his previous excuses only mark his
knowledge about the impossibility of any public speech in such rude
way.

The usage and decomposition of idioms in Putin’s
spontaneous speech

The second peculiarity of Putin’s idiolect is less obvious. His spontane-
ous speech is distinguished by the use of a large number of paroemias,
both neutral ones:

This doesn’t mean that I am against liberal economy. This means that
many other countries often act according to the Russian proverb: “Your
own shirt is closer to your body” [Cosa pybaiika Ommxe K
teny, with the sense ‘take care of yourself first’].

(Verkhovsky et al. 2003: 47)

A huge danger to a country such as ours is the incitement of ethnic and re-
ligious hatred. This is absolutely inacceptable. What we get is the
road to hell paved with good intentions [cambiMu
JIydInvMu GJIarMU [IOKEeJIaHIUSIMU BBLIOKEHA 10pora B a).

(Verkhovsky et. al. 2003: 55)

and ostentatiously colloquial, informal ones:

Ecnu 6ydem conau xmesamdv zodamu, mozda HU4e20 He uame-
Hum. Hado npunams éce mepuvL 0ns cmumyauposaus nepepabomru eca Ha
meppumopuu Poccuu, a He 2Hamb Kpy2asiK 30 ePAHULY.
* Ifwe keep chewing the snot[xeBarb comn, i.e. to dawdle, to
dilly-dally; here: procrastinating] for years on end, we will never change
anything. We should take all the necessary measures to stimulate wood-
working on Russian territory, and not to export round timber abroad.30
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Putin often tries to retell an idiom:

Bui 3naeme, y Hac ecmb makas nozo8opKa, moxcem Obimb, OHA He 04eHb
X0POWLO 38yHUm, HO, Ha8epHoe, Oydem K Mecmy: Mol CHUMAEM, YO K O M. -
nemuv. u myxu doaxxrHwv Haxodumbves Opyez om dpyea 8
PA3HbBLX Mecmax.

* You know, we have one saying which may not sound very well but
which would be quite appropriate here: we believe that patties and

flies should be located separately from one another.3!

But Putin’s spontaneous speech is characterised by the decomposition
of paroemias. For example, the idiom ?o sit on a needle (cecmv na ueny,
i.e. to become a drug addict) gave rise to the neologism to get off the
needle (cockouumdv c ueawt, i.e. to stop doing drugs): He used to do
drugs for about half a year and now he seems to have got off the needle
(Guseinov 2003: 326). Using this pattern, Putin coins the phrase to get
ff the glass (cnieamwb co cmakana, i.e. to go on the wagon, to stop drink-
ing alcohol):

He will then aspire to turn them into reality and “get off the
glass”, as people often say.32

Such artificial constructions coined on the basis of colloquial idioms
can be found side by side with elements of formal vocabulary (aspire to
turn something into reality).

In another case, Putin invents the construction not to haul with a
strap (namry ne manymu) as a synonym for not to lose time — a deriva-
tive from two paroemias to haul with a strap (manymo nsmky, i.e. to
work hard)33 and don’t stretch rubber (ne msarnu pesumny, i.e. don’t pro-
crastinate). The former idiom supplies the form, the latter the seman-
tics:

There are bound to be some questions. So, not to haul with a
strap lnamky nHe mawnymul, as people often say, and not to lose
time, lets get down to those questions.34

The next example features Putin’s coinage to puff up your gills (pasdy-
eamb xHcabpoi, i.e. to put on airs), which is apparently based on the
paroemia to puff up your cheeks (nadysamv wexu, meaning the same
as the previous idiom) or is analogous to the idiom ¢o spread your tail
(pacnyckamo xsocm, i.e. to put on airs, to try to impress):35

I would even say that they are trying to puff up their political gills
[pasgyBaTh Kakume-To mosuTHYECKHE KaOPHI| in order to make some kind
of capital out of it.36
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Demetaphorisation in Putin jokes

What about jokes? Does the folklore parody Putin’s speaking style?

Sometimes the joke directly expresses the negative perception of
the style and content of Putin’s speeches (see also comments on X.4,
“The marshalling yard”):

Here’s the new Stimorol commercial:

Putin is shown on the screen: “If we find terrorists in the toilet, we’ll
whack them in the toilet.”

Slogan: “SOMETIMES IT'S BETTER TO CHEW RATHER THAN
TALK”

In another example, we can see the demetaphorisation of the formal
vocabulary. For instance, Putin and his associates often use the
phrase vertical of power (6epmurans enacmu) meaning ‘the hierarchy
of power’. Moreover, it is now used not in the standard phrase the ver-
tical of power (sepmurans enacmu), but alone (eepmurxans). For ex-
ample, in the New Year address of the president in 2002, Putin prom-
ised “to consolidate the executive vertical” (6sc.cmpoums ucnoanumens-
Hyto eepmurans). Due to the popularity of this phrase (the concrete
meaning of which is not always clear to the addressee) jokes appear in
which “the vertical line [of power]” is understood as an object having
physical properties:

Bush summons the CIA analysts and asks them:

“Russia’s behaviour has changed dramatically. How would you explain
that?” The analysts answered: “Putin has been consolidating the horizon-
tal line of power.”

Bush: “Where does this horizontal line come from?” — “Well, the vertical
line has fallen...”

Having created the horizontal lines of power, V. V. Putin has set out to
consolidate the vertical ones. Thus, the entire cage of power [kaemka
eaacmul] will have been completed by 2002...

The following joke, which is also about the “vertical line,” has addi-
tional nuances. The Vladimir Central Prison (Bradumupckuu uyenm-
pan, Vladimir’s central’) is a famous penal institution, and Vladimir
Putin’s regime is often referred to as being totalitarian. The ending of
the word yernmpaun (the short version for the ‘central prison’) is similar
to the words ‘vertical and horizontal lines’ sepmuxans u zopusow-
maanw, that is the reason why the word yeumpan received the new
meaning: something placed in the centre (see also VI.11, VI.12 and
VI.13 in the Appendix).
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The Viadimir Central Prison is the vertical line of power created by Vladi-
mir Putin.

The next example is a joke in which the question phrased in the for-
mal register is understood as a question in the colloquial style.
Cnedumwv means ‘to follow’, ‘to observe’. However, one can follow a
process (nabarwdamsv 3a npovueccam — formal register in Russian) and
follow an object (Habarodamsv 3a obsexmom — professional Chekist jar-
gon). A former Chekist, Putin interprets the journalist’s question in
the latter sense:

A Western journalist asks Putin: “Are you following the development of
the civil society?”
Putin: “I haven’t followed anyone for more than ten years!!!”

The following joke relies on the similar wordplay with the verb
3adepycamdv which can mean either ‘to stop ~ retard ~ decelerate a
process’ or ‘to take into police custody’:

“Have you heard that Putin ordered the government to stop [ocTaHOBUTB]
the inflation!”

“Not quite so. He gave orders to decelerate | arrest [3agepskars] it. And
put it into prison.”

Clichés and idioms in jokes about Putin

In certain folkloric texts, the anecdotal Putin, just as his real-life pro-
totype, actively uses paroemias. And it is by virtue of paroemias that
Putin gets a communicative advantage in these exchanges:

Khodorkovsky comes to Putin and says:

“I have paid all the taxes, returned the stolen money and left opposition.
Can I finally go abroad now?”

“Of course! But please take a seat before a long journey as is the custom in
Russia.” [A reference to sitting in prison]

The next joke ascribes Putin the same propensity for paremiological
innovation: the idiom a cut-off slice (usually, of bread) (ompesarmboLil
a0mMomb, i.e. a self-supporting person) + [a chunk of] salo ([rycox] cara,
i.e. pig fat, traditional Ukrainian dish) = a cut-off chunk of salo
(ompesannvii tomomy caza) as in his real-life speech. Cf. the example
analysed above in which not to haul with a strap (namky He manymo)
as a synonym for not to waste time was a derivative of two paroemias:
to haul with a strap (manymoe asmxy, i.e. ‘to work hard’) and don’t
stretch rubber (he msaru pesumny, i.e. don’t procrastinate):
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Putin: “Say what you will, but Ukraine is lost for us: it’s a cut-off chunk of
salo.”

Kuchma: “If that case.... For us, you are a cut-off... a cut-off...”

Putin: “A cut-off gas pipeline, for instance. This could be easily arranged
if you like.”

Not only Putin’s but also his associates’ predilection for switching from
the formal register (“press release”) to ordinary people’s language is
vividly demonstrated in the following joke:

“Vladimir Vladimirovich, what would be the Chinese equivalent for “scar-
ing the hedgehog with one’s bare ass”?”37

“No idea... What on earth do you need this phrase for?”

“Well, I am writing a press release about the joint Chinese-Russian mili-
tary exercise...”

In the following set of jokes, the wordplay is based on the fact that a
fixed expression or metaphor is literalised, demetaphorised, i.e. we are
observing the same semantic process which characterises Putin’s
spontaneous speech:

A news bulletin on TV: “And now briefly about the principal [events].
Putin is still the principal.”8

This joke, just as the ones that follow, is based on the syntactic and
semantic wordplay: the ellipsis is split, and the object becomes the
subject in the next phrase. Thus, the cliché “briefly about the principal
[events]” with which news bulletins usually start in Russia can be un-
derstood as “briefly about the principal [person in the country]”. Prin-
cipal (I'nasuwvir), a colloquial abbreviation for “the chief person in
charge,” is a classic example of substantivisation.

The following joke is based on the same model as the example cited
above (“Briefly about the principal [events]”), where the ellipsis (“And
vegetables?”) can be reconstructed into the sentence “Would you like to
order vegetables as well?”, Putin understands the phrase “And vege-
tables?” as containing the subject, not the object. The next phrase
(And the vegetables will also go for the meat) is a clear indication that,
in addition to have misunderstood the syntactic role of the word vege-
tables, Putin also gets its semantics wrong: as a slang reference to
passive people [a vegetable (0osowy (vulg.)) is used to denote a person in
a helpless condition, for example, in a coma]:

Putin comes to a restaurant together with the ministers and the speaker of
the Duma. A waiter asks him:

“What would you prefer: meat of fish?”

“I think I'll go for the meat.”
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“And vegetables?”
“The vegetables will go for the meat as well.”

In the following example, the cliché to burn your bridges (cocuzams 3a
cobou mocmut, i.e. to do something that makes it impossible to come
back to the previous situation later) is understood literally as to burn
the Bridge (“Mocm”), i.e. to destroy V. Gusinsky’s Media-Most holding
company:
The newly elected president Putin has resolutely set out to rebuild Russia.
He is breaking with the legacy of the past and burning the bridges behind
him. The first bridge to have been burnt was the Media-Most holding
company.

The following joke exploits the same topic but incorporates even more
paroemias:

“Why has Putin run over [naexan ual Media-Most [literally: Media-
Bridgel holding company?”

“Because he comes from Saint-Petersburg and it is customary to raise
bridges there.”

In addition to the idiom naexamwv na rozo-mo (literally: ‘to run over
someone’ / to take a swipe at somebody, i.e. to criticise somebody, to
crack down on somebody), we are also confronted with the following
interesting case: the phrase to raise bridges (passodumv mocmot)
which is usually used in its direct non-figurative meaning (cf. the Pal-
ace Bridge has already been raised) is perceived here as a derivative of
the slang cliché using the same verb, passodumu rxozo-mo (‘to swindle
somebody out of something’, i.e. to deceive somebody by persuading
them to give you something, or to let you do something by crooked
means).

Putin’s speech in jokes and his violation of the Grice’s
Maxim of Quantity

On August 12, 2000, the Kursk submarine sank in the Barents Sea.
On Semptember 7, 2000, while answering the question asked by the
famous American journalist Larry King “What happened to your sub-
marine?”, Putin said with a smile: “It sank.”

In terms of sociolinguistics and pragmatics, Putin’s answer, al-
though being formally correct, lacks meaning, because the journalist’s
question sought not to check the president’s awareness about the
Kursk tragedy in general, but to elicit his personal commentary on it.
Putin, thus, violated one of the Grice’s maxims (Grice 1991 [1989]: 22—
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40), according to which the speaker should supply all information nec-
essary to understand what he means: “The category of quantity re-
lates to the quantity of information to be provided, and under it fall
the following maxims: 1. Make your contribution as informative as is
required (for the current purposes of the exchange). 2. Do not make
your contribution more informative than is required.” (Grice 1991
[1989]: 26)

Putin’s deliberate mistake here is of exactly the same kind as in
the answer “Yes, I could” given to the question “Could you pass me the
salt?” The genre of interviewing a political leader, as is well known to
Putin, often involves not the announcement of new information, but a
commentary on it. For reasons the explanation of which falls outside
the scope of this paper Putin chose to violate the conventions of the
genre. As a result, already on September 12, 2000, www.anekdot.ru,
one of the main joke websites which is known for its quick reaction to
social events and for not letting its materials be censored, put out a
quote from the interview as if it were a joke in itself:

We publish a translation of Larry King’s interview with Viadimir Putin in
the form it appeared on the CNN website.

King: “Tell us what happened to your submarine.”

Putin: “It sank.”

This model spawned a string of jokes in which the comic effect relies
on the accumulation of pragmatically meaningless, but formally cor-
rect information:

“What happened to your submarine?” — “It sank.”
“And to your TV tower?” — “It burnt.”
“And to your Mir space station?” — “It burnt and sank.”

Putin is being interviewed by a foreign journalist. The latter asks:

“What happened to your TV tower?” — “It burnt down.”

“What happened to your submarine?” — “It sank.”

“What happened to your space station?” — “It burnt and sank.”

“Well, do you have anything that did not burn and sink?” — “My car. It
turned over.”

A year has passed. Putin is giving an interview to Larry King.
L. K.: “Mr. Putin, please tell us what actually happened to the NTV chan-
nel?” — Putin (with a wide grin): “It was closed.”39

“What happened to the submarine, Mr. Putin?” — “It sank.”
“And to the TV tower?” — “It burnt.”

“And to the NTV channel?” — “Done over by Gazprom.”
“And to the TV-6 channel?” — “Done over by NTV.”40
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The expression naxpwirocy I'aznpomom (i.e. kiboshed by Gazprom) re-
lates to the fixed expression X raxpviics medrnvim masom (literally: X
was covered with a copper basin)*! or X naxpoiics n... (literally: X was
covered with p..., the kibosh was put on X, i.e. X went belly up, X
flopped).

The pattern in question may become more complex, as in the ex-
ample below:

“What happened to your submarine?” — “It sank.”

“What happened to your aircraft?” — “They fell down.”

“What happened to your underground?” — “It was blown up.”

“What happened to your school?” — “The process of normalisation is under

»

way.

Finally, there appeared a joke which became a kind of metatext in re-
lation to all other jokes of this type:

“What happened with the jokes about Putin’s brevity?”
“They began to pall [docmanu].”

In my view, the conclusion that the contemporary political joke is
formed under the partial influence of the language of those against
whom this joke is directed may seem inacceptable only at first sight.
The language of the powers that be is remembered not only by virtue
of some vivid expressions: we borrow, often without being fully aware
of it, not only words, but syntax as well.42 Putin’s habit to talk using
two or more registers at the same time naturally provides new rich
opportunities for linguistic parody.

One shall keep in mind, that the joke-type links the jokes to the
folklore tradition, while the language of the jokes connects it to the life
around it.
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Notes

1. The Russian word arexdom is more or less equivalent to the English joke.
The term joke-type corresponds to the Russian/French sujet and is loosely
equivalent to the term tale type used in traditional folklore studies.

2. The present collection is not meant to be definitive; it is only an attempt
to represent the current stock of Putin jokes.

3. For more Putin jokes, see the full Russian version of this article in the
Anmpononozuueckuti Popym No. 10, 2009. The statistical data presented
here (excl. Table 4) was obtained using the cited version.

4. Such a large number of jokes, published in provincial versus the central
press, merits special attention.

5. As already noted, none of the jokes in this collection was heard in re-
sponse to any kind of a prompt on the researcher’s part.

6. Here, we use the term joke-type in the same sense as tale type is used with
regards to folk tales.

7. Putin about his appointment as Premier at the banquet dedicated to the
Chekist Day. Mockroscruii komcomoney, [newspaper]. 01.02.2000.

8. The answer to the question about human rights in Chechnya at the press
conference following the Russia — EU summit. 3.10.2001.

9. http://www.inosmi.ru/stories/01/05/29/2996/140495 . html

10. Hosocmu Baadusocmorxa [newspaper]. 07.12.2005.

11. www.open-forum.ru/meeting/251.html

12. Cezo0ns [newspaper], No. 44. 28.02.2000.

13. http://www.specnaz.ru/archive/01.2000/8.htm

14. http://expressnews.by/modules.php?name=news&file=article& sid=1122

15. An address to the governors at the session of the State Council on
29.05.2001.

16. See a comment on the word cy66omnur in the joke-type III.4. “Putin at
the subbotnik”.

17. Russian word sanycmumb has two different meanings: ‘to launch (e.g. a
rocket)’ and ‘to neglect, let fall behind)’.

18. Many readers are familiar with the similar syntagmatic decomposition
from the knock-knock jokes such as this one: [Knock Knock!l. Who is
there? — Doris. — Doris, who? — Doris [Door is] locked, that’s why I had to
knock! See also on such type of jokes in Ritchie 2004: 126.

19. Similar to “linguistic masks® described by Shmeleva & Shmelev, this
volume (editor’s comment).

20. Here we also have the case of deliberate archaisation: the word nazuuya
‘cudgel’ in Russian is more archaic that the word dy6ura ‘club’.

21. The interview given by V. V. P. to the French newspaper “Le Figaro” on
October 26, 2000. See http://www.gazeta.ru/2001/02/27/unasvrukahbo.shtml

266



Traditions and Innovations in Putin Jokes

22. Moscow, the Kremlin. The press conference of the President of the Rus-
sian Federation V. V. Putin. See http://www.vesti.ru/files.html?id=4105

23. The answer to the question during a live broadcast on the ORT and RTR
channels on December 24, 2001, quoted in http:/www.ortrtr.ru/answers.htm

24. The press conference in the Kremlin on June 24, 2002 See http:/www.
strana.ru/stories/02/06/21/3083/150468.html

25. This example is quoted from Guseinov 2003: 306—307.

26. The interview to the National Public Radio in the US ON November 15,
2001. Quoted in http://www.kremlin.ru/text/appears/2001/11/28703.shtml

27. The answer to the question during a live broadcast on the ORT and RTR
channels on December 24, 2001. Quoted in http:/swww.ortrtr.ru/answers.htm

28. The announcement for the press and answers to journalists’ questions af-
ter the Russia — EU summit made in Brussels on November 11, 2002;
quoted on the official Kremlin website
http://www.kremlin.ru/appears/2002/11/11/0856_type63380_29553.shtml

29. I am grateful to Dr. Jacob Fruchtmann for drawing my attention to this
point.

30. President’s speech delivered to the Government on 27.03.2006. See
http://vokruginfo.ru/news/news18034.html

31. An interview of the President of the Russian Federation V. V. Putin to
the ARD (German TV company). See http:/2002.kremlin.ru/events/308.html

32. http://www.ortrtr.ru/answers.htm

33. To put a strap / harness on somebody (3anpsuv xozo 6 asmry. Hademw
Ha Kozo xomym — see Dal 2000); Haul with a strap until they dig a hole
for you (Tsnu namry, noka ne svikonarom samry! — see Dal 2000: 182); If
you have put a strap on, do haul! (Haden nsmry, max marnu! — see Dal
2000: 407). Paremiological comments in this research have been pre-
pared in cooperation with Elena Zhigarina.

34. The press conference in the Kremlin on June 24, 2002.

35. I'would like to thank Artem Kozmin for this observation.

36. In an interview to the RTR on 23.08.2000. See
http://www.gazeta.ru/2001/02/27/zdesjnikakih.shtml

37. This paroemia is based on the same principle (there is no sense to scare
X with Y, if Y poses no threat to X or X is quite used to Y) as the follow-
ing examples: Do not scare the country woman with a dick, she has seen
worse things (Moshkin 2005: 1322); Do not scare the pike with the sea
(Moshkin 2005: 1323); Do not scare the falcon with the crow (Dal 2000: 139).

38. In addition to wordplay, this joke also relies on the fact Putin is irremov-
able from his post.

39. The closure of the NTV channel refers to the forced replacement of the

management which prompted the backbone of the staff to leave the
channel.
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40. Boris Berezovsky, who owned 75% of the shares of the Moscow Inde-
pendent Broadcasting Corporation which transmitted its programmes on
the TV6 channel, invited the staff that had left the NTV due to conflicts
with the new management to work for TV6. However, another interpre-
tation is also possible: in January 2002, TV6 enlivened by the NTV team
“flopped”, i.e. was forbidden to broadcast.

41. I am thankful to G.A. Levinton for this observation.

42. In his article “On the Kremlin Ellipsis...” (2002), E. V. Rabinovich shows
how the borrowing of Yeltsin’s syntactic constructions occurs.
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Appendix
PUTIN JOKES 2000-2007

This collection of jokes about Putin (henceforth — PJ) is not final: it is merely
an attempt to present a cross-section of the existing corpus. The division of
the stock into thematic groups on the basis of content is very tentative, of
course, but it does reflect the main range of topics encountered in the
anecdotal folklore about Putin. These provisional thematic categories
(designated by Roman numerals) are comprised of joke-types (denoted by
Arabic numerals) that, in their turn, contain different textual versions
(denoted by Latin letters). The author has corrected the egregious spelling
errors in the sources but left the spelling principles (e.g. the marking of part
of a name with capitals) unchanged.

The main emphasis of collecting the jokes was on ensuring the presence of
the text in sources with diverse communicational orientation: first and
foremost in the printed media, but also Internet publications and oral
communications.

Abbreviations

CdJ — a collection of jokes

IP - an Internet publication

MM - memoirs

OC - an oral communication

PP - a publication in the press (online publications are not included)
LdJ - a blog from www.livejournal.ru

I. PUTIN AND ELECTIONS

I.1. A crow is voting for Putin

I.1.A. Cunut Ha epeBe BOpoOHA — BO PTY KycoK cbipa. Mumo Gesxut suca: «Bo-
POHA, BOPOHA, ThI [TOJINTUIECKU I'paMoTHas?» Bopona momanr. «Bopona, Bopo-
Ha, Thl Ha BBIOOPHI MIpe3UIeHTAa Tok/Ielnb?» Bopona momaur. «BopoHa, BopoHa,
1ol 3a [lyTura romocoBath Oyaerib?» BopoHa co Beelt nypu Kak rapkrHer: «Jla-
a-al» CeIp ecTecTBEHHO BBITIAJ, U JIUCA C HATJION PHLKEH MOPION U KYCKOM ChI-
pa Bo pry Obuia TakoBa. CuauT BOpoHA Ha JaepeBe u aAymaer: «A eciau ObI A
ckasaa “mer”, TO 9TOo ObI 9T0 M3MEHII0?!»

* A crow is perching on a branch with a piece of cheese in her beak. The fox
is running by: “Hey, Crow, are you politically aware?” The crow remains
silent. “Hey, Crow, are you going to vote in the presidential elections?” The
crow remains silent. “Hey, Crow, are you going to vote for Putin?” Suddenly,
the crow cries out loud: “Yeah!” The cheese, of course, falls down on the
ground. The fox snatches it and runs away, satisfied. The crow thinks: “Had
I said “No,” would it have really changed anything?!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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I.1.B. B MockBe rynser Takoil aHeKHIOT. B ero ocHoBe — m3BecTHas OacHs
KpsuioBa «Bopoma wu Jsucuma». B coBpemeHHOM BapumaHTe —JImCHIA
CIpaluBaeT y BOPOHBI, CTAHET JIU OHA rosiocoBarsh 3a Ilyruna. Ta orBeuaer
«ga». Cpilp mamaer Ha 3emiro. BopoHa ¢ IpycThi0 B3uUpaeT Ha JIOMOTb U
roBopurt: «Hudero He mameHnmIocsh 651, eciu 6 OHA cKasaja «HeT»...» VI3bpaHue
npesunenta P® mnpemomnpenenero. fIcHo, 4YTo HBIHENIHSA IPEABLIOOPHAS
KaMIIAaHUs [IPOBOAUTCS He UL TOr0, 4To0bI IepefaTh BJIACTb, a JAJIA TOrO,
9TOOBI YIEepKATH ee.

* The following joke is circulating in Moscow. It is based on the famous
fable by Krylov called “The Crow and the Fox”. In the modern version of this
story, the fox asks the crow if the latter is going to vote for Putin. The crow
answers: “Yes!” and the cheese falls on the ground. The crow looks sadly at
the chunk and says: “Nothing would have changed if I had said “no”...” The
outcome of the president elections in the Russian Federation is
predetermined. It is clear that the current election campaign is being carried
out in order to retain power, not to hand it over.

(PP: Groznensky 2000)

I.1.C. Bopona cugut Ha CyKy U, IOHATHO, TEPKUT B KJIoBe chIp. Jluca mpobe-
raer BHuU3y u crupamiuBaet: «Boporna! Bymems ronocosare 3a Ilyruma?» Ta
mosaut. «Bymens?» Momuur. « CBojIodb, B MOCTEIHUI pas CIpaIInBaw: 0y-
memib?!» — «Jlalll» Ceip BbImas, ¢ HUM ObUTa IUTYTOBKA TakoBa. BopoHa B 3a-
OYMUYMBOCTU IOKMMaeT Kpbuibamu: «Hy a ckakwm s «HeT», 4T0 OBl M3MEHU-
JIOCH?» OTOT BAYKHBIH HTAIl B IIOHIUMAHUHY CyZAeb chIpa IOKa, KaMKeTcsd, He YITeH
HAIINMU OIIIO3UINOHEPAMIU.

* The crow is sitting on a bough and, naturally, is holding a piece of cheese
in her beak. The fox is running by beneath and asks. “Listen, Crow, are you
going to vote for Putin?” The crow is silent. “Well, will you, or will you not?”
The crow is still silent. “I am asking you for the last time: will you or will
you not, you bitch?!” — “Yes!” The cheese falls down and the sly fox runs
away with it. The crow shrugs her wings thoughtfully: “If T had said ‘No’,
what would have changed?” It seems that this crucial stage in
understanding the fate of cheese has not been taken into account by our
opposition yet.

(PP: Bykov 2005)

I.1.D. Bropas cepust kK aHek0Ty... BopoHa co Bceit Aypu Kak rapkHer: «Jla-a-
a!». CbIp ecTeCTBEHHO BBITIAJI, U JIUCA C HATJION PhIsKEN MOP/OH U KYCKOM ChIpa
BO pTy ObLa TakoBa. CuUmuT BOpOHA Ha JiepeBe U aymaert: «A eciu ObI s CKa-
3ayia “Her”, To 4to 6b1 370 M3MeHmI0?!». Toske camoe, TONBKO HA CIIEMYIOIIUI
[leHb I10cjIe BBIOOPOB. BopoHa cyer chIp Ioj MBIIIKY ¥ TOBOPUT: «XaJisiBa KOH-
quIach!».

* A sequel to the joke... The crow cries out loud: “Yeah!” and the cheese falls
down, of course. The fox snatches it and runs away with a sly and brash ex-
pression on her face. The crow is sitting and thinking: “If I had said “no”,
what would have changed?” The same situation the following day after the
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elections. The crow sticks the cheese under her arm and says: “That’s it! No
more freebies.”
(OC: from A. K., Moscow)

L.1.E. T'ny6okuit cmeica 6acuu KpbiioBa «Bopona u jmcuiia» cocTouT B TOM,
YTO, JIUIIB [IOTEPSB ChIP, BOPOHA 00pesia cBOGOLY CIIOBA...

* The deeper meaning of Krylov's fable “The Crow and the Fox” consists in
the fact that only having lost her cheese was the crow able to gain the
freedom of speech ...

(PP: Arsenyevskie 2004a)

I.1.F. Cumgur BopoHa Ha epeBe, Nep:KUT B KiroBe cbip. Ilomomuia auca, cena
TI0/], IEPEBOM, pa3BepHyia rasery u yuraer: «C KaKIpIM [THEM YBeJININBAETCS
6JtarococTosiHIe JKUTEJEH Halllero yeca.» — «?» — «Pacrer moxox Ha mymry Jjec-
HOTO HacejleHus.» — «???» — «CKopo B HaIlleM Jiecy Ha KamK0i BeTKe OymeT Bu-
ceTh KYCOK chIpa.» — «Xal» ckasajga BOPOHA, ChIP BHIMAJ U C HUM ObLIA ILIYTOB-
Ka takoBa. Mopaib — Heuero cMeAThCsi HaJ| PeIIeHUAMY [IPABUTEIHCTBA.

* The crow perched in a tree was holding a piece of cheese in her beak. The
fox came up, sat down under the tree, opened up a newspaper and started
reading: “The prosperity of the inhabitants of this forest is growing every
day.” — “?” — “Per capita income is increasing.” — “???” — “Very soon a chunk of
cheese will be hanging from every branch in our forest.” — “Hah!” laughed
the crow. The cheese fell down and the sly fox ran away with it. The moral is
that no one should make fun of the government’s decisions.

(IP: http://0ka.ru/133.html)

I.2. Putin’s mother congratulates him

L.2.A. Cunur 6yxymuii npesunenT B Kabunere. Temedonnbiit 380HOK. OH Ge-
PET TPYOKY, ciayiiiaeT, KIaaeT TPyoKy, TI0ToM HabupaeT HOMepP U I'PUT: «AJuio,
mama!? Moskerb MeHs mosapasuth! f mobequi Ha Tpe3uIeHTCKUX BhIGOpax!»
Mawma pagmocrao: «Oii! Hectro!?» — «Mama, Hy X0Tb ObI THI He MMOIKAJBIBAIA !>
* The future president is sitting in his office. The phone starts ringing. He
picks up, listens, hangs up, then dials a number and says: “Hello, Mother!?
You can congratulate me! I've won the president elections!” Mother, merrily:
“Wow! Really!?” — “C'mon, Mother, I hoped that at least you wouldn’t josh!”
(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-040.html)

1.3. Yeltsin is choosing a successor

This joke existed in Soviet times at first as a story about a clever Jewish boy, and
later as a joke about Stirlitz:

T'umMmiep BbI3bIBaeT cBoero corpyauuka. «HasoBure maBysHauHoe 4mciio.» — «45.» — «A
nouemy He 547 — «[loromy uto 45!» ['mMmmitep mumeT XapaKTEePUCTUKY “XapaKTep HOP-
IUYecKuil’ U BHI3BIBAET cieayoiiero. «HasoBure [By3HAYHOE YHCIIO0.» — «28.» — «A mode-

My He 827 — «MoxkHO0, KoOHeUHOo, 1 82, Ho jgyuire 28.» 'nMmIep mumeT XxapakTepUCTURY
“xapakTep 6JIM30K K HOPAUIECKOMY U BBISBIBAeT ciexaymomiero. «HasoBure qBy3sHaYHOE
qnceso.» — «33.» — «A mouemy He... A, aTo Bor, Hltupiui.»
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* Himmler summons one of his subordinates. “Name me a two-digit number.” — “45.”
— “And why not 547" — “Well, because it’s 45!” Himmler makes a mark “Nordic
character” in the file and summons the next person. “Name me a two-digit number.” —
“28.” — “And why not 82?” — “82 would also be an option, but 28 is better.” Himmler
makes a mark “character close to Nordic” and summons the next person. “Name me a
two-digit number.” — “33.” — “And why not... Oh, its you, Stirlitz.”
(http://shtanek.narod.ru/)

Viktor Stepanovich Chernomyrdin, Anatolij Borisovich Chubais, Evgeny Maximovich
Primakov, Yury Mikhailovich Luzhkov, and Mikhail Mikhailovich Kasyanov were
competing for the Russian presidency after Boris Yeltsin’s resignation on December 31
of 1999.

I.3.A. 1999 roa. BeiseiBaer Enbiiua KaHAUIATOB B CBOU IIPEEMHUKU. SaXOUT
Yepuombipaus. Esgprus cupammusaer: «Kak, mo-Bamemy, NO/GKHBI 3By4arthb
VIMeHa ¥ 0TYeCTBA HOBBIX IIPe3uieHTa U rpemMbep-munucrpa Poccun?» — «Buk-
top CrenanoBud u Anaronuit BopucoBuu.» — «A mouemy He Creman Bukro-
poBuu u Bopuc AnarosmbeBua?» Tor 3amosnkaer, He 3Had. 3axoaut [Ipumaros.
Enwiima 3agaér tor ke cambiit Borpoc. [Ipumakos orBeuaer: «Eprenuit Mak-
cumoBud u FOpuit MuxaiioBud.» — «A nouemy He Makcum Eprenbesuny u Mu-
xaui IOppeBua?» [IpuMakoB Toske He 3HAET 0TBETA. BXOIUT ciemyoiuil KaH-
numat. Tor ske Bompoc. OtBeT: «Baagmmup Baagmvmuposuy u Muxann Muxaii-
JI0BU4.» — «A 11I09eMy He... A, 970 BbI, ToBapwui [IyTuH...»

* 1999. Yeltsin summons prospective successors. Chernomyrdin comes in.
Yeltsin asks: “How do you think should sound first names and patronymics
of the new president and the new prime minister?” — “Viktor Stepanovich
and Anatoli Borisovich.” - “And why not Stepan Viktorovich and Boris
Anatolievich?” Chernomyrdin becomes silent, not knowing what to answer.
Primakov comes in. Yeltsin asks him the same question. Primakov answers:
“Evgeny Maksimovich and Juri Mikhailovich.” — “And why not Maksim
Evgenievich and Mikhail Jurievich?” Primakov also does not know what to
answer. The next candidate comes in and hearing the same question
answers: “Vladimir Vladimirovich and Mikhail Mikhailovich.” — “And why
not... Oh, it’s you, comrade Putin...”

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-050.html)

I.4. Putin is buying a watermelon

This joke used to be very popular in Gorbachev’s and, later, Yeltsin’s time.

Wner my:xuuaor ¢ apbysom. HaBerpeuy emy I'opbauen. «Xopommit kakoit apbys. ait
mue!» — «Boibupatite, Muxaun Cepreesuu!» — «Boibupars? Ho y Bac ke ToJIbKO 0ivH ap-
6y3!» — «Hy u uro! Be1 y Hac Toxke oguH, a Mbl Bac Beibupaem!»

* A man with a watermelon is walking down the street and comes across Gorbachev.
“What a nice watermelon! Give it to me!” — “Of course, Mikhail Sergeevich, you pick!” —
“Pick? But you have only one watermelon!” — “So what? There is only one you, but we
are electing you nevertheless!”

(Vot takoi 1990: 23)
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I.4.A. Tlo KpacHoit momanu umer o:xaHUH ¢ OTPOMHBIM apOysom. Emy Ha-
Berpeuy [lyrun. «[Ipomait apbys,» mpocut Ilyrun. «Hs mpomato!» — «Hy mpo-
nait» — «Jlaguo, Beioupaiil» — «Kak ke st Boioepy? OH ke y Tebsa oqua!» — «A
Tebs KaK IIpesuieHToM BhiOupaim?!»

* A person from the Caucasus is walking across the Red Square with a huge
watermelon and meets Putin on the way. “Sell me the watermelon,” begs
Putin. “It’s not for sale.” — “C’'mon, sell me.” — “All right. You pick.” — “How
am I supposed to pick? You have only one watermelon!” - “And how have you
been elected president?!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

1.5. Election campaign speeches of the presidential candidates

L.5.A. Beigsumkenerr ot memMokpaToB: «fI oberjaro, 4To BCe, KTO BBIIBUHYT
mens, Oyayr skutb Kak B CIIA!» IlpemcraBurens 0T KoMMyHHCTOB: «§1
KJISTHYCh, 9TO n3buparenu, usbpapiive mens, 6yayT skuth kak 8 CCCP!» B. B.
IIyrun: «fI rapanTupyio, 9ro Bce Te, KTO IIPOroJIOCYI0T 38 MEHS, OYAYT KUTh.»
* The candidate for the Democrats: “I promise that all who vote for me will
live as Americans do.” The nominee for the Communists: “I swear that all
those who vote for me will live as Soviet people did.” V.V. Putin: “I
guarantee that all who vote for me will live.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

I.6. Putin’s tough choice

I.6.A. 26 mapra napony Poccuu BHOBB mpencTouT TpyaHBIN BbIOOp: IlyTmm,
IIyrun nnu [Tytuna?

* On March 26, the people of Russia shall face a tough choice again: Putin,
Putin or Putin?

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

1.6.B. Amexnor cipimanu? «Ha mpesumenTckux Bbibopax B Mapte 2004 roga
OymeT [IBa OCHOBHBIX IIpereHzieHTa: npesumeHT IlyrmH u maps Bragmvup».
Kaxoro-To gpyroro mosuruka, KOTOporo s peasyibHO X0TeJI Obl BULETh Ha [IOCTY
[IPEe3UIEeHTAa, [I0KA He 3HAI.

* Have you heard this joke? “There will be two main candidates standing in
the presidential elections in March 2004: President Putin and Tsar
Vladimir”. At the moment, I do not know any other politician whom I would
like to see on this post.

(PP: Gorobinskaya 2003)

1.7. Voting in the army

At the moment of writing this article, Alexander Lukashenko, the President of the
Republic of Belarusia, holds office for the fourth consecutive term; the Constitution of
Belarusia was modified to make this legal.

1.7.A. B apmuu nepern Beibopamu: «ToBapwuiiu conpmaTel, eciau Bel 3a IlyTuna,
TO [IOCTABHTE HAIIPOTUB I'AJI0YKY, €CJIA IIPOTUB, TO KPECTHUK.»
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* An announcement in the army right before the elections: “Dear soldiers, if
you are in favour of Putin, put a tick beside his name; if you are against him,
put a cross instead.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

1.7.B. A BoT aHekmOTHI IIPo BEIOOPEI HosgBUINCH B Poccru u Besopycenu moutu
OJHOBPEMEHHO, M PA3HUIA MEKY HUMU YUCTO KocMeTH4IecKasi. Benopyceruit
— 1mpo Bompoc Ha pedeperayme: «He xorure siu BbI, uT00b Astekcanap Jlyka-
IIEHKO TIOKUHYJ CBOI moct?» BapuanTtel orBeroB: «Jla, He xouy» u «Her, He
x0uy». Pycckuit — mpo nipesugenTckue Beioopsi-2004: «Ecau B x0THTE, YTOOB
npesugenToM ocraiica Biagmvup [lytwn, mocraBbre mporwe ero damuianu
kpectuk. Eciu He XoTHTe — I0CTaBbTE HOJIUK>.

* Jokes about presidential elections appeared in Russia and Belarusia
almost simultaneously, with merely a cosmetic difference between them.
Here is a Belarusian joke about a proposed referendum question: “Would
you like Alexander Lukashenko to resign?” Answers to choose from: (i) “No, I
do not want him to resign”, or (ii) “Yes, I would like him to stay in office”.
Here is a Russian joke about the presidential elections of 2004: “If you wish
Vladimir Putin to remain our President, put a cross next to his name. If you
do not want it, put a nought there.”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

1.8. The distribution of votes in Putin’s elections

Alexander Albertovich Veshnyakov was the Chairman of the Central Electoral
Committee of Russian Federation (1999-2007). Gennadij Andreevich Zyuganov was
the presidential nominee of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation and the
main opponent of Putin’s during the presidential elections of 1996 and 2000.

1.8.A. BriseiBaer Ilytun 26-ro BemrmskxoBa k cebe, CMOTPUT HCIIOAIIOObS ¥
cupammwuBaert: [1: «Kak?» B: «[logcuamranu mon-Poccun, y 3roranosa 55%.» I1:
«Yro?!» B: «<Huuero crparitoro, Yedsro elie He MMOCUUTANINA.» depes HEKOTO-
poe Bpemsi — omaArk: 1I: «Kak?» B: «Ilomcumranu Bcio Poccuro, y 3roranosa
54%.» I1: »Y10?!?!» B: «Huuero crpairtoro, 3sarpaHuily eie He MOACYUTAIII.»
Ewre uepes HeKoTOpOE BpeMsi, CMOTPS B 9KpaH Ha YJIBIOAIOIIErocs SOraHoBa:

«Hwuaero crpairHoro, HeIpPOroJI0COBABINUX €Il1e He TOJCINTAIIH.»

* On March 26, Putin summons Veshnyakov and says with a frown on his
face: P: “What’s the update?” V: “We’ve counted half of the votes. Zyuganov
has 55%.” P: “What?!” V: “Nothing to worry about. We haven’t counted the
votes in Chechnya yet.” In a while: P: “What’s the update?” V: “We've
counted all the votes. Zyuganov has 54%.” P: “What?!” V: “Nothing to worry
about, we haven’'t counted the votes abroad yet.” In a while, watching the
smiling Zyaganov on TV: P: “What’s the update?” V: “We've counted the
votes abroad. Zyganov has 53%” P: “What?!” V: “Nothing to worry about. We
haven’t counted those who did not vote yet.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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1.8.B. Ilpuxomgut Bemmusakos k Ilytuny: «Hy uto y Tebs ecTb?» — «¥Y MeHA ecTb
JIBe HOBOCTH, OJTHA XOpoliias, Apyras mioxasn.» — «Hy masati ¢ roxoit.» — «[Lo-
Xasg HOBOCTh Ta, YTO «IIPOTUB Bcex» Habpan 64%.» — «A xopomias Kakas HO-
BOCTB?» — «BbI, TOCIONWH TIpe3uieHT, Habpanu 77%.»

* Veshnyakov comes to Putin: “Well?” — “I have the good new and the bad
news.” — “Give me the bad one first.” — “The ‘against-all’ option has received
64%.” — “And the good one?” — “You, Mister President, have received 77%.”
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

1.9. Putin’s elections: all vote unanimously

In the present context, cmenra implies a wall, where people are executed by a firing
squad. The original joke concerns Andropov:

Ha mnenyme IIK. Ilocie emunormacuono usbpanus AHAPOIOBA FEHCEKOM, OH 00'bABUIL:
«[IporosocoBasime, OIIycTUTE PYKH U OTOHIUTE OT CTEHKH!»

* After Andropov had been unanimously elected Secretary General at the plenum of
the Central Committee, he announced: “Those who have voted please put your hands
down and step away from the wall!”

(1983)

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 247)

1.9.A. Bri6opsr B Poccun 2008. «Tak, a Tenmepb TOBapuIly AEITyTaThl, KTO 3a
usbpanue Brnagumupa BragumupoBuya 1iapemM, MOTYT OILyCTUTDb PYKHU U OTO-
TH OT CTEHKH.»

* 2008 elections in Russia. “And now, dear deputies, those of you who have
voted for Vladimir Vladimirovich to become our Tsar may put their hands
down and step away from the [execution] wall.

(IP: http:/mepom.ruw/anekdots/?raz=4&ord=new 21.11. 2007)

1.9.B. B lyme Bo16oper. O6basnsaior kaugunatypy [lyruna. Bxogut Ilytun c
asromarom: «Pyku Beepx... OpHy omycruts... Equnornacuo.»

* Elections in the Duma. Putin’s candidacy is announced. He comes in
holding a sub-machine gun: “Hands up... One hand down... Elected
unanimously.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

I.10. Americans are asking for help in the elections

1.10.A. B cBsi3u ¢ BO3HUKIIIEH HEOIIPEIEIEeHHOCTHIO Ha BBIOOPAX IPE3UmeHTa
aMepUKAaHIIbI 00PATHINCH 38 TEXHUYIECKOH ITOMOIIBI0 B poccutickuit [leHTpus-
ouprkom. B Amepury BbuteTesn BelHsAKOB, M K HACTOAIEMY BPEMEHU IIOJIY-
4YeHbl HOBBIE JaHHbIE O0THOCUTENbHO BbIOopoB B CIIA: mumupyer Baamumup
IIyTum.

* In view of the indeterminacy that arose during the presidential elections,
Americans turned for assistance to the Central Election Committee of the
Russian Federation. Veshnyakov flew to the US, and here is the latest
election update: Vladimir Putin has taken the lead.

(PP: Yakutia 2000)
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I.11. A new calling plan for a cell phone

L.11.A. «Ciprmasna, Kakod OABUIICA HOBBINA Tapud cotoBoro? — «[Ipesument-
CKUI TI0/KU3HEHHBIN» !>

* “Have you heard about the new calling plan? It is called ‘Lifelong
Presidential’.”

(OC: 2006)

I.12. The advertising campaign organised by the Central Election
Committee

I.12.A. Pernamuas aknusa ot llemtpmusbuproma: «[Iporomocyit 3a Ilyruma
JIBASKIBI U TIOJTYYH €r0 Ha TPEeTUH CpoK 6e3 BHIOOpOB!»

* The advertising campaign by the Central Election Committee: “Vote for
Putin twice and get him for the third term without elections!”

(IP: http://www.peoples.ru/state/king/russia/putin/anekdot.html)

I.13. New terms for Putin and Khodorkovsky
See comment on Khodorkovky in VII.2.

I.13.A. «Yto 6yzer, ecnu ITyTun caner Ha 3 cpok?» — «XOLOPKOBCKUN CATET HA
2-01.»

* “What will happen if Putin gets the third term in office?” — “Khodorkovsky
will get the second term in prison.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

1.13.B. Ecau Ilytun mofimeT Ha TpeTHl CPOK ... XaJapKOBCKUI IOHWAET Ha
BTOpOI!

* If Putin gets the third term in office... Khodorkovsky will get the second
term in prison.

(IP: http://anekdoti.ru/jokes.php?joke_category=31)

1.13.C. Pedepennym 2007. JobaButh eme omum cpok: 1) B. B. Ilyruny 2)
M. B. Xonoprosckomy. B. Ilytun coobimi, 4To ero ycrpamBaet Jroboil Bapu-
aHT.

* Referendum in 2007: One more term should be given 1) to Putin 2) to
Khodorkovsky. Putin has announced that either variant will satisfy him.

(IP: http://anekdoti.ru/jokes.php?joke_category=31)

1.14. A poll about Putin and Khodorkovsky

See comment on Khodorkovky in VII.2.

I.14.A. Buepa T'enmnporyparypa mpoBesna TejeOHHBIN OIIPOC HACETIeHUs Ha
Temy «Koro 6bI BbI XOTeIU BHUAETH POCCUMICKMM mpesupeHToMm: IlyrtmHa win
XomopkoBckoro?». Pesysmbrarsl ormpoca 00pabaThIBAIOTCA CIEIUATBHON TPYII-
ot OMOHa.
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* Yesterday, the Prosecutor General’s Office conducted a telephone poll on
the following topic: “Whom would you like to see as your president: Putin or
Khodorkovsky?” The results of the poll are being processed by a unit of the
Special Police Force.

(PP: Arsenyevskie 2004b)

I.15. A poll by the All-Russia Public Opinion Research Centre

I.15.A. Coobmmenue B mmpecce: «BIIIOM mpoBest aHOHUMHBIE OIIPOC HACETEHUT
o Borpocy: “Bymere su Bbl rostocoBath 3a [lyruna B. B., ectu Bb16opHI m1pesu-
IeHTa cocroATca 3aBTpa? VI3 oTBeTOB BhIACHMIOCH, uTo 3a [Iyruna B. B. mpo-
rosiocoBanu 661 75% pecroHIeHTOB, 2% PECIIOHIEHTOB ellle He Cejiajlu BbI-
6opa u 23% — mporosocoBanu ObI IPoTUB. B HacTosAIee BpeMsa B aMUHUCTPA-
uu [Ipesumenra PO [lyruna B. B. aktusHo umer pabora 1o n3yd4eHUIO CIIHC-
Ka 23-X MPOIIEHTOB aHOHUMHBIX PECIIOHIEHTOB.»

* “The All-Russia Public Opinion Research Centre conducted an anonymous
poll regarding the following question: “Would you vote for V. V. Putin, if the
elections were to take place tomorrow?” The following results were received:
75% of the respondents would vote for V. V. Putin, 2% of the respondents
have not made a decision yet and 23% of the respondents would vote against
him. At the moment, Putin’s administration is actively studying the list of
the anonymous respondents.”

(PP: Arsenyevskie 2004b)

I.16. Putin is asking a fortune-teller about the third term of office

I.16.A. Ilpuxomur Ilytun k ramanke u crnpamwuBaet: «Craskure, 6ayIoTu-
poBaThCA JI MHE Ha TPeTHil Cpok?» ['anaika pacKuaplBaeT KapThl U TOBOPHUT:
«Mpa... Kaprsr, yBei, K Bam HebmaronpusaTel. 3uma y Bac Oyner Tsexenasd...»
IIytun: «3nauyur, 3umbl He Oymet!»

* Putin comes to a fortune-teller and asks: “Should I run for a second term?”
The fortune teller lays out the cards and says: “Well-well-well... The cards,
unfortunately, are not very favourable to you. You are going to have a
difficult winter.” Putin: “There will be no winter then!”

(OC: 11.2006-12.2007)

1.16.B. Bor nmocnenuuit anexgor B Temy. Baagumup Ilytus npuxonut k ra-
nanke c¢ Bompocom: «[losyamrest y Hero ocraThbes elle Ha OAUH CPOK IIPesu-
nearom?» — «Her,» oTBeyaeT rajanka. «Jrta suMma y tebs mociennss.» — «Hy,
3HAYUT, 3UMBI He OyIer...»

* Here’s the latest joke on this topic. Vladimir Putin comes to a fortune-
teller wondering whether he will be able to remain President for one more
term. “No,” answers the fortune-teller. “This will be your last winter.” —
“Well, there will be no winter then...”

(PP: Golovina 2006)
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1.17. Journalists and channels / canals

The White Sea-Baltic Sea Canal (Besomopcro-Barmutickut kanan umenu Cmanuna,
Belomorsko-Baltiyskiy Kanal), often abbreviated as Belomorkanal is a canal in Russia
opened in August 1933. It connects the White Sea with the Baltic Sea near St. Peters-
burg and was built by prisoners from camps. During its construction thousands died.
‘To send sb. to the Belomorkanal’ (nociams na Benomoprxaran) means ‘to send sb. to
prisorn’, ‘to work at the White Sea-Baltic Sea Canal’ (pabomams ra cmpoumenvcmae
Benomopranana) means ‘to be in a prison camp’.

I.17.A. Ecan Ilytun modimer Ha TpeTwil IPE3UIEHTCKUI CPOK, TO BCe TeJe-
SKYpHauIUCTHL OyayT paboraTh Ha ABYX KaHasiax: oguu Ha [lepBom, npyrue —
Ha Benomopo-Banrutickom.

* If Putin runs for a third term, all journalists will be working on two
channels / canals (ra dsyx kananax): some on Channel One, others on the
White Sea-Baltic Sea Canal. [In Russian these two words have identical
spelling karax]

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-050.html)

II. PUTIN AS A CHEKA OFFICER / STIRLITZ

IL.1. Putin is trying to lose the tail

II.1.A. ITpuexan rak-to I[Iyrun B ['epmarHuio, BCTPETUTHCS CO CTAPBIMU, TAK
cKasarh, kosuteramu. Hy, Te, eCTeCTBEHHO, IIPUITIACIUIA €0 HA Heo(QUIIUaIIb-
HbIH ysRuH. Hemerkas nyHkryanbHocTh — B 19 yacos [lyruna mer, B 20 Her. B
21 gac obecriokoeHHble HeMIbl 3BOHAT Bosomuuy. Tor orBeuaer, Bce Tuma
HOPMAaJIBHO, cuac O6ymem, mpocto BBII momiro mmo ropoay KpysKui, oT HapYsKKU
n30aBIISAIICA. ..

* One day Putin comes to Germany to meet his former colleagues, so to say.
They invite him for an informal dinner, of course. 19.00 — Putin has not
showed up. 20.00 - he is still not there. The punctual Germans are worried:
at 21.00 they call Voloshin. He answers that everything is ok and that they
will arrive shortly. VVP was simply circling around the city trying to lose the
tail...

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

I1.2. Putin is remembering his old habits

The joke refers to Felix Dzerzhinsky’s famous saying: “A Chekist has to have a cool
head, a hot heart and clean hands”.

I1.2.A. Busur Ilyruna B 'epmanuro. C yTpa 3a HUM B PE3UIEHIIUIO 3a€35KaeT
IlIpenep. 3axomur B amapraMeHTH U BUAUT cTpaHHy0 Kaptuny: BBII crowur,
3aCYHYB ['OJIOBY B XOJIOJWIBHUK, ¥ IIPYKUMAET K IPYAU TOPSIUN YTIOT. 3aTeM

«A-a-a, He obparaiiTe BHUMaHUA, repp KaHIYIEp. JTO cTapas HMPUBbIYKA —
ocTasach OT MPesKHEeH CITyKObL.»
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* Putin is paying a visit to Germany. In the morning, Schroeder comes to
his residence to pick him up and sees a strange picture: VVP is standing
with his head stuck into the fridge and a hot iron pressed against his chest.
Putin then comes to the washstand and carefully washes his hands.

It’s just an old habit of mine that I've had since my days at a previous job.”
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

I1.2.B. PerynspHbie CCBIIKM Ha TO, YTO BCe MPUJINYHBbIE JIIOAW HAYWHAIUA B
pasBefiKe, CIIPOBOIUPOBAIIH aHEKIOT O TOM, KAK BO BPeMsi BUBUTA IIPE3UIEHTA
B I'epmanmo norpsicennsiit [llpenep sacraer ero ¢ yrpa mepsxaiium rojioBy B
XOJIOAWIBHVIKE, PACKAJIEHHBIN YTIOT HA TPYAX U Ipu 9ToM MoromyM pyru! «He
ol0paraiite BHUIMAHUS, TOCIIOVH KAHIIED, YeKICTCKAA TUMHACTUKA. »

* Regular references to the fact that all decent people started their careers
in the intelligence service have given rise to the joke about the president’s
visit to Germany during which Schroeder is taken aback when one morning
he sees how Putin is washing his hands with his head in the fridge and a hot
iron on his chest. “Do not mind my Chekist workout, Herr Kanzler.”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

I1.3. Putin is recruiting the government

Bepboska: recruiting a new secret agent (for instance, by KGB). The joke hints at the
KGB past of V. V. Putin.

I1.3.A. ITpesunent IlyTun npuctynmi K BepOoOBKe HOBOTO IIPABUTEIHCTBA.
* President Putin has set out to recruit a new government.
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

I1.4. Civil society under surveillance

I1.4.A. 3anagusiii skypHasucr crupariuBaetr y [lytuna: «Bsi ciiemure 3a cosmna-
HUEM TpaskaaHcKoro obiecta?> [lytun: «f yske Gosbliie mecsATu jieT HUA 3a
KeM He ciexy!!!»

* A Western journalist asks Putin: “Are you following the development of
the civil society?” Putin: “I haven’t followed anyone for more than ten
years!!!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

I1.4.B. ABTOpCTBO KaK MUHUMYM OJHOI'O AHEKI0TA, KOTOPHIHA BOIIEJ BO MHO-
rue cOOPHUKM, 3HATOKU CMEJIO IIPUIIKMCHIBAIOT CAMOMY IIPE3UIEHTY: SKOOBI II0-
INOOHBIE CJI0BA HE Pa3 3BydYaslll BO BPEMsi I[yTHHCKUX <«IIOAXOOB K IIpecce».
WKypHanucrs! crpammBaror y npesuaenra: «Bel ciaegure 3a cosganuem B Poc-
CUU TPasKIaHCKOr0 ob1iecTBa?» — «§1 yske Gosbine 10 et HE 32 KeM He CIIeKY.»
* The experts attribute the authorship of at least one joke included in many
collections to the president himself. He supposedly pronounced the following
words on several occasions during his meetings with the press. Journalists
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ask the president: “Are you following the development of the civil society in
Russia?” - “I haven’t followed anyone for more than 10 years.”
(PP: Komsomolskaya 2005)

III. PUTIN AS A TOTALITARIAN LEADER

II1.1. Putin promises to catch everybody

In this joke, the last two words of the first sentence, c6060dv: cio6a, mean ‘the freedom
of speech’. However, the last word may be interpreted either as coso (‘word, speech’
in ‘the freedom of speech’), or as czios: an impromptu word, implying ‘arrest/capture’.
While the first sentence barely admits the latter interpretation (albeit only formally),
the following sentence definitely promises arrests instead of the freedom of speech.

II1.1.A. Baagumup [lytus mmogTBepawi, 4To ABAAETCS TBEPABIM CTOPOHHUKOM
cB0601BI citoBa. «MBI CBOOOHO CIIOBUM UX Beex!» mooberas mpesuieHt.

* Vladimir Putin has confirmed that he is a staunch proponent of the
freedom of speech. “We will freely catch them all!” promised the president.
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IIL.2. Putin renames the NTV website

II1.2.A. TIpesunent Poccun Baagmvup Baagumuposua [lytus usman ykas o
nepeunmvenoBauuu catira HTB.ru 8 HTB.net.

* The Russian President Vladimir Putin has issued a decree saying that the
NTV website should be renamed from NTV.ru to NTV.net [in Russian “net”
(nem) means no’l.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

II1.3. Putin’s minister is writing a press-release

II1.3.A.«Bnagumup BnagumupoBud, kak OygeT Mo-KUTAUCKU «HAIYTaTb €:Ka
roJiot skomoi»?» — «He 3uaro... ['1ebka, momoxkau, a 3adem tebe 9T0 HY:KHO?» —
«Jla BOT muIIly IIpecc-pesiis 0 POCCUNCKO-KUTANCKIX YIeHUSIX. ..»

* “Vladimir Vladimirovich, what would be the Chinese equivalent for
“scaring the hedgehog with one’s bare ass”?” — “No idea... What on earth do
you need this phrase for?” — “Well, I am writing a press release about the
joint Chinese-Russian military exercise...”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

III.4. Putin at the subbotnik

The word ‘subbotnik’ originates from the word cy66oma (‘Saturday’) and denotes a
Soviet tradition, whereby the government would “encourage” people to do a full
Saturday of unpaid work for some governmental needs. For instance, people would
clean the streets and plant trees. Vladimir Lenin personally participated in the very
first subbotnik. In Russian, the word caxams may mean either ‘to imprison’ or ‘to
plant’.
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IIT.4.A. Cerogust B MockBe IIpolriesi TpagWIIUOHHBIN BECEHHUI CYOOOTHUK.
B. B. IlyTua coGcTBEHHOPYYHO ITOCAIMII HECKOIBKO HE3aBUCUMBIX H3IaTeset
raser ¥ jKypHAJIOB.

* The traditional spring subbotnik has taken place in Moscow today.
V. V. Putin has personally planted / incarcerated several independent
publishers of newspapers and magazines.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

II1.5. Putin burns his bridges

II1.5.A. HoBomusbpauusrii mpesupeHT IlyTuH pemwuresbHO 3aHAICA IIE€pey-
crpoiictBom Poccun. OH mophiBaeT ¢ HACIEAWEM IIPOILIOr0 U CKUTAeT 3a CO-
60t1 MocTeL. IlepBEIM coskskeHHBIM MocToM okasanca «Mexma-Moct».

* The newly elected president Putin has resolutely set out to rebuild
Russia. He is breaking with the legacy of the past and burning the bridges
behind him. The first bridge to have been burnt was Media-Most holding
company [in Russian “most” (mocm) means ‘bridge’].

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-050.html)

II1.6. Putin is raising bridges

The Russian verb passecmu [‘to raise’ (a bridge)] coincides with an argot verb,
meaning ‘to swindle’. The name of the company («Moct») means ‘bridge’. St.
Petersburg is famous for its bridges, which are raised at night.

II1.6.A. Ilouemy Ilytum Haexan Ha rpymmny «Moct»?» — «Iloromy uto IlyTtun —
yposkerer| [Iurepa, a B [lurepe npuHATO pasBoguTh MOCTBL.»

* “Why has Putin taken a swipe at the Media-Most company?” — “Because
he comes from Saint-Petersburg and it is customary to raise bridges there.”
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IIL.7. The winner of the joke contest has already been invited by a
summons

This joke is based on a popular story of the 1960s/1970s, but I failed to find its
originating appearance:

Koukypc Ha ayqmuil moauTudecKuil aHEK/0T B 9€CTh JIEHUHCKOI0 100uies. 3-a IpeMus
— 3 roza obmero pe:xkuma. 2-sg mpeMus — 7 JIeT CTPOrOro PeskKuMa IUTIOC [ATh JIeT I10
JIEHUHCKHUM MecTaM. 1-s1 IpeMust — Berpeda ¢ 100UIspoM.

* A contest for the best political joke dedicated to Lenin’s anniversary. The third
prize — 3 years of ordinary confinement; the second prize — 7 years of strict
confinement plus a 5-year trip around the places associated with Lenin [i.e.: Siberial;
the first prize winner gets to meet the birthday boy.

The bibliography and variants of the joke in emigrant collections can be viewed in
Krikmann 2004: No. 47. Also in Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 171.

II1.7.A. TACC. MOCKBA. ITobenuTens BCepOCCUIICKOTO KOHKYPCa aHEKIOTOB
o ITyrune ysxe npurianieH oBeCTKOM /I HATPAKIESHIS.
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* Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union, Moscow. The winner of the All-
Russian competition in jokes about Putin has already been invited to the
awarding ceremony by a summons.

(IP: http://www.user.cityline.ru/~kozak/news21.htm)

II1.8. What is a marked-down joke?

This joke-type was known earlier as a joke about Stalin:

«Y1leHeHHBI aHEK/I0T: aHeKO0T, 3a KoTopbiil npu CranuHe maBanu HecAThb JeT, a Ipu
Bpesxuese TosbKo TpH.»

* “A marked-down joke is a joke for which you would get ten years in Stalin’s time
and only three years in Brezhnev’s”

Recorded in Krikmann’s index (Krikmann 2004: No. 240), and in the collections
(Telesin 1986: No. 987; Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 323-324).

II1.8.A. YileHeHHBIN aHEKIOT — AHEKI0T, 3a KoTopeiii mipu Cranuie gaBanu
10 sner, a mpu [lyTute — TOIBKO TPH.

* A marked-down joke is an joke for which you would get ten years in
Stalin’s time and only three years in Putin’s.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

II1.9. Will it be obligatory to stand during the playing of the anthem?

II1.9.A. U3 unurepsrio ¢ B. B. Ilyrunsiv no moBoxy rumHua. «O6g3aTeIbHO I
OymeT BcTaBaTh IIPU UCIIOJIHEHUH TUMHA?» — «¥Y KaKa0ro Oymer cBoboma BbIGO-
pa. Kro e 3axo4er BcraBaTh, Oymer cueTs.»

* An extract from an interview with V. V. Putin about the anthem: “Will it
be obligatory to stand during the playing of the anthem?” — “Everyone will
have freedom of choice. Those who do not want to stand up will sit [in pri-
son].”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

II1.10. Putin orders to stop the inflation
Russian word 3adepacamu carries double meaning: ‘to hinder / delay’ or ‘to arrest’.

II1.10.A. «Bpr cmprmanu, Ilytus mpukasan DpaBUTEIBCTBY OCTAHOBUTH HH-
dasruio!» — «He coBcem Tak. OH pacnopsaguics ee 3aiepsxkarb. Y mocagurs.»
* “Have you heard that Putin ordered the government to stop the inflation!”
— “Not quite. He ordered to arrest it. And to put it in prison.”

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-030.html)

II1.11. Putin asks to check MTS, because his cell phone is not working

S. V. Stepashin headed the Russian Federal Security Service (formerly known as
KGB) from 1994 through 1995.

The abbreviation MTS for one of the leading Russian mobile phone companies (Mobile
TeleSystems = MTS) sounds similarly to MPS for the Ministry of Transportation
(MPS) [MIIC, Murucmepcmso nymeti coobwerusl], and to the MChS for the Ministry

285



Alexandra Arkhipova

of Emergency Situations (MChS) [MYC, Murucmepcmeo no upe3svlualiHblm CUMYya-
yuaml.

II1.11.A. Ucnopruncs y Ilyruna mobmwnpauk. On souut Crenamuny: «Ciry-
mait, mpoepb-ka Tel MIIC. To ectb MYC. To ects MTC. B 0611em, T ux Beex
IpoBepb!»

* Putin’s cell phone is not working. He calls Stepashin. “Listen, check the
MPS, will you? I mean, the MChS... no, I mean the MTS! Well, check them
all, just in case!”

(OC: from B. L. K., born in 1969, Moscow)

II1.12. Members of the Special Police Force will receive their wages

II1.12.A. TlyTtuHy HOKJIaABIBAIOT: «3a0acTOBAHA IIAXTEPHI!» — «BhIIaTh HIaxTe-
pam sapmiaryl» — «3abacroBanu yuureisl» — «BeigaTs sapmiaty yauressm!»
— «3abacTroBasu KOAX03HUKM!» — «BhIIaTh 3apIuiaTy KoixosHukam!» — «3abac-
TOBaJIM ONHOBPEMEHHO IIAXTePhl, YUUTENsA U KOJIX03HMKuD — «Bbigars 3ap-
miary OMOHy!»

* Putin receives the following reports: “Miners have gone on strike!” — “Give
the miners their wages!” — “Teachers have gone on strike!” — “Give the
teachers their wages!” — “Collective farmers have gone on strike!” — “Give the
collective farmers their wages!” — “Miners, teachers and collective farmers
have gone on strike simultaneously!” — “Give the Special Police Force their
wages!”

(IP: http://www.humorist.ru/?root=anek&jcid=9)

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-050.html)

II1.13. Putin gives a present to Abramovich

The Russian word cudems has two meanings: ‘to sit’ or ‘to serve a prison

term’.

II1.13.A. Ilyrun nogapwr Pomany A6pamMoBuUdy HEKYIO HeTalb KOMIIBIOTEPA 1
TEM CaMUM BBIPA3WI K HEMY CBOe OTHoleHue. Bompoc: uro nmogapwt [Tyrun? —
CD-rom! [Cudu, Pom!]

* Putin gave Abramovich a certain computer accessory as a present and
through that expressed his opinion of him. Question: What did Putin give
Abramovich as a present? Answer: CD-ROM [in Russian, ‘CD-ROM’ sounds
the same as ‘sit, Rom’].

(OC: B. L. K., born in 1969, Moscow)

III.14. Putin awards Abramovich

II1.14.A. BeiseiBaer Ilytun & cebe AGpamoBuua: «3Haw, Poman ApkanseBud,
9TO BBI OOJIBIION BKJIA/ BHECJIN B pasBuTHe Haiiero rocygapersa. [logammanu
MEeTaJUTyPrui0, HePTIHY IPOMBIIUIEHHOCTh, (PyTOOIBHOE X03AMCTBO, IyKOT-
CKOMY HApPOJy CWJIBHO IIOMOLJIA... XO4y BacC JAEHEKHOU IIpeMuell HarpaguTh.
Bor udekoBas KHMKKA — ceffyac BIMIIY JIFOOYIO cymMMy, Kakyio HasoBere. Hy,
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Tak Kak?» AbpamoBud momuuT. «Crombko? Ilaremecsar? Cro MuuinoHOB?»
AbpamoBuy HenoBko muercsi u coruT. «[[BECTU ITATHBAECAT MWUJILJIN-
OHOB JJOJIJTAPOB TIOCTATOYHO?!» A6paMoBUY B3IBIXAET U C 3AMIMHKON
rooput: «Jlocrarouno, Biagumup Bragumuposud... Bosbioe criacubo, Bia-
numup Bramguvuposud...» Ilytun Msrko ysbibaercsi, BOIKUCHIBAET B Y€K Ha3-
BAHHYIO CyMMY, PACIIKCHIBAETCS, CKIIAAbIBAET OyMasKKy IIOII0JIAM U BCOBBIBAET
ee B KapMmaH nua:kaka AbpamoBuda. [lorom GepesxHO OGeper ero 3a JOKOTb U
CIIOKOIHO, HO co 3HaderHureM roBoput: «A Bor OCTAJIbHOE mamo BepHyTh,
Poman ApkagbeBud...»

* Putin summons Abramovich: “I know, Roman Arkadievich, that you have
made a considerable contribution to the development of our country. You
have lifted our metalworking, oil industry and football management to new
heights and have helped the Chukchi people a lot... I would like to grant a
monetary award to you. Here is my chequebook — I will now put there any
sum you name. Well then?” Abramovich is silent. “Well, how much? Fifty?
One hundred million?” Abramovich is humming and hawing. “WILL TWO
HUNDRED AND FIFTY MILLION DOLLARS BE ENOUGH?” Abramovich
sighs and stammers: “Quite enough, Vladimir Vladimirovich... Thank you so
much, Vladimir Vladimirovich...” Putin smiles softly, writes the sum on the
cheque, signs it, folds it and sticks it into the pocket of Abramovich’s jacket.
Then he gently takes him by the elbow and says with a meaningful look:
“But THE REST you will have to return, Roman Arkadievich...”

(IP: Mysli 2007)

II1.15. Putin answers anonymous questions
This joke mocks an online press-conference of Vladimir Putin.

II1.15.A. «Bot Takoil BOIIpOC IIOCTYIIWJI,» TOBOPUT IIpe3uneHT: ««Bomoms, He
3amajJio v Tebe oTBevYarh Ha aHOHUMHBIE Borpocki?» Hukonaesy Ilerpy Bia-
IVMUPOBUYY, MPOKUBaINEMy B ropoae ['ycb-XpycranbHbId, yiauiia Posb
JlrorkcemOypr, mom 5, kBapTupa 12, :kenar, 6yxranrep, coobiraio: «Her, [Ters,
He 3amazo!».»

* “I have received the following question,” says the president. “Volodja, why
bother answering anonymous questions? Well, I would like to inform the
accountant Petr Vladimirovich Nikolaev, who is married and resides at Rosa
Luxemburg Street 5-12 in Gus-Khrustalny, that I DO bother answering
them.”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

II1.15.B. Ilyrun ou-natin: «Tompko-uTo depes VIHTepHeT mpwuiliesa XOPOIIHEL
Bompoc: «A He 3amanio Tebe, BoBa, oTBeyaTh Ha aAHOHUMHBIE BOIIPOCHI IIO
Wureprery?». OTBeuaro 3amasiieMy sToT Bormpoc obsamarento 1P (Takoii-To),
xocT (Takoii-To), ipoBaiiep (takoit-ro) MisamoBy Ceprero BacunpeBudy, mpo-
skuBatoriemy Ha VIBanoBckoii, mom 13/2: HE SATTAITJIO!N»

* Putin is answering questions during an anonymous online press-
conference: “I have just received an interesting question over the Internet:
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“Vova, why bother answering anonymous questions online?” I would like to
inform Sergei Vasilyevich Ivanov, who has just asked me this question from
the IP number such and such, host number such and such and Internet pro-
vider such and such, and who resides at Ivanovskaya Street 13/2, that I DO
BOTHER!”

(OC: 30.09.2006)

II1.15.C. [Anonnmuas uHTepHeT-KoHbepeHIusa on-1aniH] IlyTuna cnpamusa-
10T: «A He B maty i Bam, Ham goporoii mpesuieHT, 0TBeYaTh Ha TYIIbIe BOII-
pocei B muTepHere?» Ilytum: «/loporofi Mearnos Buranuit Cepreesuu ¢ IP
198.12.1.546, nposkuBaromuit mo agpecy: MockBa, CupeneBsiii 6yabBap, 1. 5,
kB. 117, orBeuaro — HeT, He B ALy !»

* [Anonymous Internet-conference with Putin]. Putin was asked: “Our dear
president, do you really bother answering stupid questions online?” Putin:
“Dear Vitaliy Sergeevich Ivanov, IP 198.12.1.546, residing at Sirenevyj Bou-
levard 5-117 in Moscow, my answer to you is “Yes, I do bother!”

(PP: Komsomolskaya 2005)

II1.16. Putin reassures a meat jelly

II1.16.A. Ilytun BcTaeT cpefu HOUM U HAIIPABIISAETCS K XOIOAWILHUKY. BHyT-
PH CTOUT CYZOK ¢ X0uIoAroM. Korga oH OTKpBIBAET [Bepb, XOJIOAEL] HAUMHAET
Iposkath. «/la He Gotics THI, S 32 TTUBOM.»

* Putin wakes up in the middle of the night and heads for the fridge. Inside
there is a plate with a meat jelly. When he opens the door, the meat jelly
starts shaking. “Don’t be afraid. I've come to fetch some beer.”

(PP: Berry 2006)

II1.16.B. IlyTtuH oTKpHIBaET XOJIOAIIHHUK, & TaM CTYAEHb TPACETCA OT CTPa-
xa. [Iyrum: «He 6ofics, A 3a KeTIymom.»

Putin opens the fridge and sees a meat jelly shaking with fear. “Don’t worry.
I just need some ketchup.”

(OC: 5.03.2005)

II1.16.C. IIpoceinaerca Ilytun HOUbIO, HAET HA KYXHIO, OTKPHIBAET XOJIOUIIb-
HUK, a TaMm xosiozer] aposkutT. [lyrun emy roeoput: «He Gotica. f 3a cmera-
HOML.»

* Putin wakes up in the middle of the night, goes to the kitchen, opens the
fridge and sees a shaking meat jelly in there. “Don’t worry. I've come for the
sour cream,” says Putin to it.

(PP: Molodoy 2005)

II1.16.D. Turyn «xomsdero aHeKAOTa» B KOPHUAOPAX BJIACTH IO-IIPEKHEMY
npunamiexut [laBiay Boponuny, roccekperapio Corosa Poccuu u Benopyccum.
Msr1 #e moruiu mipoiitu MuMo Hero... «[Tam [Tamera, a po [lyruna Bam anexmoT
paccrazath cinabo?» — «Ho ecim TosibKo xoporruit. 3uauuT, [IyTus pesko Tak
OTKpPBIBAET XOJIOAWIBHUK, & TAM XOJIOZEL, Bechb 3arpsiccs. IlyTuH u roBopwr:
«T'p1 wero Tpscerbesi-To? I 3a cerpom!».»
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* Pavel Borodin, State Secretary of the Union of Russia and Belarus, still
carries the title of “the walking joke” in the Kremlin corridors. We could not
help asking him: “Pal Palych [a diminutive of ‘Pavel Pavlovich’], will you
dare to tell us a joke about Putin?” — “I will only tell you a really good one.
Putin flings the fridge door open and sees a shaking meat jelly inside. “Why
are you shaking? I just need some cheese!” says Putin.”

(PP: Komsomolskaya 2005)

II1.17. The correct answer to the question asked by the All-Russia
Public Opinion Research Centre

II1.17.A. Tonbko 5% poccussH mpaBWIbHO oTBeTwiu Ha Bompoc BIIMIOMa:
«Hpasurcsa i Bam mamr [Ipesument?».

* Only 5% of Russian citizens have correctly answered the following
question asked by the All-Russia Public Opinion Research Centre: “Do you
like our President?”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

II1.18. Putin is our forever

Zurab Tsereteli — a painter and sculptor, the author of a number of huge and rather
unpopular monuments in Moscow; he is believed to be a favourite of the ruling
Moscow mayor Yu. Luzhkov.

Ilywrun — smo nawe éce (‘Pushkin is our everything’) is a famous quote about the
great Russian poet Pushkin, due to a 19 century poet Apollo Grigoryev.

Edunas Poccus (United Russia) — a name of a political party; Putin is the Head of this
party from 2008.

II1.18.A. Ilymikun — sT0 Hame Bee, Lleperenu — 1o Hamre Besne, Ilyrun — aTo
Halle Becerga.

* Pushkin is our everything. Tsereteli is our everywhere. Putin is our
forever.

(OC: 2006)

II1.18.B. [Ins Tex, KTO ellle He MOHMMAeT, o0bACHANL. B coBpemeHHOI poc-
CHICKON [eHICTBUTEIHFHOCTH €CTh TPU WMEHU, KOTOpble O0beJUHEHBI MEeCTO-
nMeHneM «Hamie». OTHO UMS 0CTaJIOCh HAM B HACJIEACTBO, APYTHUe CTAIU JOC-
TosiHUEM HbIHenHuX Auei. Vrak, Ilymkun — ato Hamre Bee, lleperenu — Hate
Besze, a [lyTun — Hame Bcerma.

* For those who still don’t get it: in today’s Russia, there are three names
that are united by the common pronoun “our”. One name is the legacy of the
past, the other two are the assets of the present. So, Pushkin is our
everything; Tsereteli is our everywhere; and Putin is our forever.

(PP: Dubnov 2007)

II1.18.C. Auexmorsl, Kak BeisicHuiIa «['asera.Ru», u B camoMm fiesie B 0OCHOBHOM
obutn mocBsenbl «Equnaoit Poccun» u [lytuny u mybiaukoBasuch B pyOpuxe
«AHernotel 0T 3oraHoBa». HampuMep, B IIepBoM aHeKA0Te IIepefaBajcsa He-
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KUH Auajior ;KypHaaucra u obbiaTens. «Koppecnonment: «3a Koro Bl Oygere
rosiocoBatb?» Myxuk: «/la sae...» Koppecrnonnenr, nepebusas: «[IpaBunbHo!
3a «Exunyo Poccuto»!» [Ipyroit anekmor kacaics HerocpeacTBeHHo IlytuHa:
«Temepb yske OKOHIATEIHHO ACHO, uyTo Ilymikue — sro Hame Bce, [leperenn —
9TO Haie Besze, a [lyTun — sTo Hare HaBcergar.

* As Gazeta.Ru has found out, the jokes were mostly about the United
Russia party and Putin and were published in the column “Jokes from
Zyuganov”. For example, the first joke featured a dialogue between a
journalist and a man in the street. The journalist: “Whom are you going to
vote for?” The guy: “F***...” The reporter, interrupting: “Correct! Ff...for the
United Russia!” The other joke was about Putin himself. “Now it’s absolutely
clear that Pushkin is our everything, Tsereteli is our everywhere and Putin
is our forever.”

(IP: Sumskoi 2007)

II1.19. New apple breed

This joke is based on the double meaning of the Russian verb sszams: (a) ‘to tie up’,
and (b) ‘to leave in one’s mouth a particular bitter sour aftertaste of a not yet ripe
apple or quince’.

The first version of this joke mentions a new breed of apples, named after Andrpov.
On top of leaving a particular aftertaste in one’s mouth (as, according to the joke, did
the apples named after Brezhnev), these new apples also tie your hands together.
Coobienue B ragere: «CoBeTCKIe y4eHbIe JOCTHUIVIA HOBBIX BBICOT B 00JIACTH ceseKiuu!
HepnaBHo nMu BbIBeieH HOBBIH COPT sI0JI0K, HA3BAHHBIN “AHAPOIIOBKOH . B oriaumaue ot
npesxHero — “BpexHeBKU” — 0H BSIIKET He TOJIBKO POT, HO U BEIKPYUYUBAET PYKH.»

* A newspaper article: “Soviet scientists have reached a new summit in plant
breeding. Recently, they were able to breed a new sort of apples, “Andropovka”. By
contrast with the previously bred “Brezhnevka”, these not only leave an aftertaste in
your mouth, but also tie your hands together.”
(http://humor.zooclub.ru/anekdots.php?id=75&page=2)

II1.19.A. «BroiBezieH HOBBIH cOpT A6/I0K — myTuHKA. OH BAMXKET HE TOJIBKO POT,
HO U PYKU».

* A new apple breed has been bred and named “Putinka”: it not only leaves
a particular aftertaste in your mouth, but also ties your hands together.

(IP: Yerofeev 2006)

II1.20. Putin breaks an arm

«Cabrmanu? Auzppornos ciaomai pyry! — «Komy?» (1983 r.)
* “Have you heard Andropov broke an arm?” — “Whose arm?”
(Sturman & Tiktin, 1985: 291)

II1.20.A. [lamee aHEKIOT OTpearupoBas Ha y:KecTodeHHe peskmma: «ThI ciIbl-
maJ, aro [Iyrun ciioman pyry?» — Komy?»

* Then the joke reacted to the hardening of the regime: “Have you heard
that Putin broke an arm?” — “Whose arm?”

(IP: Yerofeev 2006)
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IV. PUTIN AND DISASTERS IN RUSSIA

IV.1. Putin bans the selling of sausages and patties

IV.1.A. B. Ilytun odepemsHbIM yKa30M PACIIOPSIWICT U3BATH M3 IPOJAKU B
Mockge ronbacy OCTaHKUHCKYIO KOITIEHY0 M KOTJIETHI I10-KYPCKU.

* V. Putin has issued a new decree ordering to stop selling the Ostankin-
skaya smoked sausage and the Kurskie patties in Moscow [a reference to the
fire in the Ostankino Tower and the submarine Kursk disaster].

(00)

IV.2. Putin learns the good news

IV.2.A. Brapgmvup BiagumvupoBud, y MeHs [Be HOBOCTH, XOPOIIAs W ILIO-
xas.» — «Hauru ¢ xoporreit.» — «[IporuBosomounsie pakers: «I'pamuTr» pabora-
IOT BEJIMKOJIEITHO.»

* “Vladimir Vladimirovich, I have the good news and the bad news.” — “Tell
me the good news.” — ““Granit” anti-submarine missiles work perfectly well.”
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3. What happened to your submarine?

IV.3.A. Mur nyb6aukyem nepeBon pasroBopa Baagumvupa Ilytmma c Jlappu
Kunrom B TOM Buie, B KaKoM OH IoABuMJCA Ha caiite Tenexommanuu CNN.
«Paccraskure HaAM, 9TO CIYYWIIOCH C POCCHHCKOM IOAJIOAKON?» — «OHa yTo-
HyJ1a.»

* We publish a translation of Larry King’s interview with Vladimir Putin in
the form it appeared on the CNN website. “Tell us what happened to you
submarine.” — “It sank.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3.B. Uto cyamiochk ¢ Bated mogoakoii?» — «OHa yroHyna.» — «A ¢ Batet
Tenebariuei?» — «OHa cropena.» — «A co craumueit «Mup»?!» — «OHa cropena u
yTOHYyJIA.»

* “What happened to your submarine?” — “It sank.” — “And to your TV
tower?” — “It burnt.” — “And to your Mir space station?” — “It burnt and sank.”
(PP: Bykov 2005)

IV.3.C. «Otuero cropena Ocrankunckas Temebamua?» — «OHa CTOIKHYJIACH C
aMepUKaHCKOI TejebaliiHei» [peMedK Bepcuu o cToiaxkHoBeHUu «Kypcka» c
JPYTOH TIO/IJIONKOM].

* “Why did Ostankino Tower burn?” — “It ran into an American TV tower” [a
reference to the hypothesis that Kursk ran into another submarine].

(PP: Bykov 2005)

IV.3.D. Ilpesuznent cerogusa OymeT yaplbaTbCsd, IMIyTUTh. Tak, KAk OH yMeerT.
Wnu, TouHee, KAK €ro K 9TOMY BBIHYKIAI0T 00CTOSTENIbCTBA. A mocie ero ¢pas
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TIOABIIAIOTCA aHeKAoThl. ONMH M3 HUX POAIUICA, MOKHO CKasaThb, II0 CJIETAM
BCEM M3BECTHBIX I1€UAIbHBIX COOBITHIL:
Ilytun maer MHTEPBBIO MHOCTPAHHOMY KypHaIHCTy. Tor crnpamwuBaet: «4T0

CIy4mIIOCh ¢ Bariett TenebamiHeir?» — «OHa cropena.» — «4T0 caydmiocsh ¢ Ba-
meit jogkoi?» — «OHa yToHyda.» — «HTo caydmioch ¢ Baieil OpOUTAIBHON
craunuein?» — «OHa cropena u yronyna.» — «<Hy, xopotro. A 9To y Bac He cro-

peJio u He yroHyJ0?> — «Mos marnura. OHa mepeBepHyJIach.

* The president will be smiling and joking today. He knows how to do that,
especially when the circumstances force him to. His phrases are then trans-
formed into jokes. One of them is based on the well-known tragic events.
Putin is being interviewed by a foreign journalist. The latter asks: “What
happened to your TV tower?” — “It burnt.” — “What happened to your subma-
rine?” — “It sank.” — “What happened to your space station?” — “It burnt and
sank.” — “Well, do you have anything that did not burn and sink?” — “My car.
It turned over.”

(PP: Sazonov 2006)

IV.3.E. Ilpomen rox, ITytun naer unrepssio Jlappu Kunry. JI. K.: «Cociomun
IIyTuH, ckaxure, mosKaiyicra, 4rTo Ke Ha camoM jeiie mpousonuio ¢ HTB?»
IIyTuu (mmupoko ybibascs): «Ero sakpbuim.»

* A year has passed. Putin is giving an interview to Larry King. L. K.: “Mr.
Putin, please tell us what actually happened to the NTV channel?” Putin
(with a wide grin): “It was closed.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3.F. Uto cayuunoch ¢ joxkoit, muctep Ilytun?» — «OHa yToHyma.» — «A
bamua?» — «Ona cropena.» — «<A HTB?» — «<Hagkpsuiocs ["asmpomom.» — «A TB-
6?» — «Haxpsmocs HTB...»

* “What happened to the submarine, Mr. Putin?” — “It sank.” — “And to the
TV tower?” — “It burnt.” — “And to the NTV channel?” — “Done over by Gaz-
prom.” — “And to the TV-6 channel?” — “Done over by NTV.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3.G. Yro cayumnoch ¢ mogBoAHOI JIoAKoi?» — «OHa yToHyaa.» — «HTo cy-
qmiioch ¢ TeatpoM Ha JybpoBke?» — «OH orpaBmics.» — «4To ciygmaock ¢ bec-
JIAHCKOH ITKOJI0N?» — «OHAa MITypMOBaJIach.»

* “What happened to the submarine?” — “It sank.” — “What happened to the
Dubrovka theatre?” — “It was stunned with gas.” — “What happened to the
school in Beslan?” — “It was stormed.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3.H. Uto ¢ Bameit nogonkoi?» — «OHa yroHyna.» — «4T0 ¢ Bammmu camo-
neramu?» — «Ouu ynamu.» — «4ro ¢ Bammm mMeTpo?» — «OHO B30pPBaJIOChH.» —
«Yro ¢ Bareit mKonoi?» — «ger mporece HOpMaTU3AIAN. »

* “What happened to your submarine?” — “It sank.” — “What happened to
your aircraft?” — “They fell down.” — “What happened to your underground?”
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- “It was blown up.” — “What happened to your school.” — “The process of
normalisation is under way.”
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3.1. «Yto cayumiock ¢ aHekgoTamMu o JakoHmwdHoctH [lytuna?» — «OHu moc-
TaJIm.»

* “What happened with the jokes about Putin’s brevity?” — “They began to
pall.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IV.3.d. Ilo muenmio TereBusnoHHOT0 0603peBarensa «MsBecruit» Mpunsr [er-
POBCKOH, BJIACTH CIUIIKOM XOPOIIO IIOMHHUT O HEraTUBHON PEAKIUU OOIIEecT-
BEHHOCTH Ha MejlaHxoandHbiil oTBet [lytuna Jlappu Kunry («Hro ¢ momkoi?»
— «OHa yToHyIa»), KOTJa POAWIICA 3HAMEHUTHIH aHeKI0T («A 9To ¢ bammHen?» —
«Ona cropena»).

* According to Irina Petrovskaya, TV reporter for “Izvestia,” the govern-
ment remembers the negative reaction of the public to Putin’s melancholic
answer to Larry King (“What happened with the submarine?” — “It sank”)
way too well. After that notorious show, the famous joke was born (“What
happened with the tower?” — “It burnt.”).

(PP: Varshavchik 2005)

IV3.K. Opuaxaer Bragumup Brapummposwa Ilytun cmam u cHmics emy
crpausbiii con. Kak 6yaro cuput Braguvup Brnagumuposud B ricuxuarpudec-
KOM KaluHeTe, a HAIIPOTUB HEro 3a OOJIBIIMM MEIUIIMHCKUAM CTOJIOM CHIUT
tenesBesna Jlappu Kuur B xanare u miamnodre. «4To CIIy4mioch ¢ Balen xKyp-
HammcTRou?» crpamusaet Jlappu Kunr. «OHa 3axBopana,» orBedaer Bramu-
mup Bragumuposuy.

* Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin is sleeping and seeing a strange dream. He
is at the psychiatrist’s office, and the TV star Larry King is sitting opposite
him at a large medical table wearing in a gown and slippers. “What hap-
pened to your journalist?” asks Larry King. “She got ill,” answers Vladimir
Vladimirovich.

(IP: Mysli 2007)

V. PUTIN AND 9/11

V.1. We entered the World Trade Organisation

V.1.A. 11 ceursi6ps, Kpemns. Ha crose npesunenta 3Bonut Tenedon. Ha mpo-
Bozie — munuCTP 060poHBI C. VBanoB: «Baagmmup Bragumuposud, moMHUIIb,
THI Ha COBEIIIAHWU I'OBOPWJI, YTO MBI JOJBKHBI IIOIACTh BO BeceMupHyro Topro-
BYIO Oprasusanuio?» — «/la, momHumw.» — «T'ak BOT, IOKIABIBAIO: TIOIAIINL.»

* September 11, the Kremlin. The telephone on the president’s desk starts
ringing. The Minister of Defence Sergey Ivanov is at the other end of the
line: “Vladimir Vladimirovich, remember you said at the meeting that we
should enter the World Trade Organisation?” — “Yes, I do.” — “Well, I would
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like to report that we did enter / hit it” [in Russian the verb nonacms can
mean ‘enter’, ‘reach’, as well as ‘hit’].
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

V.1.B. Ilyruny souut Ceprett iBanos. «Brnagmvup Braguvuposua! Ber ro-
Bopmin, 9To Hazio momnacte B BTO? -- «['oBopwit.» — «JlokmaapiBa: mormasu!!!»
* Sergey Ivanov is calling Putin. “Vladimir Vladimirovich! Were those your
words that we should enter the WTO?” — “Yes, they were.” — “Well, we en-
tered / hit it!!!”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

V.1.C. Te, xTo gacro HaBenbiBaeTcsa B Kpemib, «BeiHOCAT» depesd Cmacckue
BOpPOTA U TaKWe «I[IPABIOION00HBIE UCTOPUU»... [IyTrHy 3BOHUT MUHUCTD 000-
poubst VBanos: «Bsi roBopuiin, uto Hamo momacts B BTO?» — «Hy, roopmin.» —
«Tax MbI omTasu!»

* Those who frequent the Kremlin often “carry out” the following “plausible
stories” through the Saviour’s Gate... The Minister of Defence Ivanov is call-
ing Putin: “Were those your words that we should enter the WTO?” — “Well,
they were.” — “We did enter / hit it!”

(PP: Komsomolskaya 2005)

V.2. Putin offers his condolences to Bush before the explosion

This joke-type existed earlier as a joke about Brezhnev and was based on his image as
a dotard.

3a gac o youiicrsa Cazmara cossiBaer Bpesknes Ilomur6iopo. «KTo 3 Bac mosxker mue
TOYHO CKa3aTh, Kakas pasHuiia Bo BpemeHu mesxay Mocksoit u Kaupom? Tosmbko uro s
sBonwi Jskuxan CamaT u BeIpasui el cBoe rirybokoe cobosiesHoBanue. A oHa mue: «HTo
BBI, y Hac Bce B IOpsiKe. AHBap Ha mapaj cobupaercs».»

* Brezhnev summons Politburo one hour before the assassination of Sadat. “Who of
you can tell me what the exact time difference between Moscow and Cairo is? I have
just called Jehan Sadat and offered her my deepest condolences. And she told me that
they are fine and that Anwar is getting ready for the parade.”

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 238, the editors’ dating is October 1981)

Enpiiuay pacckaseiBaioT crapbiii anekzor: «B 1986 romy BsopBamca “Hemnewmmaxep”.
®paHIyssl npuHecan cob0JIe3HOBAHNUSA Yepes rojrdaca, anrandane depes dac, a Coset-
ckuii Corwa 3a yac o0 B3pbeiBa. [Ipesument CIIIA u roopur: “Ox yx stu pycckue! Jlaa-
HO, 9T0 y HuX TaMm Ha “U”?» — «A Mmue moupasuiocs! Uto y mens Tyt Ha “4” ectp?»

* Yeltsin is being told an old joke. “In 1986, the Challenger space shuttle blew up.
The French offered their condolences half an hour later, the English an hour later,
while the Soviet Union did the same one hour before the explosion. The US president
says: ‘Oh, those Russians... All right, what have they got that starts with a CH?» — «I
really like this one! Have I got anything that starts with a CH?»
(http://www.peoples.ru/art/literature/poetry/oldage/annensky/anekdot.html

V.2.A. IlepBbM, KTO mpuciaia cob0JIe3HOBAHHUS aMEpPUKAHIIAM II0 IIOBOLY
B3pBIBOB, Ob1 Biaagmvup [Tyrun: Tenerpamva 6suia oTmpasieHa 3a 15 MuHyT
10 B3PBIBA...
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* The first one to express his condolences to Americans was Vladimir Putin.
His telegram was sent 15 minutes before the explosion...
(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

V.2.B. Apadar Boipasmr cobonesnoBanusa CIIIA mepBbIM (3a HECKOJIBKO MU-
HYT 0 Karactpodsr).

* Arafat was the first to express his condolences to the US (a few minutes
before the disaster).

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

V.2.C. Bricrynnenue Ilytuna mo TeneBupeHUIO MOCIE TOKYIIIEHUS HA IIPE3U-
nenra CIIIA: «f xoresn 661 Beipasuth cobosesuoBanus Hapoay CIIIA o moBomy
6esBpementoit kKornunnbl npesugerTa CIIA Jxopmxa Byma...» — «[locroiire,
HO BeJb OH BBIKWI...» [lyTun nopseiBaer KacesinoBa u rooput: «Hro & ThI,
Oparell, MeHs TI030PHUIITE?» — «CHI0 MUHYTY UCIIPABUAM.»

* Putin is delivering a speech on television after an attempt on the life of
the US president: “I would like to offer my condolences to the US people over
the untimely death of the US president George Bush...” — “Wait, he has sur-
vived...” Putins beckons Kasyanov over and says: “Listen, fellow, you are
disgracing me.” — “W¢’ll rectify this fault right away!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

V.2.D. Bricrymnenue npesupenta Poccuu B. B. Ilyrtmna: «Xouy BeIpasuthb
riIy6oKoe cob0Ie3HOBAHNE AMEPUKAHCKOMY HAPOAY B CBSI3HM CO CMEPTHIO aMe-
puranckoro mpesumenta xopmxa Byma-Munammero!» Pemuka us sama:
«Baagumup BrnagmmupoBuy Tak oH ke emié skusl!!l> IlytuH K HaYaIbHUKY
DCB: «Hro % ThI MeHs1 GpaTers mo3opuiiib?» — «Cr0 MUHYTY UCIIpaBUM »

* The speech delivered by the Russian president Vladimir Putin: “I would
like to express my deepest condolences to American people over the death of
the US president George Bush Junior.” A remark from the audience: “Vla-
dimir Vladimirovich, he is still alive!!!” Putin turns to the head of the Fed-
eral Security Service and says “Listen fellow, you are disgracing me.” —
“We'll rectify this fault right away!”

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-050.html)

V.2.E. Ilpesunent Ilytun BhicKasan riayboKme U UCKPeHHME CO00JIe3HOBAHUS
rpaskganam CIIA B cBsA3u ¢ cepueit TepaKkToB. 3a dac 70 IePBOTO KPYIIIEHUA.
* President Putin expressed his deep and sincere condolences to US citizens
over a series of terrorist attacks. One hour before the first assault.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

V.2.F. Ilyrun 3Bonutr Bymy u roBoput: «fI Bam cobose3Hyio B CBA3U ¢ Tepak-
Tamu.» Byt orBeuaer: «Ho y Hac HET HUKAKUX TePaKTOB.» — «Oi, M3BUHHU, TI0-
I1037K€ I03BOHIO. »

* Putin calls Bush and says: “My condolences to you over the terrorist at-
tacks.” Bush answers: “But we’ve had no terrorist attacks.” — “Ooops, sorry.
I'll call a bit later then.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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VI. PUTIN AND HIS ACTIVITIES AS PRESIDENT

VI.1. Putin after the inauguration

Up until recently, this joke-type was circulating as a joke about Yeltsin (whose wife is
called Naina):

ITpuxogur Enprun momoit, Ha Horax He crout. «Bopsal» kpmunt Hawmna Wocudosua.
«me ke aTo ToI TaK?!» — «Hawmna...» — «Hy uro «Hauna», aro «Hauna»! Ilogymaii o cTpa-
uel» — «Hawuna...» — «Hy uro «Hauna»! O smopoBre cBoem mogymaiil» — «Hawuna...» —
«Bopa, a mectbaecar setr Haunal» — «Ha una... ry... pyanun...»

* Yeltsin comes home and is so drunk that he is unable to stand firmly on his legs.
“Borya!” yells Naina Iosifovna. “Where have you been boozing?” — “Naina...” — “Naina-
Naina’. Think about your country!” — “Naina...” — “What ‘Naina’l Think about your
health!” — “Naina...” - “Borya, I have been called by that name for 60 years!” — “At the
in...augu...ration...” [In Russian, the name ‘Naina’ sounds the same as the beginning

of the phrase ‘at the inauguration’ (ra urayzypayuu)]
(Bykov 2005)

VI.1.A. ITpuxonut ubsaublit [TyTus nomoii, ene Ha Horax crout. Berpeuaer sxke-
Hy. Kena: «BoBa, rie ke Tbl Tak Hanwmics-1o, a?» [lyrtun: «Hawuna...» fKena:
«Kaxas ke s1 Hauna, sto y Boppku — Hauna.» [lyrun: «<Hauna...» Kena: «Jla
51 BCIO sKU3HB Obuta Jlogmuiioii, Te1 gero?» [lytum: «Ha unaryparum!»

* Putin comes home drunk and can hardly stand firmly on his legs. His wife
comes out to greet him and says: “Vova, where have you been boozing?”
Putin: “Naina...” His wife: “I'm not Naina. Naina is Borka’s wife.” Putin:
“Naina...” — “I have been called Lyudmila my whole life! What’s wring with
you?” Putin: “At the inauguration [ra urayzypayuul!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI1.2. Putin receives the nuclear football

VI.2.A. B Kpewmie, B Top:xecTBeHHOI 06cTaHoBKe, Enpiiua nepenain [lyrumy
YeMOIaHYMK ¢ siIepHOoM KHomKoi. Uepes nomuaca [Iyrus BosBpamaer Enbiu-
Hy YeMOJaHYUK M rOBOpUT 00r:keHHO: «Bac Hamo B coprupe mMouuth, Bopuc
Huxomaepuu. Kaomka-To mHe paboraer!»

* Yeltsin hands over the nuclear football to Putin during a festive ceremony
in the Kremlin. Half an hour later, Putin returns the football to Yeltsin and
says, aggrievedly: “You should be whacked in the toilet, Boris Nikolaevich.
The red button is not working!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.3. Putin and vegetables

The noun vegetable [osow; (vulg.)] is used to denote a person in a helpless condition,
for example, in a coma.

VI.3.A. Ectb coBepiieHHO 3aMedaTenbHbIl aHeKoT, Kak [Iyrun, @pankos u
npyrue npuxonar B pecropad. K Ilyruny momyeraer oduriuadT u roBopur:
«Bragumup Baagumuposud, uro 6ymere Kymiats?» Braguvup Bragumuposud
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rooput: «Msico!» Odunmant: «A oporu?» [IyTuH, obopaunBaschk K KoJIeram:
«A oBoIu TOKE OYIyT Msico!»

* There is a marvellous joke telling how Putin, Fradkov and others come to
a restaurant. A waiter darts towards Putin and says: “Vladimir Vladimi-
rovich, what would you like eat?” Vladimir Vladimirovich answers: “Meat!”
The waiter: “And what about the vegetables?” Putin, turning to his col-
leagues: “And the vegetables will also eat meat.”

(00)

VI1.3.B. B ocuoBHOM anerzots! o IlyTuHe pacckaspiBaloT ¢ HAMEKOM Ha KOHCO-
nupanumo Biaactu B Kpemiie, o ero crpeMiieHur MOGABUTH OMIIOSULIUI, O TOM,
KaK 3aTBIKAIT POT HE3ABHCHAMBIM (UIYpPaM M O TOM, KAK WCIIOJHUTEIbHAL
BJIACTH IOMUHUPYET HaJl OCTAJIbHBIMY BIJIACTSIMU.

IIytuu uger B pecropau. C HuUM — 1y1aBbl 06enx naymar mapaaMmenTta. [logxoqur
odunmant u cupamusaer [lyruna, uTo roctu 6ymyT 3araseiBaTh. «f Gymy
Msaco» — «A Kak sxe oBoru?» — «OBomu? OHU TOKE OYIYT MSICO.»

* The majority of jokes about Putin contain hints at the consolidation of
power in the Kremlin, at the president’s attempts to suppress opposition, at
how independent figures are forced to shut up and at how the executive
dominates the other branches of power.

Putin comes to a restaurant with the heads of both parliamentary chambers.
A waiter walks up and asks Putin what they are going to order. “I think T'll
go for the meat.” — “And what about the vegetables?” — “The vegetables?
They’ll go for the meat as well.”

(IP: Berry 2006)

VI.3.C. Kpome TOro, aHekI0T BBICTPOIJI CBOI0 BEPTHUKAJb BJIACTHU, ITOCTPOEH-
HY0 Ha Ipe3peHnu K nogduHeHHbM: [IyTus co cnimkepom Jlymbr u MuHMCTpA-
Mu uneT B pecropas. OduinuanT ero cupamuBaer: «Bbl 6ymere Msaco WiIn pbi-
oy?» — «Msico.» — «A oBoru?» — «OBOIIH TOMXKE OYAYT MSICO.»

* This joke also builds its own ‘vertical of power’, based on contempt to one’s
subordinates. Putin, the Duma speaker and deputies go to a restaurant. The
waiter asks Putin: “Would you like beef or fish?” — “Beef, please.” - “What
about the vegetables?” — “The vegetables will also have beef.”

(IP: Yerofeev 2006)

VI1.4. Briefly about the principal

VI.4.A. B acupe moBocTH. Cefiuac KOPOTKO 0 IJIaBHOM. |JIaBHBIHE y Hac IIo-
npeskaemy [lyTus.

* A new bulletin on TV. And now briefly about the principal [events]. Putin
is still the principal.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.4.B. Ha osroii menene B Kpemnesckom [IBopiie cocroutces raja-KOHIEPT
Bcex 3Besn “Crapsie u Hosbie Ilecau o I'maBuom”. Ha komiepre Gymer mpu-
CyTCTBOBATH caM [1aBHBII.
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* This week, an All-Star Gala Concert takes place at the Kremlin Palace.
It’s entitled “The old and the new songs about the Most Important’. The Most
Important himself will be in attendance.

(PP: Svobodnoe 2008: 12)

VI.5. Putin at the Council of Ministers

VI.5.A. 3acenamme CoBera munuctpos. Beicrymaer Ilytun. «ToBapuru. lon-
JKeH cKasarh BaM mpasay. Ilososkenwe B crpane mpocto xy#Boe.» ['osoc us
3ajya: «A BbI He IIpUYKpaImBaere?»

* Putin is holding the floor at the session of the Council of Ministers: “Com-
rades. I will be honest with you. The situation in the country is f***ing ter-
rible.” A voice from the audience: “Are you sure it’s not a whitewash?”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.6. Putin at the casino

VI.6.A. Buepa Ilytun 6pu1 B kasuHo. Ceromgusa ObLT BBIIIIAYEH BECh JOJT IO
3apIwIaTaM U [EeHCHsM 38 BECh T'Of...

* Yesterday Putin was at the casino. Today he paid off the wages and pen-
sions debt for the entire year.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI1.7. A contract with Coca-Cola

The joke-type arose after Yeltsin had issued a decree declaring the tricolor white-blue-
red to be the national flag of Russia, colours which match the colour of toothpaste pro-
duced by Aquafresh.

VI.7.A. 3Bonoxk Ilytuny us xommauuu «Hoka-Koma»: «I[Ipocrure, a Hemb3sa au
BepHYTb Poccum KpacHbIN uiar, TOJBKO BHU3Y MEJIKAM HIPUGTOM IIYCTUTh
"Hagmch: «Always Coca-Cola»?» — «['M-M, MHe Hy:KHO IT0COBETOBAThCA C IIpa-
BUTEJIBCTBOM...» [IyTuH Kiaamer TpyORy, 3BoHUT HKacwkaroBy: «IIpuBer, ThI He
[IOMHWIIb, KOTIa Y HAC KOHTPAKT ¢ «AKBadpeliem» 3aKaHINBAETCHA?»

* Putin receives a phone call from the Coca-Cola company: “Would it by any
chance be possible to make the national Russian flag red again and to place
the words “Always Coca-Cola” in small print at its bottom?” — “Hmm... I need
to consult with the government.” Putin hangs up and calls Kasyanov. “Hi
there. Do you remember when our contract with Aquafresh expires?”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.7.B. 3Bonok Ilytuny ot npesunenra komnanuu «Koka-koma»: «Bragmvup
BiagumupoBud, Bel MeHsieTe TMMH CTPaHbI, MOMKET ¥ (iar Ha MPesKHUH,
KpacHbBIH, ToMeHsieTe? A eciu U ellle B YroJlouKe MaJleHbKUMU GesibiMu OyK-
Boukamu Hanwmute «Coca-Cola», To MbI pemvM Bee Bariiu (hUHAHCOBBIE TTPOD-
JIEMBI C TIEHCUAMU, C 3apIUIATAMUY OIPKETHUKAM Ha HECKOJIBKO JIET BIIEPEL...»
IIpurpeiB TpyoRy snamonbio, [lytun y Kacesamosa: «C «AxBa ®@parn» Korga y
HAaC TaM KOHTPAKT 3aKaHINBAETCH?»
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* Putin receives a phone call from the Coca-Cola company. “Vladimir
Vladimirovich, since you have already changed the national anthem, maybe
you could also change the national flag to the one that was before? And if
you would be so kind as to place a small white Coca-Cola logo in its corner
we will solve all your financial problems with pensions to the elderly and
salaries to the state-paid employees for several years to come.” Putin covers
the receiver with his palm and asks Kasyanov: “When does our contract with
Aquafresh expire?”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.7.C. Haxkomeri, Bo3BpalleHue ruMHA ObLIO BCTPEYEHO BEIHKOJIEIIHBIM U
yKe COBEPIIEHHO CBEKUM IIPUMEPOM IIOJIUTHUYECKOr0 aHEKI0Ta, KOTOPBIA He
CTBIIHO IIOMECTUTDH B JIOOYI aHTOJIOrHUI0: «Bbl BEPHY/IM M'MMH,» CIPAIIMBAIOT
pesuieHTa, «Tak, MosKeT, 1 ¢uiar BepHere? KpacHbIil BMECTO TPEXIIBETHOTO?»
— «MuHYTOYKY,» OTBEYAET OH, « TOJIBKO II0OCMOTPI0, KOIZA y HAC TaM 3aKaHYN-
BaeTcAa KOHTPAKT ¢ «AKBadperr».»

* The restoration of the anthem was marked by the appearance of a won-
derful and entirely new specimen of the political joke, which can be readily
included into any anthology: “You have restored the former anthem,” the
president was asked. “Maybe you will restore the flag as well? The red in-
stead of the tricolour.” — “One second please,” answered the president. “I just
need to check when our contract with Aquafresh expires.”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

VI1.8. New Stimorol commercial

VI.8.A. HoBas pernama «Ctumopona»: Ha skpane — ITytun: «Eciu 3actanem
TEePPOPUCTOB B Tyajere, TO U B copTupe ux 3amouuM...» Turper: THOTTA
JIVUIIE JKEBATH, YEM I'OBOPUTb.

* Here’s the new Stimorol commercial: Putin is shown on the screen: “If we
find terrorists in the toilet, we’ll whack them in the toilet.” Slogan: “SOME-
TIMES IT’S BETTER TO CHEW RATHER THAN TALK”.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VIL.9. The hairdresser asks about Chechnya
The joke-type used to be very popular in the 1970-1980s.

ITapurmaxep, crpuryiuit BpesxneBa, HeCKOIbKO pa3 3amaeT eMy Bompockl o [lombie. B
KOHIIe KOHI[OB pasjpaeHHbIN Bpe:xuHes cupammBaer: «HTo 5T0 BBl MeHs Bce Bpems
paccupammusaere o ITonpine?» — «MHe 3T0 MoMoraeT B paboTe. Y Bac OT 3TOr0 BOJIOCHI
JIbIOOM BCTAIOT,» 0TBEYAeT [IapUKMaxep.

* The hairdresser is cutting Brezhnev’s hair and keeps asking him questions about
Poland. Finally, Brezhnev says irritably: “Why do you keep asking me about Poland?”
— “That makes your hair stand on end and helps me do my job,” answers the hair-
dresser.

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 237, the editors’ dating — 1981)
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VI.9.A. Ilapukmaxep IlyTuHa Bo Bpems CTPMIKKU BCe BPeMs PACCIIPAIINBAT

ero o Yeune. [lyrun crpocui: «Bbr uto, uedener?» — «Her, mpocto Korga Bet
rosopure 1po Yeurto, Mmue ymobHee Bac crpuub — y Bac Bosockl craHoBsiTCs
ZIBIOOM. »

* The hairdresser keeps asking Putin about Chechnya while giving him a
haircut. Finally, Putin says: “Are you a Chechen?” — “No, I'm not. It’s just
that it’s much more convenient to give you a trim when you talk about
Chechnya. You hair stands on end.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI1.9.B. Ilpuxogur Ilyrun B mapurmaxepckyio. [lapuxkmaxep cTpusker ero u
Bce Bpems crparuBaer [lyrura mpo Yeurro. Bece Yeuns u Yeunsa. Kak Tam B
Yeune? Korma sakonuurcs Botina B Heune? U t.1. [Iyrun e Boigepskan: « Hy
4gero Tebst sra YeuHsa caukom e6ér, uro nu?» — «Jla Her, MHe HacpaTb BO0O-
meM-To.» — «A gero crmpammsaemib torga?» — «Jla mpocro y Bac mpu ciioBe
“Yeurss” BOJIOCHI IBIOOM BCTAOT, CTPUYb YI00HEe.»

* Putin is at his hairdresser’s. The hairdresser is giving him a trim and
keeps asking him about Chechnya. Chechnya this, Chechnya that. How’s
Chechnya? When will the war be over in Chechnya? And so on and so forth.
Finally, Putin loses his patience: “Why is Chechnya is so f***ing important
to you?” — “Actually, I don’t give a shit about it.” - “Why do you keep pester-
ing me then?” — “It’s just that when you hear the word ‘Chechnya’ you hair
stand on end and it is easier to trim it.”
(http:/mepom.ru/anekdots/?raz=4&ord=new)

VI.10. Looking to trade my tennis racket for a judo outfit
President Putin, whose hobby is judo, succeeded Yeltsin, whose hobby was tennis.

VI.10.A. U3 o0bsiBiieHnss B aAMUHUCTpAINKU TipesumeHTa: «MeHso TeHHC-
HY0 PAKeTKy Ha KOCTIOM JIJISI I3E0J10.»

* A notice on the announcement board in the presidential administration:
“Looking to trade my tennis racket for a judo outfit.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.11. What does the Vladimir Central Prison mean?

The Vladimir Central Prison [Bradumupcruti yenmpan, ‘Vladimirs central’] is a fa-
mous penal institution.

VI.11.A. BiaguMupcKuil IeHTpajs — 5TO BEPTHKAIb BJIACTU, IIOCTPOEHHAA
Bragumupowm [lytussiv.

* The Vladimir Central Prison is the vertical line of power created by Vla-
dimir Putin.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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VI. 12. What does the vertical line of power mean?
In Russian, the word xzemra may mean either ‘square’, ‘cell’, or ‘cage’.

VI.12.A. Tlocie dopmupoBanusa ropusonrazieit saactu B. B. Ilytun mpucry-
U K CO3MaHUI0 BepTuUrajel Biactu. Takum obpasom, ¥ 2002 romy Gymer
IOJIHOCTBI0 3aKOHYEHA KJIETKA BIIACTH...

* Having created the horizontal lines of power, V. V. Putin has set out to
consolidate the vertical ones. Thus, the entire cage of power will have been
completed by 2002...

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI.12.B. OTBeToM Ha 00HOBJIEHHE TOJUTUIECKON JIEKCUKU CTAJIa TaKas, Ha-
IpuMep, MIWIaa MIyTKA: «3aKOHUYUB CTPOUTEIHCTBO BEPTHKAJIEH BJIACTH, IIpe-
SUJIEHT TIPUCTYIWI K OTCTpamBaHWI0 ropusoHTased Bmactu. K 2008 roxmy
KJIETKA BJIacTU OYIEeT JOCTPoeHa.»

* Among the responses to political neologisms was, for example, the fol-
lowing sweet joke: “Having completed the vertical lines of power, the presi-
dent has set out to build the horizontal ones. By 2008, the cage of power will
have been completed.”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

VI.13. Where does the horizontal line of power come from?

VI.13.A. By cosBan ananutukoB [IPY u cnpammBaer: «Poccust Bemer cebs
He TakK, Kak pasbire. Kakose! Bamu obbsacHeHua?» Ilodecanu anammuTuku pe-
my: «[lyTuH yKperuisieT rOpuM30OHTaNIb BJIACTU.» Byl CHOBa MX CIIPAIIMBAET:
«OTKya 5Ta TOPUBOHTAIIb B3UIACH?» — «A 9TO BEPTUKAJb PYXHYJIA...»

* Bush summons the CIA analysts and asks them: “Russia’s behaviour has
changed dramatically. How would you explain that?” The analysts scratch
their heads: “Putin has been consolidating the horizontal line of power.”
Bush: “Where does this horizontal line come from?” — “Well, the vertical line
has collapsed...”

(OC: 19.09.2004)

VI.14. Why did Putin kiss the baby-boy Nikita on the tummy?

VI.14.A. {dIouemy BBII morenoBan manpunka Hukury B :KuBoT?» — «JTO OBI-
sia nonbiTka BBII crytanuth HenpusTHOE BlieYaTieHye OT PasroHa ref-mapa-
Jla [epe;, CAMMUTOM «BOJIBIION BOCBMEPKI».»

* “Why did VVP [Putin] kiss the baby-boy Nikita on the tummy?” — “He did
it in an attempt to counteract the unfavourable impression created by the
dispersal of the gay parade before the G8 Summit.”

(OC: N. B., born in 1970, Moscow, 7.07.06)
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VI.15. A refusal to shake hands with Putin

VI.15.A. Bcrpeuatoress ABa My:KMKa, OLMH APYroMy roBoput: «§I,» rosopur,
«Terepb IIPaBy PYKY He Oyay MBITb!» — «3TO 4ero 3To?» crpaliinBaer BTOPOH.
«A k¥ mam Ha mpemupusTre Buepa [lyTHH IpuesKai... pyKH BCEM Ka...» —
«Hy!» — «A st He mogam!»

* Two guys meet and one says to the other: “I will not wash my right hand
from now on.” — “Why not?” — “Putin came to our company yesterday and
shook hands with everyone.” — “Well?” — “I did not hold out mine!”

(LdJ: 26.10.2007)

VI1.16. The success of Putin’s reforms

VI.16.A. B ciyuae ycmexa BcexX IyTHHCKUX pedOpM MEHSIO JBa TeJIEBH30pa
Ha OJJUH XOPOIIMI PaANOIPUEMHUK.

* If Putin’s reforms prove successful, I will swap two TV-sets for one good
radio.

(PP: Vasilyev 2001)

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-030.html)

VI.17. Chechens are eager to go to Kazakhstan

VI.17.A. Cranuu [Iytuny: «4T0 THI BOSMINIBLCS ¢ 9TUMU dedeHIIaMu? Brician B
Kasaxcran — u apyskb6a HapogoB.» Ilyrun — Cranuny: «Kto Bosurca? Onu y
MeHs camu B Kasaxcran mpocsares.»

* Stalin says to Putin: “Why do you keep wet-nursing those Chechens? De-
port them to Kazakhstan and you’ll get friendship between peoples par ex-
cellence.” — “Who’s wet-nursing, I wonder? Nowadays, they are eager to go to
Kazakhstan themselves.”

(CA: Krikmann 2004: No. 279)

VI.18. Putin promises to show who is the boss

VI.18.A. Tlocne BrI6opoB, IlyTuH ¢ skeHO JT0:KaTCA CIIATh, *KEeHA TOJIKAET €ro:
«Bosozk, T He Oowulibest, Beb mocMotpu — Jlenuna obocpasu, Cranuna, Xpy-
meBa, bpesxuesa obocpasu, ipo ['opbadesBa ¢ EJbIHMHBIM 1 TOBOPUTH HEYETO.»
Ilytun orBeuaer, moBopaumBasch Ha Ook: «He memail cmarth, g UM TaKyio
SKM3HB YCTPOIO, IM CPaTh HEYeM Oy eT.»

* After the elections, Putin and his wife go to bed. She pushes him and says:
“Volodja, aren’t you afraid? Just think about it: they are saying so much crap
about Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, not to mention Gorbachev and
Yeltsin.” Putin answers turning over to his side: “Lemme sleep will ya? I'll
give them hell, so they will have no more crap.”

(CA: Krikmann 2004: No. 349)
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VI.19. Putin and the Basmanny District Court of Moscow

The terms ‘Basmannyi court’ and ‘Basmannyi-style judiciary’ were coined by political
opposition in Russia and named after the Basmannyi District Court in Moscow fol-
lowing a number of prominent cases. The terms imply complete lack of judicial inde-
pendence.

VI.19.A. Bor meHs gacTo MHBECTOPHI crpamuBaoT: «Bragumup Bragmvmpo-
Bu4, ecnu B Poccuio nHBecTHpoBaTh, TUBUAEHTHI OynyT?» fI nM oTBeuaro, 4To
OymyT 00si3aTeIbHO, a KaKue U CKOJIBKO — 9T0 Y3K BacMaHHBIN cy/ ompemesinT.
* | am often asked by investors: “Vladimir Vladimirovich, if we invest into
Russia, will we get our dividends?” I always answer them that they surely
will and that the Basmannyi District Court will determine the kind and size
of those dividends.

(OC: 30.05.2004)

VI1.20. Putin is visiting a centre for mentally challenged children

Apparently, this joke derives from the 1930s joke-type about Stalin and Hitler’s visit
to a lunatic asylum (Arkhipova & Melnichenko 2009: 218):

Bo Bpems uncnexiuu npyroit kiuHukyu ['epuHr samedaeT ABYX JII0fieH, KOTOPBIE CTOSAT
BIIePEe/I COTHAHHBIX OOJIBHBIX U He IpuBeTcTBYIOT ero. OH cripammBaer, B 4eM IpUYIHHA
TAKOI0 YIIyLIEeHWUs, 1 OHX €My B OTBET roBopAT: «Bce 9Ty JI0AM — cymMacuie/ime, a Mbl —
JleKyPHBIE CAHUTAPBL.»

* When visiting another asylum, Géring notices that two men standing in the front
line of the assembled patients have failed to give the Hitler salute. When he asks
them the reason for this omission he is told: “All these chaps are the crazy ones, but
the two of us are the charge nurses.”

T'urnep nocemaer cymacuieqmmit fom. IIpoxozis MIMO BBHICTPOEHHBIX B Psif GOJIBHBIX, OH
3aMevaer 4eJloBeKa, KOTOPBI He mpuBercTByer ero [«Xaines ['uraep!»]. Ou psaBraer Ha
"ero: «[louemy BBI He gemaere, kak apyrue?» — «Moii diopep, g canuTap, a He cymac-
LIEJIIUH,» 0TBEYAET €My ITOT YeJIOBEK.»

* Hitler visits a lunatic asylum. The patients give the Hitler salute. As he passes
down the line, he comes across a man who isn’t saluting [“Heil Hitler!”]. “Aren’t you
like the others?” he barks. “Mein Fiihrer, I'm the nurse, I'm not crazy!” comes the an-
swer.

VI.20.A. Braguvmup Bragmvuposua IlyTun, cienys cBoeil mpuBBIUKE COBEP-
IaTh HEOPAWHAPHBIE IIOCTYIIKYU, [IPUEXAJI B JETCKUAN JOM JJI YMCTBEHHO OT-
craneix mereti. Hascrpeuy mambumk. BBIL: «Teb6s xkak 30ByT, Maibauk?»
Manpuur (raycaso): «He suaw!» Manpumky mopckaseiBaoT: «Bacs! Bacs!»
Maunpunuk: «Baca!» BBII: «Momogerr! A kakoil cerogusa aeHb Hemenun?» — «He
suao!» BBIL: «A kak s3oByT mamy?» — «He snaw!» BBII: «A rme Tb1 Haxo-
nuibea?» — «He sraro!» BBIL «A a kro? 3Haemb? — «3Haw!» (Bokpyr osxus-
neunune: Hy, momnomen, Ilyruna suaer!!!) BBII: «Kro a?» Manpuuk: «HoeeHb-
k!l
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* Demonstrating once again his propensity for extraordinary behaviour,
Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin comes to visit a centre for mentally challenged
children. There, he comes across a little boy. VVP asks: “What’s your name,
lad?” The boy answers (in nasal tones): “I don’t know.” The child is being
prompted: “Vasya! Vasya!” The boy: “Vasya!” VVP: “Good boy! And what day
of the week is it today?” — “I don’t know.” VVP: “And what’s your mother’s
name?” — “I don’t know!” VVP: “And where are you?” — “I don’t know.” VVP:

“Do you know who I am?” — “I do!” (This answer elicits encouraging whis-
pers: Good boy, knows who Putin is!) VVP: “Well, who am I?” The boy: “A
newcomer!”

(OC: 29.09.2000)

VI.21. Putin promises to help prisons out

Alexander Voloshin was the Chief of staff during Putin’s terms as President and has
been seen as the power behind the throne in Moscow since Yeltsin’s administration.

VI.21.A. ITytun Hasnocur odUIHATBHBIN BUBUT BMecTe ¢ BosomuHeiM B onHY
u3 poccuickux KoL MHTepecyeTes y AUpeKTopa, KaKkue IpobieMbl UMEIOTCH,
Ha 49TO AWPEKTOp oTBedaeT: «Jla BOT, 3[aHMe IIKOJBI TOr0 W IVIAAU Pas3Ba-
JINTCSI, PEMOHT HY;KEH, HUKTO W3 JieTell HU pasy B JKUSHU HEe BUIENl KOM-
bTEPA, HYKHO OB OPraHM30BaTh KOMIIBIOTEPHBIA Kjiacc. Ho y IKOIbI HET
neuer.» [lyrum: «fl orimyHo moHMMa Bairy rpobsieMy, HO B HACTOSAIIEE Bpe-
Ms CTpaHA HAXOAUTCA B IIIyDOKOM 3KOHOMIYECKOM KPUBWCEe U Y Hee HEeT BO3-
MOJKHOCTH IIOMOYb BaM MarepuaibHo. OJHAKO Bama mpock0a He OCTAHETCH
0e3 BHUMAaHUSA, ¥ KAK TOJIbKO ¥ CTPAHBL OYAYT JEHBIH, BaM 00534 TeJIbHO OymLeT
OKa3aHa IIOMOIIb.»

Cnenyromee mecto mocemenus: [lyruna — Jledoprosckass Tioppma. Tam Ha-
YaIIbHUK TIOPbMBI, €CTECTBEHHO, TOXKE JKaJIyeTcs eMy HA CBOM MPOOJIEMBI.
IIyrun pacnopsiraercs: «[IpukaspiBaro B KpaTdaiiiine CpOKM YCTPAHUTH Iie-
PEeHACeJIEHHOCTb KaMep, 9To0bl B KasKIOM Kamepe ObLI TEIEBU30D, & Y KakK-
JIOT0 3aKJII0YEHHOro — cBoil KoMmbioTep!» Ilocie Toro kak onu yxomar, Boso-
e uHTepecyercs: «Buaamumup BragmMupoBwd, a modemy BbI OTKA3aJIUCh
[IOMOYb IIKOJIe, HO Iomoriu TiopbMe?» — «Tak Bemp corsiacurech: CHOBaA IIO-
[acTh B IIKOJIy HAM C BAMU BPSJ, JIM KOTLA-HUOYIb 0BELETCS.»

* Putin and Voloshin paying an official visit to one of Russian schools. The
president is willing to know what problems the school has. The headmaster
answers: “The building will soon fall apart, so it desperately needs renova-
tion. None of the children has ever seen a computer, so we would like to or-
ganise a computer class. The school, however, does not have money for all
this.” Putin: “I understand your problem perfectly well, but at the moment
the country is experiencing a severe economic recession and we do not have
the financial means to help you out. However, your request shall be proc-
essed and as soon as the money is available, you will receive the funds you
are asking for.”
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The next destination is the Lefortovo prison. There, the prison governor also
starts complaining about the troubled times. Putin orders: “Eliminate the
overcrowding problem as soon as possible and put a TV-set and computers
into every prison cell!” After they leave, Voloshyn asks: “Vladimir Vladimi-
rovich, why did you refuse to support the school and helped the prison in-
stead.” — “Well, you must admit that it is highly unlikely that we will ever
get into school again.”

(OC: 3.06.2003)

VI1.22. Putin invites the chief joke-teller to the Kremlin

The 1930s saw the birth of the joke-type about a conversation between “the supreme
ruler” and “the chief joke-teller”:

3BecTHbIi GOIBIIEBUCTCKUN [I€ATEIb U COYMHUATEIH MHOTMX COBETCKUX IIOJIUTUIECKHUX
anexnoroB Kapn Panex 66wt BorsBan CranmuubiM. «Thl 9T0 9T0 060 MHE aHEK/IOTHI COYU-
Heelb?» Habpocwicsa Ha Hero CramuH. «ToBapumy CraauH, HO aHEKJOT, YTO BBl BOK/Ib
PEBOJIIOINY, Ha CAMOM fiejie He MO aHeKJoT!»

* The famous Bolshevik figure and the author of many Soviet political jokes Karl
Radek was once summoned to Stalin: “How dare you write jokes about me!” — “But
Comrade Stalin, the joke about you being the leader of the revolution is not actually
my joke!” (n.d. — 194?)

(Antisovetskie 194?: 50)

Sa/iepiKay aHeKJ0TINKA, JOTI0KIIIN XPYIeBy. XPyLIieB PaCIOPAIUIIC IPUBECTH ero K
HeMy, 4T00bI IIOCIIYIATh aHEeKA0ThL. BBoasT anekmorynka. «Kakas mebens!... Kakas 06-
cranoBka! Kaxue koBpbll» roBopur anexmoruuk. «Ckopo y Bcex B Halleil crpane Oyzmer
Takoe,» orBedaer XpyimieB. «OqHO M3 ABYX: WJIK BBl Oy/eTe paccKasblBaTh aHEKIOTHI
nin d.»

* Krushchev was informed that a joke teller had been detained. Khrushchev wanted
to listen to his jokes and ordered his men to fetch him. “What furniture, what interi-
ors, what carpets!” began the joke teller. “Soon every person in our country will enjoy
such comfort,” answered Khrushchev. “It’s either-or. Either you will be telling jokes,
OR I will do that.”

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 201)

Kax-ro pas Enprun ysuai, uto mpo Hero JluradeB pacckassiBaeT aHeKAOTHL. B mpu-
cTyIlle 'HeBa OH BopBasicsd Ha 3acemanue. IlomnrT6iopo u ¢ mopora sakpudyan: «Erop
Kyspmuu! Kak Ber cmeere?! Miiu Ber He 3Haere, 9T0 PyKOBOAUMAS MHOIO OIIIO3UIUS U3
MOCIIeHUX CHJI GopeTcss 3a KOHCOJIMIAIIMIO BCero obmiecrBa Ha Iiardopme mepe-
crpotiku?» — «Bopuc, T He IpaB,» CIOKOIHO Bo3paswi Jluraues, «dTOT aHEKIOT 5 ele
HUKOMY He paccKasbIBai!»

* Yeltsin once learned that Ligachev had been telling jokes about him. In a fit of an-
ger he stormed into the room where the Politburo session was taking place and
started yelling from across the threshold: “Egor Kuzmich! How dare you! Don’t you
know that the opposition that I lead is doing its utmost to unite the entire society un-
der the banner of Perestroyka!” — “Boris, you are wrong,” rejoined Ligachev calmly. “I
haven’t told this joke to anyone yet!”

(Vot takoi 1990: 14)
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VI.22.A. ITyTus pemm o3HAKOMUTHCSA C TJIABHBIM aHEKIOTUYNKOM CTPAHBI U
npuriiacui ero B Kpemub. ToT mpurnes, orssigpiBaer KaOMHET U BOCXUIIAETCS:
«Kaxras obcramoBkal» [lyrum: «Cxkopo Tak 6yaeT B KasKI0i POCCUMCKON KBap-
tupe!» — «OfHO U3 ABYX: WM BI Oy[eTe PACCKA3bIBATH AHEK/OTHL, WM 5.»

* Putin decided to get to know the chief joke teller of the country and in-
vited him to the Kremlin. The invitee came into the office and began to ex-
press his admiration. “What wonderful furnishings!” Putin: “Soon such fur-
nishings will be in every Russian flat!” — “It’s either or: either you will be
telling jokes, or I will do that.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VI1.23. Putin gathers a collection of joke tellers

See also Krikmann 2004: No. 3. This joke-type usually features Brezhnev. In Estonia,
there was usually a dialogue between Kekkonen and Brezhnev: Kekkonen collected
jokes about himself, Brezhnev collected the joke tellers.

«Jleonun Unbpud, kakoe y Bac x066u?» — «fI cobuparo anekgors: o cebe.» — «/1 MHOrO Bam
yAAIoCch cobpars?» — «J/IBa ¢ mMoI0BUHOM JIareps.»

* “Leonid Ilyich, what’s your hobby?” — “I collect jokes about myself.” — “How large is
your collection already?” — “Two and a half penal labour camps.”

(1972)

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 229)

Y Cranuna uHTepecyiorces ero xo66u. OH oTBeYaeT, 4TO KOJUIEKIMIOHUPYET AHEK/IOTHI.
«/I MHOTO BBHI UX y:Ke cobpanu?» cupamunBaioT ero. «Jla cotHsa narepeii 0yzmer,» oTBedaeT
CranuH.

* Stalin is asked about his hobby. He answers that he collects jokes. “Have you got a
large collection already?” — “Over a hundred camps.”

(Arkhipova & Melnichenko 2009: 179)

VI.23.A. Pasrosop nByx My:kuKOB: «I'bl 3Haelb, KTO y HAcC B cTpaHe OoJbIe
BCeX MOJUTUYECKHEe aHeKaoThl jobur? — «He-a.» — «[lytun!» — «Hy na??» —
«¥YTy, OH UX KOJUIEKIFIOHUPYeET... BMecTe ¢ pacckazdmkam.»

* Two guys are having a conversation: “Do you know who is the greatest
lover of political jokes in the country?” — “Nope.” — “Putin!” — “Really?” —
“Yep. He collects them... Together with those who tell them.”
(IP:http:/anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20.html)

VI1.24. A call from Saint-Petersburg

VI.24.A. «Ao, mobpsiit feHb, s 3BoHIO 13 Ilerepbyprar. OTBet: «3aueM ke
cpasy Ha4MHAaTh C yrpo3?»

ITOT aHEKIOT XOPOIIO MLIICTPUPYET BAMKHOCTD, KOTOPYIO mpuobpesn B Kpem-
Jie KJIaH meTepOyp:KIleB, MpuBeeHHbIl Biraguvupom [lyTuneiM u geasiuiics
Ha /iBe MOATPYIIIbL: CHJIOBUKOB, UMEMIINX BayKHbIE MUHUCTEPCTBA, U JInbepa-
JIOB BpOJie MUHUCTPA sKOHOMUEKN ['epmana I'peda miam munmcrpa duHancoB
Anexcess Kynpuna.
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* “Hello, I am calling from Saint-Petersburg.” — “There is no need to begin a
conversation with a threat.”

This joke is a perfect illustration of the enormous importance that has been
attained by the clan of Petersburgers promoted by Vladimir Putin and con-
sisting of two basic groups: defense and law enforcement officials controlling
the key ministries and liberals such as the Minister of Economics German
Gref and the Minister of Finance Aleksey Kudrin.

(PP: Belgorodskaya 2002)

VI1.24.B. Ilomuute anexmor: B MockBe pasmaeTcs MeKIYyTOPOIAHBINA 3BOHOK.

«Anmno, MockBa? 9to Bac Iletepbypr 6ecriokout.» — «Hy, 3adyem ke HAYUHATH C
yIposb?»

* Do you remember this joke? A long-distance call to Moscow. “Hello, Mos-
cow? We are calling you from Saint-Petersburg.” — “Why do you start a con-

versation with a threat?”
(PP: Petrov 2002)

VI1.25. A Petersburger in Moscow

VI1.25.A. IIpuexan nerepbyp:xer; B Mocksy. I'ynser mo Apbaty. Bapyr mogxo-
IUT MEHT U crpalinuBaer AoKyMmeHThI. [leTepOypsker] (HemoyMeHHO): «A 4ro, ¢
Bragumupom BiagmmupoBudemM 9To-TO CIYUMIOCH?»

* A Petersburger has come to Moscow and is walking along the Arbat
Street. Suddenly a cop approaches and asks to show the identification pa-
pers. The Petersburger (looking puzzled): “Has anything happened to Vla-
dimir Vladimirovich?”

(IP: http://taina.aib.ru/an/putin/putinl.htm)

VI1.26. The Chinese are shifting the oil pipeline

VI1.26.A. CeronHsa MBI IyOIHMKYyeM aHEK/IOTHI, KOTOpPbIe IPUCIAI HAM YATATENb
us 3etickoro pationa B. Kogerapos. [...] O6a anekmora KacamoTcs CTPOUTEh-
crBa HedrenpoBoga «Bocrounass Cubups — Tuxuii okean», KOTOPbIH, KaK 13-
BECTHO, IIPOXOJUT U M0 Tepputropuu AmMypckoit obiactu. 3eouut Ilyrtun mu-
pekropy «Tpancuedrn» Batirimrory: «Cens, He menaiite us mens uauora! He
MOJKeTe CIIPABUTHCA CaMU — 00paTUTECh 3a IIOMOIIBI0 K KHUTANCKUM TOBapU-
mam. B KoHIle KOHIIOB, 3T0 ux HedTh.» Ha ciaemyromuil qeHp rpymmna KATam-
CKUX ToBapuirei B kKosmaectBe 400 MuTH. yesioBek otomsurysia batikan aa 200
KM OT TPYOBI.

* Today we would like to publish the jokes that were sent to us by one of
our readers, Mr. Kochegarov from the Zeya region. Both jokes are about the
construction of the Eastern Siberia — Pacific Ocean pipeline running across
the Amurskaya oblast. Putin is calling Vainstock, the CEO of the Transneft
state company: “Senya, stop making a fool of me! If you cannot handle it
yourself, turn to our Chinese friends for help. This is their oil after all.” The
next day a group of Chinese colleagues numbering 400 million people shifted
Lake Baikal 200 km away from the pipe.

(PP: Amurskaya 2006)
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VI1.27. The shifting of the oil pipeline

VI.27.A. BriseiBaer Ilytun nupekropa «T'pancuedrrn» Bafmimroka mo moBogy
npornanku Hedrempoopa: «CeMeH, y HAc TpaskaaHcKoe obirecTBo. Biacrts
OTBETCTBEHHA IIepe]] JioabpMu 3a cBou pernenusi. V1 Bce takoe. Hy, BbI B Kypce.
CiioBOM, 4TO BaM HEOOXOAMMO JIJIs TiepeHoca HeTerrpoBoaa K ceBepy oT baii-

KaJjia, 9T00bI MbI CMOTJIN HPEIbABATH HAPOAY KAPTY ¢ HOBOHM Tpaccoi?» — «Jla
MpakTUIecKu Hudero, Binaguvup Bragmvuposud. Tonbko pesuHKa u KapaH-
JLallL.»

* Putin summons Vainstock, the CEO of Transneft, to discuss the construc-
tion of the oil pipeline with him: “Semen, we live in a civil society. The gov-
ernment bears responsibility before the people for its decisions. Bla-bla-bla.
Well, you know what I'm talking about. To put it simply, what do you need
to shift the pipeline to the north of Lake Baikal, so that we could present a
map with the new motorway to the public?” — “Not much, really, Vladimir
Vladimirovich. We just need a pencil and a rubber.”

(PP: Amurskaya 2006)

VI1.28. Putin’s online conference

VI.28.A. Nnrepuer-koudepenriua B. B. Ilytuna. «Mure Bor TyT mpmmao 4
MWUIVOHA COOOIIEHMIA ¢ OHVM BOIIPOCOM: KOI'Ia HAKOHEI[, yBeJINJaT 3apIuia-
1y? Ilo-moemy, 3T0 TIpocTO criam!»

* The online conference of V. V. Putin: “I have received 4 million messages
with one and the same question: when will there finally be a wage increase?
I think this is simply spam!”

(PP: Arsenyevskie 2004b)

VI1.29. Putin is returning home by underground

VI.29.A. B oTBeT Ha y4acTHBIIHECS KaJI00bI HA IEPEKPBITHE IIEHTPATHHBIX
Maructpasei ropoga Bragumup Biaaguvuposuy [lyTus npuHs peleHue 1mo-
exaTh JOMOU Ha MeTpo. B cBA3u ¢ ueM mpecc-ciry:x6a MOCKOBCKOT'O METPOIIOH-
TeHa coobiaer, uro cerogus ¢ 16:00 mo 21:00 i maccaskupoB OyAyT 3aKpbI-
ThI apbaTCKO-TIOKPOBCKAaA U (puiieBCKas JUHUM, a Tak ke ¢ 17:00 mo 21:00 Oy-
YT OCTAHOBJIEHBI BCe TI0€371a KOJIbII€BOH JINHUM.

* In response to the growing number of complaints about the closure of the
major thoroughfares, Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin has decided to go home
by underground. In view of that, the press service of the Moscow under-
ground reports that today the Arbatsko-Pskovskaya and Filevskaya lines
will be closed for passengers from 16.00 until 21.00 and that the trains of the
circular line will be stopped from 17.00 until 21.00.

(PP: Bykov 2005)
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VI1.30. The deputation of teachers comes to Putin

Ob6peneHnas Kareropus o0IIecTBa — yuurens — pelmuy K Eapiury mpuiita, moskairo-
Barbea Ha npobsiemel. Empiun: «HaBo Bam?» Yuurensa: «la Bor, Bopuc Hukonaeswud,
neHer Hery...» Enpnun: «Hy, ara... BOT... HaHUMAalIb... 63 [eHer 3aX0/uTe.»

* The disadvantaged section of the society — the teachers — have decided to come to
Yeltsin and air their grievances. Yeltsin: “What dya want?” The teachers: “Well, Boris
Nikolaevich ... we are practically penniless...” Yeltsin: “Eh.. Well... Ya see... Come in
without money then.”

(IP: http://www.peoples.ru/art/literature/poetry/oldage/annensky/anekdot.html)

VI.30.A. «Bragumup Baagmvuposuda! 9to peneramus yauresnei! Mbr 1aBHO
XOTMM K BaM IIOIACTh, y Hac coBceM Het neHer!» — «Hudvero crparrsoro, 3axo-
[ATE TaK.»

* “Vladimir Vladimirovich. We are a deputation of teachers. We have long
wanted to make an appointment with you. We have absolutely no money!” —
“That’s all right. You may come in without money.”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

VI.31. Putin on the export of raw materials

VI.31.A. C10BHO HOATBEPIKIAA 9TOT TE€3UC, HAPOJ, CPOUHO COUNHILUI IIPEAEIHHO
LVHWYHBIE, JINIIEHHbIe BCAKUX WLI3UNA aHEKIOTHI, CKaxeM, 0 ToM, kak Ily-
THH BhICTyIIAeT ¢ 3aspieHueM: «[lopa mpexpaTurb GoraTeTh MCKIIIOYUTEIHHO
3a CYeT BBIBO3a CHIPhsl» — M IPUKA3BIBAET HAYATH BBO3UTH PaJUOAKTUBHBIE
OTXOJIBI.

* As if supporting this claim, the public has quickly began to compose cyni-
cal and skeptical jokes as, for instance, the following one featuring Putin’s
announcement: “It’s high time to stop accumulating wealth merely through
the export of raw materials and to also start importing radioactive waste.”
(PP: Bykov 2005)

VI.32. Putin’s achievement is the falling standard of life

VI.32.A. IIpuuem mryTut oH II0AYAC BeCbMa OCTPOYMHO — BOT, HAIIPHMED, Ta-
KoM cBe:kak u3 Koyutekiuu Packuna: IlucbMo 6GraromapHbBIX POCCHAH: «YBa-
sKaeMbIi rocroguH rnpesugeHT! B orBer Ha KileBeTHUYECKYE BBINIAJBI IIPOTUB-
HUKOB MOHETHU3AI[UY JIbIOT, YTBEPKIAMIIUX, YTO YXYALIECHNe HAIEH KUSHI —
Ballla BUHA, MBI TBEPZO oTBeyaeM: Her! Jrto Bama s3aciyral»

* It should be pointed out that his jokes can sometimes be really witty.
Check out the following fresh specimen in Raskin’s collection: A letter from
the grateful public: “Dear Mr. President, in response to the slanderous at-
tacks of those who decry the monetisation of benefits claiming that the fal-
ling standard of life is your fault, we would like to assert: No! It is your
achievement!”

(PP: Bykov 2005)
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VI1.33. Fradkov’s resignation

VI.33.A. 3a [eHb [0 OTCTABKU TpefcefaTesis IpaBuresibcrBa Mwuxamia
®paarosa [lyrun BeispiBaer ero k cebe: «Cmymati, @Ppankos! Hurkak He mory
HaiTH Tebs HA Moel ITKOIbHOH doTorpaduu. . .»

* Putin summons the chairman of the government Mikhail Fradkov the day
before the latter’s resignation: “Listen, Fradkov! For some reason I cannot
find you on my school photograph...”

(IP: Mysli 2007)

VI1.34. Politkovskaya’s assassins

Anna Politkovskaya was a Russian journalist, author and human rights activist well
known for her opposition to the Chechen conflict and then-Russian President Vladimir
Putin; the government of Russia was accused for not trying to identify the assassin(s)
effectively enough.

VI.34.A. Opguaxasl Banagumup Bnaguvuposua [lyTtus cumen B cBoeM KpeM-
JIEBCKOM KabWHeTe U THXO0 JKaJjell, 9T0 3aKOHIUIIOCh JIeTo. Bapyr BbicoKue aBe-
P KabuHETa PACTBOPWINCH, ¥ B IIOMEIeHNe OUH 33 APYIUM CTAIN 3aXO0AUThH
HE3HAKOMbIE IPE3U/IeHTY JIOAU. «3,» Ipobopmorai mpesugenT. Jlroau samoi-
HAIY KabMHeT ¥ CMUPHO BBICTPAMBAJINCEH B IIEPEHTH BIOJIb cTeH. Korga B Ka-
OuHeTe II0YTH y;Ke He OCTAJIOCh MeCTa, B OTKPBITHIE ABEPU BOIIEJ I'eHepalb-
el ipokypop PP HOpuit Yatika. «Beibupaii, 6paresiol» pajocTHO cKasai
Yaiika. «Koro Beibupars?»> He monsa Biaaguvup Braguvuposuy. «¥Yo6utir [lo-
JINTKOBCKOM,» mosicHuyI Yaiika, «<HaM Hy;KHO He MEHee JeCHTH. »

* Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin was once sitting in his Kremlin office and
feeling sorry that the summer had ended. Suddenly, the tall office doors
were flung open and unfamiliar people started streaming into the room.
“Mmm...,” murmured the president. The people were filling the office and
forming lines along the walls. When the room was almost full, the Prosecu-
tor General Yury Chaika came through the open doors. “You pick, chap!”
said he merrily. “Whom am I supposed to pick?” — “Politkovskaya’s assas-
sins” explained Chaika. “We need at least ten of those.”

(IP: Mysli 2007)

VI.35. Putin’s daughter is being admitted to the university

VI.35.A. [Tous IlyTuna cobpasnach mocTynath B UHCTUTYT — IIPU TAKOM OI'POM-
HOM KoHKypce — 100 uHCTUTYTOB HA MecTo!
* Putin’s daughter has decided to enter a university. The competition is

really fierce: 100 universities per person.
(OC: 2006)

VI1.35.B. [Tous Banagumupa ITyruna nocrynuia 8 Maeruryt. KoHkype 6511 or-
pomHbIit — 40 UHCTUTYTOB HA MECTO.
* Vladimir Putin’s daughter entered the university. The competition was

tough: 40 higher education institutions per person.
(IP: Mysli 2007)
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VI1.36. Oligarchs at the meeting with Putin

VI.36.A. Cobpanuch onurapxu Ha Berpedy ¢ IlytumeivM. 3amiu B 3a71, pacce-
suck. [lyTuH BXOAUT, Bce BCKAKMBAKOT M KPUYAT: «3/pa-a-acTByiire, Bragu-
vup Brapw-m-umuposuul> IlyTuH HpPOXOAWT K CBOEMY Kpeciy M T'OBOPUT:
«3apaBcTByiiTe, canurech.» Bee cagarca. [lytun oTkpeiBaer kypHai: «Abpa-
MoBu4!» — «fd» — «Benmgyrunazse!» — «fdl» — «Bekcempbepr!» — «fd!» ... IIpoBepus
Bcex 110 criucky, Ilytun 3akpeiBaer skypHai «Dopboe».

* The oligarchs are about to meet Putin. They enter the hall and take seats.
Putin comes in; all jump to their feet and shout: “Good morning, Vladimir
Vladimirovich!” Putin walks up to his chair and says: “Good morning, sit
down.” All sit down. Putin opens the register / magazine [scypnan] and starts
a roll-call: “Abramovich!” — “Present!” — “Bendukidze!” — “Present!” — “Veksel-
berg!” — “Present!” ... Having checked the entire list, Putin closes the Forbes
Magazine [x#cypraz; in Russian the word s#cypras can mean ‘magazine’, log’,
‘diary’, ‘register’, etc.]

(IP: Mysli 2007)

VI1.37. Putin finds a watch

This joke-type about the heads of Soviet delegations stealing valuable objects used to
be very popular.

PacckaspiBanu Takske TAKy MCTOPHIO, yTBEPIKAAA, YTO HTO COBEPIIEHHEHNIAas IpaBia.
JIBa coBeTckux mumiomara 60611 B JIoHImOHEe Ha 6aHKeTe YyThb JIM HU y CaMOI KOPOJIEBBI.
OnuH guIoMar 3aMeTwsI, KaKk BTOPOH CIIep €O CTOJIA 30JI0TYIO JIOIKKY U IIOJIOKIII ee BO
BHYTPEHHUH KapMaH MUAKaKa, W I0TPe0oBa, 9T00bI TOT JIOJKKY BBIHYJ W ITOJIOMKILI
00paTHO Ha CTOJI WX OTAAT eMy (paccKasbIBaIM [I0-Pa3HOMY), HO BTOPOM 0TKA3aJICH 9TO
c/lesIaTh M 3asgBWII, 4TO JIOKKY He 6past. Torga mepBbIil AUIIIOMAT BCTAT U IIPE/IIOMKILI
MIPUCYTCTBYIONUM IToKasaTth doryc. Ou crasamn: «Y nac, B CCCP, npoucxonsar rakue qy-
eca: g Ki1any k cebe B KapMaH JIOKKY (OH IIOJIOKUJI B CBOM KapMaH TOYHO TAKYIO JKe
JIOIKKY, KAKyI0 B3sUI BTOPOM AMILIOMAT), a A0CTAI0 M3 KapMaHa cBoero apyra.» M ox mo-
JIe3 B ero BHYTPEHHUI KapMaH U BbIHYJI U3 HEro JIOMKKY. [ JIynble aHrandane IpuImm B
Bocropr. VM Be/ib He MOIJIO IIPUHATH B TOJIOBY, YTO AUILIOMAT YKPAJ CO CTOJIA JIOMKKY!

* There was also the following story that was claimed to be the gospel truth. Two So-
viet diplomats were attending a royal banquet in London. One of them noticed that
the other stole a golden spoon from the table and put it into the inside pocket of his
jacket. He demanded that the thief took the spoon out and placed it back on the table
(or, according to another version, gave it to him). The colleague, however, refused to do
so and claimed that he did not take any spoons. Then the first diplomat offered to
show a trick to all those present. He said: “In the USSR, we are able to perform all
kind of miracles. Look: I am putting this spoon into my pocket (he took the same spoon
as the other diplomat) and then taking it out the pocket of my friend.” He indeed stuck
his hand into his friend’s inside pocket and took out the stolen spoon. The stupid Eng-
lishmen were very much impressed. It could never have occurred to them that a dip-
lomat could steal a spoon from the table!

(Andreevsky 2003: 548-549)

Ilocme Toro, kak B aBrycre 1968 rosa BbICIINE YeXOCIOBAIIKAE PYKOBOAUTEH GBIIN OT-
myuiensl u3 MockBsl, Bpeixues rosopur Koceiruny: «Hakue MupoBble gachl ObLIH Ha
Iy6uere!» — «[Tokasks!» mpocur Kocbirun. (1968 r.)
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* After the top Czeckoslovakian leaders were granted permission to leave Moscow in
August 1968, Brezhnev told Kosygin: “What a wonderful watch did Dubcek wear!” —
“Let me take a look!” asked Kosygin. (1968)

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 222-223, the same in Telesin 1986: No. 227)

VI1.37.A. Bonbimoit mpuem B Kpemie. Ilytun obparaercsa k aHITIMIICKOMY II0C-
ay: «Mue moKasasioch, 4TO BBl 4eM-TO 03a004YeHBI M paccTpoeHsl...» [locos:
«Mme He x0TeI0Ch ObI 00 ’TOM TOBOPUTH, HO Y MEeHS IPOMAIN Yachl. JTO I0a-
POK KODOJIEBBI, ¥ OHU 0YeHb A0poru Mue.» [Iytun: «A ¢ Kem BbI 00mammcy Ha
moem mpueme? Koro 661 B 3amomospunu?> [locos: «Bot ¢ aTum rocrogueoM ¢
0esI0il XpUBaHTEMOU B METIUYKE...» [lyTuH: «3T0 riIaBa Moel agMUHHCTpA-
mun.» [Tocoi: «O, mpuHoILy raybouatiime nsBUHeHUA.» [[yTuH moKumaer moc-
Jla ¥ Yepes HEKOTOpoe BPeMs BO3BPAIAeTCHd K HEMY, IIOUTPHIBAA 30JI0THIMU
qacamu: «IJTo Baiu dackl? 3abupaiire.» [locom: «A uTo ke ckasas riasa Ba-
et agmuaUcTparym?» [lytus: «Crasan? Jla on Hudero He 3ameTwi!»

* At a large reception in the Kremlin, Putin turns to the British ambassa-
dor: “It seems to me that you are concerned about something...” The ambas-
sador: “Sorry, I did not mean to mention it, but I lost my watch. It was a
present from Her Majesty the Queen, and it is very dear to me.” Putin:
“Whom have you spoken to at this reception? Would you suspect anyone?”
The ambassador: “I spoke to that gentleman with a white chrysanthemum in
his buttonhole...” Putin: “This is the head of my administration.” The am-
bassador: “Please accept my sincere apologies.” Putin leaves the ambassador
and, after a while, returns to him with a golden watch in his hands. “Is this
you watch? Here, take it.” The ambassador: “What did the head of your ad-
ministration say?” Putin: “What did he say? He did not even notice.”
(http:/anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-030.html)

VI1.38. Who supports Putin?

VI.38.A. ITytun cnpamuBaer cBoero momornuuka: «KTo eie n3 muTeIHNreH-
muu MeHs nogaep:kusaer?» — «[Iucarens I[IpoxanoB.» — «[Ipo Kakux xaHoB?!
He Hago MeHst XaHOM HA3BIBATH.»

* Putin asks his assistant: “Who else among the intelligentsia supports
me?” — “The writer Prokhanov / [who writes] about khans” [in Russian: IIpo-
xaro8 / npo xaros] — “About what khans? Don’t call me a khan!”
(www.anekdot.ru 21.11.2007)

VI1.39. Mikhalkov and his moustache

VI.39.A. V¥ Ilytuna cupamusaiot: «I[louemy Bam HpaButca obmarbesa ¢ Mu-
xankoBeIM? OH MHTEPEeCHBIH YesI0BeK, MPUATHBIN cobecequuk?» [lyTuw orse-
gaer: «Her, mpocTo y HEro ychbl IPUKOIBLHO 3a/{HUILY IIIEKOTST.»

* A question to Putin: “Why do you like meeting and talking to Mikhalkov?
Is he good company, an interesting person?” Putin answers: “No, it’s just
nice to feel his moustache tickling my ass.” [a reference to arse-kissing]

(OC: from A. B. 15.11.2007)
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VI1.40. Putin and half of McCartney

VI.40.A. ITytuny rosopar: «K mam mpuesixaer I[lon Makkaptau.» ITytun or-
Beuaet: «A B uem neno? [louemy monoBuna? JlaBatite nmpuriacum sroro Maxk-
KapPTHU [EJIUKOM. »

* Putin is told about the coming visit of Paul McCartney [in Russian, nox,
as the given name is pronounced, means also ‘half]. He asks: “What’s the
matter? Why just one half? Lets invite the entire McCartney guy.”

(00)

VI.41. Putin is talking to McCartney

This joke uses the similarity between the names ‘Lenin’ and ‘Lennon’ to mock an ori-
ginal Soviet song about Lenin (music by Alexandr Holminov, lyrics by Yury Kome-
necky)

VI.41.A. Ilytun roopun Maxkapruu: «Ilox, a e Myspiky Butis ¢ camoro
nercrea oboxan! [lomHI, elle B IETCKOM CaJUKe IIECHIO YU

JIeHHOH — 9T0 BeCHBI IIBeTeHbe!

JlenHoH — 5T0 OGEABI Kitmy!

Cnasbcs B BeKax, JIeHHOH,

Har goporoit Minbma!»

* Putin is talking to McCartney: “Paul, I have been a Beatles fan since my
early childhood. I even remember learning the following song in the kinder-
garten: Lennon is the blooming spring! / Lennon is the victorious cry! / Long
live Lennon, / Our beloved Ilyich [Lenin]!

(IP: http://jokescounter.org/index_060810_1.html)

VI1.42. He is also from Saint-Petersburg

VI.42.A. «OH, kcraTu, To:ke us [Iurepa.» — «[louemy Kcratu?» — «A 310 Tenepb
BCerja KCTaTw...»

* “Incidentally, he is also from Saint-Petersburg.” — “Why incidentally?” —
“Nowadays, it is always welcome.” [In Russian, the word xemamu can mean
‘incidentally’, as well as ‘welcome’, ‘come in handy’]

(PP: Bykov 2005)

(IP: http://anekdoti.ru/jokes.php?joke_category=31)

VII. PUTIN AND KHODORKOVSKY

VIL.1. Putin suggests taking a seat before a long journey [a Russian
tradition]

See the comments in II1.9 and II1.13 on cudems (‘to sit’) and on Khodorkovsky in VII.2.

VIIL.1.A. IIpuxogur XomoproBckuii K Ilytuny u roBopur: «Hamoru Bce s 3a-
IUIATWI, AEHbIW OTHAJ, OT OIIIO3UI[AU OTKA3AJICS, MOMKHO MHe HAKOHEI ye-
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XaThb 3a rpanuiy?» — «KoHedYHO, KOHEYHO, TOJIBKO 110 PYCCKOMY 00BIYA0 IIOCH-
M Ha JOPOKKY?!»

* Khodorkovsky comes to Putin and says: “I have paid all the taxes, re-
turned the stolen money and left opposition. Can I finally go abroad now?” —
“Of course! But please take a seat before a long journey as is the custom in
Russia.” [a reference to sitting in prison]

(PP: Arsenyevskie 2004b)

VIIL.1.B. Bepesosckmii 3aaBui, uro HaBcerma nokumaer Poccuro! Ilytun obu-
JIeJICA: «A TIOCUIETh Ha TOPOKKY >

* Berezovsky declares that he is leaving Russia for good. Putin takes of-
fence: “And what about taking a seat?!”

(PP: Arsenyevskie 2004b)

VIIL.2. Putin wishes Khodorkovsky a happy new year

At the moment of writing this article, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, the former owner of a
major Russian oil company (FOKOC), is serving a long prison sentence on charges of
tax evasion. Many see his imprisonment as retaliation for financial support of political
opposition to Putin. The ‘new year’ implies another year in prison for Khodorkovsky.

VIIL.2.A. XomopkoBckuit mosnpasui Ilytuna ¢ guem posxnenus. B orser Ily-
THUH He3aMeJINTENIbHO I03PaBUiI XOL0PKOBCKOIO ¢ HOBBIM I'OZIOM.

* Khodorkovsky wishes Putin happy birthday. In his turn, Putin immedi-
ately wishes Khodorkovsky a happy new year.

(OC: 8.11.2005)

VIL.3. Putin planted a pinetree at the subbotnik

See the comments on subbotnik in 111.4, nocadums (‘to plant’) in I1I11.3 and on FOKOC
in VII.2.

VIL.3.A. «Cerogus B Poccun mpomresn cy66otuuk, [yt mocanmt cocHy.» — «A
qaro, CocHa Toske paboran B OKOCe?»

* “A subbotnik took place in Russia today. Putin planted a pinetree.” — “Did
this Pinetree also work in the Yokos oil company?”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VIII. PUTIN AND OTHER RULERS

VIIL.1. Yeltsin’s letter about pension payments

VIIIL.1.A. [kak mepBeiit anekor o [lyrune] B Kpemns mpumio nucsmo: «YBa-
skaembiii Braguvup BaagmmupoBud, Korga ke, HaKkoHell, OyaerT BbIILIadeHa
nercusd 3a saBapb? C yBaskenuem, Eibiius.»

* [as the first joke about Putin] The following letter has come to the Krem-
lin: “Dear Vladimir Vladimirovich, when will I finally get my retirement
benefit for January? Sincerely, Yeltsin.”

(IP: NEWSru 2002)
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VIII.2. A debt to Yeltsin

See the comment about the interest in tennis of the former president Boris Yeltsin in
VI.10.

VIIL.2.A. Kourpaxr IIyTuHa co crapoii eIbIiMHCKOM 3auTol 3akomH4mica. [lo
KPEMJIEBCKUM KOPUI0paM XOAUT HOBBIHM amekmoT: B kabumer K [Ipesumenty
3aXO[UT OAVH W3 €ro IOMOIIHUKOB ¥ roBopur: «Biagumup Bragmvuposmd,
Hamu kyook [[aBuca Beiurpanu.» — «Bor u oraugso. [TosBonure Bopucy Huxo-
JIaeBUYY U CKKUTE, 9TO 51 eMy OOJIbIle HIIEro He JOJLKEH.»

* Putin’s contract with the old Yeltsinist elite has expired. A new joke is cir-
culating the Kremlin corridors: One of the president’s PAs enters his office

and says: “Vladimir Vladimirovich, we have won the Davis Cup.” — “Great.
Call Boris Nikolaevich and tell him that I do not owe him anything any-
more.”

(PP: Krutakov 2003)

VIIL.3. Stalin’s message to Putin: to paint the Kremlin in blue

An early variant of this popular joke figures in the book by Yu. Borev (1992: 263). No
earlier variants have been found in print. However, post-Borev incarnations abound
(Krikmann 2004: No. 24):

Osxwmin Cranun, peumsn mo Mockse npoiituck. Ilepecex Kpacuyro muromans, Bbimesn B
Anexcannposckuit caz. ITocmorpes, moHa6I0aN U CAeal BBIBOJ, YTO BCE PACILYCTH-
JIACh, Besfie IapuT 6apjak, paspyxa, 0 [OCTPOeHUN KOMMyHH3Ma coBceM 3abbuiu. Pe-
IIMJT HaBeCcTH Hopanok. et npamukoM Ha 3acenanue Ilonmur6iopo. Bee unensr Iomur-
010p0 cpasy BBHITAHYJINCH B CTPYHKY, MECTO €My YCTYIIWIM, TOTOBBI UCIIOJHUTH BCE, UTO
MpUKaKkeT «oTel; HapoxoB». Cramuu sakypmi TpyOky u rosopur: «CHadasna Hamo co-
Oparb [eIyTaToB MeXPernoHAJIbHON I'PYIIBI M PACCTPEJIATH; BO-BTOPHIX, IIPeZjaraio
nepekpacutb MaB3soseil B 3ejeHbIN 11BeT.» TyT oqun u3 wieHoB lloauT6iopo He Bbiep-
skan u rosopur: «ToBapuiy CranuH, a 3a4eM — B 3esieHbIH 1[BeT?» — «§I Tak u 3Ham, 94T0
110 IIePBOMY BOIIpOCY He Oy/ieT BO3parkeHMi.»

* Stalin awoke from the dead and decided to take a walk around Moscow. He crossed
the Red Square and entered the Alexander Garden. Having looked around, he con-
cluded that the discipline was lacking, everything was in a state of mess and ruin and
that people had completely forgotten about the building of Communism. He decided to
rectify the situation and went directly to the Politburo session. All the members of the
Politburo immediately stood to attention, gave him a seat and were ready to fulfill
anything “the father of the peoples” would order them. Stalin lit his pipe and said:
“First, it is necessary to gather the delegates of the interregional group together and
shoot them. Then, I propose to paint the Mausoleum in green.” One of the Politburo
members could not help asking: “Comrade Stalin, why green?” — “I knew that the first
issue would not generate any objections.”

VIIL.3.A. Cuutr Brnagymvmup Bragumuposud, u caurcsa emy Wocud Buccapuo-
HoBu4. CrparmmmBaer [lyrturna Cranum: «Mory g Tebe Kak-HUOYIH TTOMOYb, a?»
- «Ilouemy y Hac Bce ILIOX0, SKOHOMUKA PA3BAIMBAETCS U T.IL... UT0 MHe jie-
snate?» CrayvH, He 3ayMBIBasiCh, OTBeYAeT: «PaccTpensTs Bece IpaBUTEIbCTBO
¥ TOKpacuTh cTeHbl Kpemist B roy6oit 1BeT.» — «Ho mmouemy mmeHHO B ToJry-
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60t1?» — «fI Tak u mpedIoIATal, YTO JUCKYCCUA OYAET TOJHKO II0 BTOPOMY BOII-
pocy!»

* Vladimir Vladimirovich is sleeping and having a dream about Joseph Vis-
sarionovich in which Stalin [the latter] asks him: “Is there anything I can do
to help?” — “Why is the situation so bad? Why is the economy falling apart?
etc... What am I to do?” Stalin answers without hesitation: “Shoot the gov-

ernment and paint the Kremlin walls in blue.” - “Why exactly blue?” — “I was
right to assume that there would be a discussion only regarding my second
suggestion.”

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-040.html)

VIIL.3.B. Taxk uto cambiil Ba:kHBIH dakT 00 aHeknoTax o Ilytune — to, uTo mx
HEMHOr0. JTOMY, HAIIpUMep, ysKe TPU I'ofa, U He CKayKy, YTo0bI B IIOCIIEHEe
BpeMs MHe INIPUXOAWIOCH ero ciblmarh: [IyTus cupur B Kabunere, 00XBATUB
rosioBy pykamu. [lossusiercs npuspak Cramuna. [lyrus sxamyercs: eMmy Ha He-
KOMIIETEHTHOCTh CBOMX KPEMJIEBCKHX MopunHeHHbIX. «Hy, aro Herpymwo,»
rosoput Crasus. «Pacerpessiii Becex, KTo He yMeeT paboTaTh U IMOKPaCh CTEHbI
Kpewmnst B romy6oii 11BeT.» — «A 1mouemy B roiry6oit?» — «Bor u Bce 3amamyres
TOJILKO BTOPOH YaCTHI0 BOIIPOCA.»

* Thus, the most important fact about jokes concerning Putin is that there
are quite few of them. This one, for example, is already three years old and,
to tell the truth, I have not heard it being told lately. Putin is sitting in his
office with his arms around his head. Suddenly, Stalin’s ghost appears.
Putin starts complaining to him about the incompetence of his subordinates
in the Kremlin. “Well, it’s a piece of cake,” says Stalin. “Shoot all those who
cannot work properly and paint the Kremlin walls in blue.” — “And why
blue?” — “That’s the point: the others will also be preoccupied only with the
latter action.”

(PP: Berry 2006)

VIIL.4. Putin and Bush are comparing the living standards of their
people

VIIIL.4.A. Pasrosapusaiot 1o Tesnedony Ilyrun u By o Tom, kKak ux Hapomsl
skuByT. [lyTun cupamwuBaet: «Byii, a Kakoit y Bac MpoKUTOYHBIA MUHUMYM ?»
— «1000 mosmapoB.» — «A cpemusasa 3apmiara Kakada?» — «2000 mosutapoB.» —
«By1, a Kyma ske oHM ocTajbHbIE JeHbru aeBaior?» — «He smar...» Bym y
IIytuna cnpammuBaer: «[lyTwH, a Kakoil y Bac MPOKUTOYHBIN MUHUMYM?» —
«1000 pybaeii.» — «A cpemusasa sapruiara Kakasa?» — «500 pybaeit.» — «[lyTun, a
T7Ie sKe OHM OcTasIbHbIe JIeHbru 0epyT?» — «He 3Har...»

* Putin and Bush are having a telephone conversation about how their peo-
ple are living. Putin asks: “Bush, what is the minimum subsistence level in
America?” — “1000 dollars.” — “And what’s the average salary?” — “2000 dol-
lars.” — “Bush, what do they spend the remaining money on?” — “I have no
idea...” Then Bush asks: “Putin, what is the minimum subsistence level in
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Russia?” — “1000 rubles.” — “And what’s the average salary?” — “500 rubles.” —
“Putin, where do they take the rest of the money from?” — “I have no idea...”
(OC: 27.08.2002)

VIIL.5. A pension raise

VIIL.5.A. Kcratu, y Hac TyT I'yiseT aHEKJOT, MOKET, 3aUHTEPECYeTeCh: 3BO-
aut Ilytun Byiry: «A Mbl cBOMM TMeHCHOHEpPAM CHOBA IIEHCHIO 100aBUJIN.»
Bymr: «Jla, u Ha cKoIbKO H0IapoB?> — «Jla Her,» 3amsuics [lyTuH, «oHu y Hac
ZOJUIAp He JIF0OST, MBIl MM, 3HAETE, B... [IEHTaX.»

* By the way, there is one joke circulating around which might interest you:
Putin calls Bush and says: “We have given our pensioners another pension
raise.” — “By how many dollars?” — “Well, you know...” Putin’s voice faltered.
“They do not exactly like dollar very much. So we made it in ... cents.”

(PP: Kuznetsova 2003)

VIII.6. Russian and American achievements

D. N. Bantish-Kamensky included the following joke into K. G. Razumovsky’s bio-
graphy:

B 1770 rony, mo ciay4ato mobGenabl, oJep:kaHHON HamuM (IOTOM HAZ TYPEIKUM IIPU
Yecwme, murpononur Ilnaron mpoustec B IlerponaBioBckom co6ope, B IPUCYTCTBUN UM-
repaTpuIbl ¥ BCEro ABOPA, pedb, 3aMedaTesbHYI0 10 cuile u riayoune meiciein. Korma
BUTHSA, K UBYMJIEHUIO CJIyluaresell, HEOKUJAHHO COIIeN ¢ aMBoHA K rpobuuie Ilerpa
Benukoro u, kocHyBUIMCH ee, BOCKIUKHYJI: «BoccTaHb Terneps, BEJIMKUN MOHAPX, OTeYe-
cTBa Hamero oren! Boccranp Temeph m Bo33pu Ha Jobe3Hoe m3obpeTeHme cBoel» — TO
cpeau 0b6IKx caes3 u BocTopra PasyMoBCKOI BBIBBAJ YJBIOKY OKPYKAIOIIUX €ro, cKasan
VM IOTUXOHBKY: «Hero BuH ero kiamde? Ik Bcrane, BceM HaM JJ0CTaHETCS.»

* In 1770, on the occasion of the victory gained by our navy over the Turks at
Chesma, Metropolitan Platon delivered a remarkably moving and deep speech in the
presence of the Empress and the entire court in the Peter and Paul Cathedral. When,
to the amazement of the audience, the orator suddenly descended from the ambo to
the tomb of Peter the Great, touched it and cried: “Rise now, the great monarch, the
father of our homeland! Rise now and look at your beloved creation!” Razumovsky
added a merry touch to the general atmosphere of tears and exaltation having said in
a subdued voice to those around him: “Why is he trying to raise him? If Peter
awakens, we’ll all get a dressing-down.”

Xpymes Bepuyicsa us CIIA B mutoxom Hacrpoenun u skaiyercs Mukosny: «Kennenn
CKasall, 9T0 y HUX €CTh MalllnHa, 03KUBJIAONIAsA MEPTBEIX. S B3aMeH mpuBpaut, 4rto y Hac
€CTh JIOIIMHT, 0T KOTOPOro 4ejioBeK Oeraer ObicTpee Ji06oro aBromobuis. I'ie Terneps ero
B3ATH, 9TOT gonuHr?» Mukosa B orBer: «Hudero, eciu oHu cMmoryT oskuBurh CranuHa,
TBI TT00EK NI OhICTPee JII060T0 aBTOMOOMIIA!»

* Khrushchev returned from the United States in a bad mood and started complain-
ing to Mikoyan: “Kennedy told me that they have a device that rises the dead. Not to
lose face, I had to lie to him that we have a dope that allows a man to run faster than
any car. Where can we get this dope now?” Mikoyan answers: “Don’t worry, if they
raise Stalin, you’ll run faster than any car!”

(Sturman & Tiktin 1985: 207; Krikmann 2004: No. 56)
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VIIIL.6.A. Berpeuatorea By ¢ ITytumeiv. Bym: «Y Amepuky HeObIBasbie 10C-
tuskenns. Hanpumep, y Hac ectb npodeccop, KOTOPHIN MOKET OKUBJISATD /1aB-
HO yMepmux jofei.» [lytun: «¥Y Hac Toike 0o4eHBb OOJBIIME JTOCTAKEHUA.» —
«I'me?» — «Hy, B ciopre, HanpuMep. ¥ Hac eCTh CIIOPTCMEH, KOTOPBIA MOKET
6e:xaTh co ckopocThio 100 km/gac.» Bymr: «Heysxenu? OTo ynuButenpHo, Ka-
KOH mporpecc B Hammx crpaHax. JlaBatite OymeM oOMEHUBATBHCA IOCTHKE-
HuaMmu. Mel BaM HaIpaByuM Haiero mnpogeccopa, OH BAM II0Ka3aTeJIbHO KOro-
HUOYIb OKUBUT, K npuMmepy, JleHnHa. A BbI HAM MPUILIUTE BAIIETO CIIOPT-
cmeHa, Mbl emy opranusyem TypHe o CIIIA. JloroBopunucs?» Bosepamaercs
IIyrua B Kpemisib mMpauHblii, Bbi3biBaeT KacbsiHOBa, O0BACHSIET CUTYAITHIO:
«Hy u rme mpr BosbMeMm Ttaroro Geryna? Ilosop!» Kacwsamos: «/la Humdero
crpausoro. Eciu stor npodeccop JleHunna 03KUBUT, y HAC CTOJIBKO HAPOAY CO
cxopocThio 100 Km/gac mobesKur. ..»

* Bush and Putin are having a meeting. Bush says: “America can boast out-
standing achievements. For example, we have a professor who can rise peo-
ple that died long ago.” Putin: “We can also boast great achievements.” —
“Which, I wonder?” — “Well, in sport, for instance. We have a sportsman
which can run at a speed of 100 km/h.” Bush: “Really? It’s simply amazing:
our countries have made such tremendous progress. Let’'s share our
achievements with each other. We will send our professor to you and he will
give you a brief demonstration of his abilities. Well, he can rise Lenin, for
example. And you will send your sportsman to us and we will organise a tour
of the US for him. Deal?” Putin returns to Kremlin in a gloomy mood, sum-
mons Kasyanov and explains the situation to him: “Well, where can we find
such a sportsman? What a disgrace!” Kasyanov answers: “There’s nothing to
worry about. If this professor rises Lenin, so many people will be able to run
at a speed of 100 km/h...”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VIIL.7. Putin and Bush are using body language

See also ATU: No. 924 “Discussion in Sign Language” (ibid. — the related biblio-
graphy), Barag et al. 1979: No. 924A*.

The ATU 924 joke-type is quite widespread in Eastern and Northern Europe, Asia and
the Near East, and its earlier versions in Jewish, Arab and European texts. Interest-
ingly, however, it is quite rare in the Slavic folklore: just one incarnation of a distantly
related story in Western Ukraine and a variant of this joke-type in later Old Russian
parables. The version that is known to us from the texts 1) about Khrushchev and 2)
Putin (see below) is fully in line with the classical ATU joke-type and repeats Jewish
parables about an argument with the rabbi.

B Anrnuu mexro mokasan XpyiieBy KyJsak. B orBer Xpyiies moctydas o cBoeMy JIOY.
IlokasaBuiero kyjgak sajgepekaiyu U CTaIM JOIpaIiuBarTh B moaunuu: «4To osHavgaer
Ba skect?» — «4To6bI mepikan cBoux, kak CrajawH, a He TO CKUHYT.» — «XM, & KaK JKe
TOI/IA [TOHATH KECT COBETCKOro IIpeMbepa?» — «Bue, moHswI, HO yMa He XBaTaer.»

* Someone showed a fist to Khrushchev during his visit to England. Khrushchev
knocked on his own forehead in return. The fist-man was detained and questioned by
the police: “What does your gesture mean?” — “That he should be as strict with his
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people as Stalin was. Otherwise they will topple him.” — “Hmm... How should we in-
terpret the gesture of the Soviet leader then?” — “That he has understood my message
but does not have enough brains to follow the advice.”

(Sturman & Tikhtin 1985: 211)

VIIL.7.A. Jlerar Bym u ITytun B omaoM camosere, ITytun mokaseiBaer Byury
KyJak, By B orBer senaer toxe camoe, Torga Ilyrun nokaseiBaer Byiry nsa
KyJaka, Bym KpyTuT ykasarejabHbIM MasiblieM y Bucka. Ha cienyromuii neHpb
By mpuneraer momoti, skena cripammuBaet: «Hy, kak mporuia Becrpeda?> Ha
uyro Bym orsewaer: «Jla pycckume coBceM 03Bepeind, MPEACTABIISEIID, JIETHM
MBI B cAMOJIETE, & OH MHE II0Ka3bIBaeT, 51 Tebe Ii1a3 BhIObI0, 8 eMy II0Ka3bIBao,
YTO 51 eMY TOKe, [I0CJIE HTOr0 OH IOKA3BIBAET, YTO BHIOET MHE /[Ba IJ1a3a, Hy a
s1 IIOKA3BIBAI0, YTO Aypak 4ro su.» [Ipuieraer [lyrusn, ta ke curyarus: «Hy,
Kak mporuia Berpeda? — «Kopoue amepuKaHIbI COBCEM C yMa CXOMSAT, A €My
Ha KecTax I0KasbIBAI0 — ThI BIIACTH [JEpPIKU, & OH MHE, JEpKy, S eMy IIO-
KasbIBalo J]aK Thl CHJIbHee nep:ku, a o mae — YMA HE XBATUT.»

* Bush and Putin are on an airplane together. Putin shows a clenched fist
to Bush and Bush reciprocates in the same way. Then Putin shows two fists
to Bush and Bush makes a cuckoo sign by circling his index finger near his
temple. The next day Bush arrives home and his wife asks him: “How was
you meeting?” Bush answers: “Russians have lost all decency lately. Can you
imagine, we are on a plane with Putin and he is gesturing to me that he’ll
punch me in the eye. I start gesturing back that I will do the same thing to
him. Then he starts gesturing that he’ll punch me in both eyes and I start
gesturing that he is a complete fool.” Putin arrives home and explains to his
wife: “How was you meeting?” — “Americans are going crazy. I am gesturing
to Bush: “Hold on to power.” He is gesturing back: “I will!” I am gesturing to
him: “Hold on tighter!” and he is gesturing back: “I'm too feeble-minded for
that.”

(08.07.2006)

(IP: http://humor.e-sochi.ru/anekdot/misc/327.xml)

VIII.8. What is the difference between our democracies?

VIIL.8.A. Tlocme Bparucnasckoro cammura, Ha KoTopoM Brmammmup Ilytun
saBepun Jlxopmka Byma, uro nemoxpatusi B Poccum Gymer camas HacTo-
Sas, TOJIBKO C HE3HAYUTEIbHBIMU OTIMYUAMIY, O0YCIIOBJIEHHBIMU HAIVO-
HaJIbHBIM XapaKTePOM, CTPEMUTENIHO PeaHUMUPOBAJICA CTaphIi, elle ropba-
YEBCKUX BpeMeH aHeKmoT: «PasHuia Mex/y Halel i 3amagHoi JeMOKpaTuei
coBceM HesHauuTeNnbHasA. [IpuMepHo Kak MesKqy ABYyMs CTYJIbAMU — TBEPIbIM
¥ KUIKUM» (cefaac, mpasia, B X0y BAPUAHT IIPO JIEKTPUIECKU).

* After the summit in Bratislava when Vladimir Putin assured George
Bush that Russia was going to have a real democracy but with a number of
minor differences driven by the peculiarities of national character, an old
joke of the Gorbachev era was quickly revived: “The difference between our
democracies is really minor. Just like between solid and liquid stool. (Nowa-
days, a version with electric chair versus regular one is more popular). [No-
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tice that ‘chair’ and ‘stool’ are both equivalent to the same Russian word
cmya]
(PP: Bykov 2005)

VIIL.9. Putin and Bush are discussing Chechnya

VIIL.9.A. Berpeuatores [Iytun u Bym. Pasrosop, koreuno, 3axonut o UYeune.
Ilytun obbscHsAeT 4TO TaM Jeja YIasKUBAIOTCA HocTeleHHO... «Crem 6ait
CTeIL...,» KuBaer ¢ nornManuem Bym. «/la...,» cornamaercs [lyTun u sakanun-
BAET: «II0KA HE II0J[yYUTCS CTellb Ja CTeIlb KPYTOM.»

* Putin and Bush are having a meeting. The conversation, of course, turns
to the subject of Chechnya. Putin explains that the problems there are
gradually being solved. “Step by step,” nods Bush signaling his understand-
ing. “Yes indeed,” agrees Putin, “until there is just steppe [cmens da cmens]
everywhere.”

(IP:http://v2.anekdot.ru/an/an0106/x010614.html#13)

VIIL.10. Putin and Lukashenko are on a plane together

This joke elaborates on the joke-type that appeared in the Nazi Germany and in the
Soviet Union in the 1940s. The first two of the following examples were taken from
Arkhipova & Melnichenko 2009: 259.

Cawmouter, Ha KoTopom Haxogsarcs ['uraep, ['epunr u I'e66enbe, Tepriur Kpymenue. Bee
Tpoe morubau. Kro caces? OrBer: HeMelKuil Hapo/I.

* The plane carrying Hitler, Goering and Goebbels crushed. All three died. Question:
“Who survived?” Answer: “The German people.”

Opnaxasl Cramun u [lonmur6ropo mwisuin napoxoxom no kauaimy Mocksa-Bosra. Bapyr,
apoxoJ; HauuHaeT ToHyTh. CrpammBaercs, KOr/ia Iapoxo/ YTOHET, TO KTO craceTcs? —
Hapoxst CCCP.

* Stalin and the Politburo are on a steamboat going along the Moscow-Volga Canal.
Suddenly, the steamboat begins to sink. Question: “Who will survive when the steam-
boat sinks?” Answer: “The peoples of the Soviet Union.”

* A plane carrying Stalin, Molotov, and Trotsky crashes. Who survives? Answer: Rus-
sian people.
(Krikmann 2004: No. 106).

Jlerar B camonere Enpnima u Hasap6aes. «Bopuc, Kak ThI AyMaells, €CIu 9TOT CaMOJIeT

ymazmeT U pasobbercs, a Mbl OTUOHEM, dell Hapox Oyaer 6ojbille TopeBaTh?» — «YKpa-
uHCKHi.» — «[Togemy?» — «<KpaBuyka ¢ HamMmu HeET.»

* Yeltsin and Nazarbayev are on a plane: “Boris, if this plane crashes and we die,
whose people, do you think, will grieve most?” — “Ukrainians.” — “Why?” — “Because

Kravchuk is not with us.”
(http:/www.peoples.ru/art/literature/poetry/oldage/annensky/anekdot.html)

VIIL.10.A. Jlerar B camonete Jlykamenko u Ilytun. Jlykamenko cupamuBaet
IIyruna: «4ro Bei, Bnagumup Bragumuposud, nymaere, eciu camoyieT paso-
obercs, rae Gosbiie OyayT mwiakath — B Poccuu winu Benopycuu?» — «Ha Yk-
pause,» orBedaet [lyTum. «A mouemy?» crpamuaet JIykaieHko. <A 1oromy,»
orBeuaer IlytuH, «a1o ¢ Hamu He 0bLT0 Kyumpt...»
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* Lukashenko and Putin are on a plane. Lukashenko asks Putin: “Vladimir
Vladimirovich, if our plane crashes, who, do you think, will grieve most: peo-
ple in Russia or people in Belarus?” — “People in Ukraine,” answers Putin.
“And why is that?” asks Lukashenko. “Because Kuchma was not with us...”
answers Putin.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VIII.11. Putin and Kuchma

VIIL.11.A. Berpeuaercs IIyrun ¢ Kyamoii. Ilytun: «9%, 9To Hu roBopu, a Yk-
pauHa [j1g Hac — OTpe3aHHbIH JoMoTh canal» Kyuma: «Ax tak?! Torma BbI miis
HAC — OTpe3aHHbIN... orpesaHHbli...» [lyrum: «Hy, mHanpumep, rasorpoBosn!
Xoture?»

* Putin meets Kuchma and says: “Say what you will, but Ukraine is lost for
us: it’s a cut-off chunk of salo [pig fat, traditional Ukrainian dish]». Kuchma:
“If that case... For us, you are a cut-off... a cut-off...” Putin: “A cut-off gas
pipeline, for instance. This could be easily arranged if you like.”

(25.10.2001)

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-050.html)

VIIL.12. A question about gas
In the following joke, the punch line implies the first letter of a swear word.

VIIIL.12.A. «A ceromusa y Hac Ha nepenade «O, caacmuBuuk!» Bragmvup Ily-
tuH. U a sagaro Bompoc: «Korga Ykpauna paccunraercsa 3a ras?» Ectb 4 Ba-
puanra orBera: «A» — B lepBoM KBapraie, «<b» — Bo Bropom KBapraie, «B» — B
TpeThbeM KBapraie, u «I'» — B uyeTBepTOM KBaprayie.» — «A MOMKHO 3BOHOK
npyry?» — «lloskamyificra...» — «Ammo, Jleonun JlamumoBudy, Korga BbI paccyu-
Taerech 3a ras?» — «Hy, posymuiere...» — «Het, Jleonun lanunosuy, MHe Hy-
sKeH IPaBWIBHBIN OTBET.» — «A fAKi ¢ BapiaHTH?» — «Byany KpaTok: «A», «B»,
«B», «F»,» — «A «X» TaMm HEMae?»

* Vladimir Putin is going to play with us today on ‘Who Wants to be a Mil-
lionaire? Here’s the question: “When will Ukraine pay for the gas?” The four
possible answers are: A — in the first quarter; B — in the second quarter; C —
in the third quarter; D — in the fourth quarter.” — “I would like to call a
friend.” — “Please do.” — “Leonid Danilovich [Kuchma], when will you pay for
the gas?” — “Well, you see...” — “No, Leonid Danilovich, I need the correct an-
swer.” — “What are the variants?” — “I'll be brief: A, B, C, D.” — “Is there by
any chance the letter F as well?”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

VIIL.13. Putin is roasting Yushchenko

VIIL.13.A. IIpesunenTt Poccuu Baagumup Ilytun skaput Ha BepTese Ipesu-
nenra Yrpawnsl Buxropa IOmenko, HO pu 5TOM BepTes crapaercs KPyTUTh
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Kak MOKHO ObicTpee. «Bragumup Biagumuposud, a 3adeM Tak ObIcTpo?» — «A
uTo fenark? VlHade 0H HAYHET BOPOBATH YIOJib.»

* The Russian president Vladimir Putin is roasting the Ukrainian president
Viktor Yushchenko, but is trying to turn the spit really fast. “Vladimir Vla-
dimirovich, why are you doing it so fast?” — “I have no choice. Otherwise he’ll
start stealing coal.”

(PP: Berry 2005)

VIIL.14. Russia should replace the entire system

VIIIL.14.A. Ilpmmuna B Poccuio suma, cramu Bce ropoma pasoM 3ameps3aTh.
Cobpanuch B Kpemie HaganbHUKA, CIIOPAT, 4To Aeiath. [Iyrun rosopur: «Ha-
o moMeHATh Oarapeu.» lllofiry orBeuaer: «Her, mporawiun TpyObl, HATO0 Me-
HATH TPyObL» HuKak He MOryT OTBET HAWTH, PEIIWIN CIIPOCUATH y HAPOHA.
TlosBanu us Koverapku ciecapsi, roBopat: «Bot paccymu, He 3HaeM, HaO HAM
TpyOBI TTOMeHATh Wiu batepeu?» Ciaecappb mogymami-mogymain u ropoput: «Her,
barapesamu jfa Tpybamu 37ech He oborifenibes. TyT Bed cucTema ITPOrHMIIA.
Cucremy HaO MEHSTH.»

* Winter came to Moscow and all cities and towns began to freeze. The au-
thorities gathered in the Kremlin and started arguing about what should be
done. Putin said: “Radiators need replacing.” Shoigu said: “No, pipes have
deteriorated and need replacing.” Since no solution could be agreed on, a de-
cision was made to ask what common people thought about the problem.
Putin summoned a boiler room mechanic and said: “Please be our arbiter.
We are at a loss what to replace: radiators or pipes?” Having thought for a
while, the mechanic replied: “Replacing batteries and pipes won’t really help
matters. The whole system has deteriorated. The whole system needs replac-
ing.”

(IP: http://ruek.narod.ru/jumor/an_putin.html)

VIII.15. Putin and Chubais

VIIL.15.A. Ecou B Kpemiie Houbio roput cBer — 310 paboraer Ilytun. Ecin
cBeT He Toput — paboraer Uybaiic.

* If the lights are on in the Kremlin at night — Putin is working. If there the
lights are off — Chubais is working.
(http:/ruek.narod.ru/jumor/an_putin.html)
(http:/anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-040.html)

VIIL.15.B. I'naBa PAO «EQC Poccun» rak-to pacckasan amexnor: «Eciau B
Kpewmne ropur cser, sHauwr, paboraer Ilyrun. Eciu me ropur — paboraer
Yybatic.»

* The head of the Unified Energy System of Russia Anatoly Chubais once
told the following joke: “If the lights are on in the Kremlin — Putin is work-
ing; if the lights are off — Chubais is working.”

(IP: NEWSru 2002)
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VIIIL.15.C. Ho Yybaiicy aro, moxo:xe, He MemraeT. OH oTBe4aeT aHEKZOTOM CO
cBoero catita: «Eciu Houbto B Kpemite ropur cBer, suauut, paboraer [lyrum.
Ecnu cBet He Toput, 3HauuT, paboraer Uybaric.»

* But Chubais is not troubled by that. He rejoined with the following joke
posted on his website: “If the lights are on in the Kremlin at night — Putin is
working. If the lights are off — Chubais is working.”

(PP: Belgorodskaya 2006)

VIII.16. Putin and Schroeder

VIIL.16.A. Ha Bctpeue ¢ I'epxapmom IIpenepom B. B. Ilyrun pasroBapuBan
Ha OesynpeysoM HemerkoM s3bike. [llperep ero BHUMATEIBHO CIIyIIAI, BpeMs
0T BpeMsi IIOMHUMAS PYKU U [PEIbABIIAL JOKYMEHTHI.

* At a meeting with Gerhard Schroeder, V. V. Putin spoke perfect German.
Schroeder was listening to him very attentively and from time to time rose
his hands up and produced his identity papers.

(OC: 6.07.2004)

(IP: http:/nepom.ru/anekdots/?raz=4&ord=new)

VIIL.16.B. Ilpesunent Ilytun 6ecemoBan ¢ ramigiepom OPI' Ha uducretiimem
HEMEI[KOM s3bIKe, 0e3 IepeBopuYMKa. Becema mpouuia B TEIUION, APYKECT-
BEHHOH obcTaHoBKe, TobKOo KaHiyiep OPI' moueMy-To TO mogHUMAN PYKH, TO
BBIHAMAJI JOKYMEHTBHI.

* President Putin talked to the German Chancellor in flawless German
without the help of an interpreter. The meeting took place in a warm and
friendly atmosphere, but for some reason the Chancellor kept rising his
hands up and producing his identity papers.

(PP: Bykov 2005)

VIIL.17. Putin and Condoleezza Rice at a human rights hearing

VIIL.17.A. B OOH caymanus mo mpaBaMm desoBeka. Korponusa Patic BbI-
sesaer: «A Bor B Poccuu Bce coBceM y:KacHO — GUBHEC IIPECIIENYIOT, IIPOIICKY
He OTMEHSIOT, CAMOJIEThI C TEPPOPUCTAMU COMBAIOT... B 0bmiemM — kyTb! Tora-
nurapaeie mopankul>» Tyr ke mHa TpubyHy BhIxOomuT I[lyTmH: «YBaskaembie
JaMbl ¥ TOCIIOfIA, BBICTYIUIEHWE IPEIBIAYINero MoKjIamduia — Jjioxkb! Kakue
«ToTajuTapHbie nopsaaku»? B Poccun cpony Hukakoro mopsaaxa He 66010!»

* A human rights hearing is taking place at the UN. Condoleezza Rice butts
in: “The situation in Russia is simply terrible: businessmen are being per-
secuted, the practice of registering citizens at their place of residence is not
abolished, planes with terrorists are brought down... A horrible mess! To-
talitarian order par excellence!” Putin takes the floor and says: “Ladies and
Gentlemen, the previous speaker has lied! What totalitarian order can one
speak of, when there has never been ANY kind of order in Russia!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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VIIL.18. Putin and the Orange Revolution

VIIIL.18.A. «Mous, kKak BbI AyMaeTe, III0 XOTeJl cKas3aTh lIyTuH opamKxeBBIM
mwiarbeM sxeHbl?» — «He 3Haw, HaBepHoe, 4T0, Tuna, Burek, moHsi, BUHO-
Bar...» — «He, Mons... I qymarto, ou xoten ckasats: «Mue, Tumna, nmodur. Bymab-
Te Bbl XOTh OPAHIKEBbIe, UMeJI 5 Bac U OY/y UMETb».»

* [Spoken with the typical Odessa accent]: “Monya [a diminutive of ‘Em-
manuel’], what did Putin mean by his wife’s orange dress?” — “I don’t know.
Maybe he wanted to say: ‘All right, Vityek [a diminutive of ‘Viktor’, Viktor
Yushchenko], I plead guilty...” — “No, Monya. I think he wanted to say: ‘I
don’t give a shit if you are orange or not. I've f***ed you before and T'll keep
f¥***ing you in the future’.”

(IP: http://www.yanukovich.nm.ru/)

VIIL.19. The bold and the hairy

VIII.19.A. Bce BBI X0poiio 3HaeTe, 4To: Jlenun 6611 jbickiit; CTaauH — ¢ BOJIO-
camu; XpyIeB — JIbIChIi; BpeskHeB — ¢ BosiocaMu; AHIPOIIOB — JIbIChIH; Uep-
HEHKO — ¢ Bosocamu; ['opbauer — Jbichiit; Eapiiua — ¢ Bosocamu. OTcoa BbI-
Boz, — [IyTus HocuT mapuk!

* As you well know, Lenin was bold; Stalin had hair; Khrushchev was bold;
Brezhnev had hair; Andropov was bold; Chernenko had hair; Gorbachev was
bold; Yeltsin had hair. It can be therefore concluded that Putin wears a wig!
(CA: Krikmann 2004: No. 89)

VIIIL.20. Bush, Chirac and Putin are arguing whose soldier is the bravest

The full commentary on this joke is provided in the article “On the formation of the
Russian political anecdote: From Peter the Great to Putin” (see this edition, pp. 237 ff.).

Ilocnopunu Cranus ¢ PysBeabroM, y Koro TesloXpaHuTeNn IIpeJanHee, U IPUKA3AIA UM
BBIIPBITHYTHh U3 OKHA IATHAAIATOr0 sraska. Temoxpanutens PysBesnbra kareropudecku
oTKasajics IpBIraTh, cKasas: «fI gymaio o Tom, uTo OymeT ¢ Moeii cembeil.» Temoxpanu-
Tenb ke CrajuHa BBHIIPHITHYJI B OKHO M Pasbmics HacMepTb. PysBesbT OBLI CHIIBHO
nopaeH, u cripocus Vocuda Buccapuonosuua: «Crakure, a moueMy Balll YeJOBEK 9TO
cnenan?» CranuH, packypus TpyOKy, orBetui: «OH IIPOCTO IMOZYMAJ 0 TOM, 4TO OyzeT ¢
ero ceMbei.»

* Stalin and Roosevelt started arguing whose bodyguards were the most loyal and
ordered them to jump out of the window from the 15" floor. Roosevelt’s bodyguard
flatly refused saying: “I care about my family’s future.” Stalin’s bodyguard, on the con-
trary, jumped out of the window to his death. Roosevelt was amazed and asked Joseph
Vissarionovich: “Why has your fellow done that?” Stalin lit the pipe and said: “He
cared about his family’s future.”

(Krikmann 2004: No. 11)

VIIL.20.A. Sactopmnu By, Mupak u IlyruH, y Koro coimaTsl BEIHOCIUBEE.
Pemniy, mycrs u3 KasKmol CTpaHbI IPUIILIIOT 10 COJAATY s IpoBepku. Ha
CJIEIYIOIINH [IeHb COOMPAIOTCS, IIEPBBIM IEJIOM IIOAXOASAT K aMEPUKAHCKOMY
MOPCKOMY I[IEeXOTHHILy. Byl pasBopadvBaercsi v eMy IPSMBIM B YeNOCTh —
tpax! Tor TompKo TOMopITMIics. By ero cipammusaer: «BonbHo?» — «Yes, Mis-
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ter President.» — «<Ho Beap Tepruiib?» — «<AMepuKaHCKasA MOPCKAasA IIEX0Ta MO-
sker Bce BbiTeprieTh!» — «Momozert!» Torma Illupak Geper y HavyaabpHUKA T10-
YeTHOro KapayJia IIary, IoAX0AUT K GpaHIly3cKOMY ITapallioTUCTY U IIIaroi
emy B mwiedo — pasd! Tor 3ybamu ckpumur, Ho crout. lllupar copamuBaer:
«BoabHO?» — «Oui, Monsieur le President.» — <Ho Bexp Teprmiib?» — «[lapa-
mrroructel @panruu npesupanT 605b!» — «Momogerr!» Tyt Ilyrun 6eper y Ha-
JaIbHUKA OXPAHBI IIUCTOJIET, IIOAXOAUT K HAIIEMY COITATHKY U €My B CTYIIHIO
u3 mucrosiera — 6abax! Y Toro B camore OpIpKa, a caM gaske He IIOMOPIIUIC.
IIytun cupamuBaer: «BompHo?» — «Hurak wmer!» By ¢ llupakom: «Hy mHu
xpena cebe!» Ilyrun cusier. I[loToM moaXoaUT K COMAATY W IIETIOTOM HA YXO
emy: «He, mpsAMO HHUCKOJIBKO He 60ibHO?> — «He-a.» — «Momomerr! Biaromap-
HOCTb OOBABIIIO B IIPUKAa3e.» — «A MOKHO MHe ellle CaIllor'yl HopMajbHbIe? A TO
y meHst 40-it pasmep, a y Hac Ha CKJIajie BTOPO roj] TOJIBKO 45-e.»

* Bush, Chirac and Putin started arguing whose soldiers are hardier and
decided that every party should send one soldier for a trial of strength. The
following day they assembled together and came up to an American marine.
Bush turned around and punched him directly in the jaw — wham! The sol-
dier merely winced. Bush asked: “Does that hurt?” — “Yes, Mister President.”
— “But you endure it?” — “The American Marine Corps can endure anything!”
— “Attaboy!” Then Chirac took the sword from the commander of the guard of
honor, came up to a French paratrooper and pierced his shoulder with the
sword — zap! The soldier gritted his teeth but stood still. Chirac asked: “Does
that hurt?” — “Oui, Monsieur le President.” — “But you endure it?” — “French
paratroopers despise pain!” — “Well done, my boy!” Then Putin took the gun
from the head of security, came up to our soldier and made a shot into his
foot — bang! The guy got a hole in his boot but did not even flinch. Putin
asked: “Does that hurt?” — “No, sir!” Bush and Chirac exclaimed: “Holy shit!”
Putin was radiant. In a while, he came up to the soldier and whispered into
his ear: “Cmon, aren’t you really hurt a bit?” — “Nope.” - “Way to go! I will is-
sue a commendation order for you.” - “May I also have a normal pair of
boots? I wear size 40, you see, and there has been only size 45 at the ware-
house for the second year in a row.”

(IP: http://anegdoty.narod.ru/anekdot/anekdot20-030.html)

VIIL.21. The leaders of the country as trainmasters

This joke apparently appeared in Brezhnev’s time. The first record, at least, dates
back to 1978.

The train metaphor is not accidental here. In 1930s the press began to liken the Party
to a locomotive rushing ahead and crashing everything in its way.

Tloesn uper Kk KomMmyHM3My Ha Bcex mapax. B Hem exyt Jlenmn, Cramuu, Xpymes u
Bpesxnes. Bapyr moesn ocraHoBwiIcsA,  HU Tyna, HU ciofa. BosmyieHnnbsii JIeHUH BBI-
xomauT U Kpuaut (kaprass): «Jto 6ezobrasue! Tak mbr Hukyna He moemem! Ceituac xe
paccrrensrh Beio Oyrikyasuio B 9ToM roroje!» YeKncTs! IpUBOJAT OCTATKY HU B YeM He-
[IOBUHHBIX BaKUTOYHBIX JIIOJIEHl M PAaccTpenuBaioT (TPYIBI HAmaoT). A I0e3] CTOUT.
Bexopur Cranus u roBopur (¢ KaBKascKUM akiieHToM): «PaccTpasar Beax maccakupoB
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u HavanHbika crannuul» [IpuBoasar u paccrpenuBaior (Tpyns! mazaior). Ho moess vHu c
mecra. Torpa mogarmaercs XpyuieB U roBopuT, yiasibasch: «f sHawo, 410 HyKHO cre-
snatek.» O6paimiaercss K TpynaMm paccrpeisHHbIX: «fI Bac peabwintupyio. Ber 6osbiie He
Bparu Hapozma.» VI k¥ KI'B-ucram: «BeimaTh meHCHIO BceM POJCTBEHHHUKAM IIOCTPAJaB-
umx!» BosBparaeres, canures u, JOBOJIBHBIN, roBOpUT: «Temeps MbI moegem.» Ho moess
Bce paBHO cToUT. Bce ueTBepo B cMylneHMU IeperssabiBaoTcsa. HakoHer, BCKakuBaeT
Bpexnen: «ToBaperu, y Mens nunesi! 3akpoeM 3aHaBeCKM Ha OKHAX U OyJUM CTUTATD,
CTO I10€3J1 U/IEeT aybee!»

(Korolenko 1978)

* A train carrying Lenin, Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev is rushing towards
Communism at full speed. Suddenly, it comes to a halt. Lenin is outraged and shouts
with a burr: “What a disgrace! We’ll never get anywhere from here! The bourgeoisie in
this town should be immediately shot!” The Cheka officers haul a bunch of innocent
bourgeois and shoot them (corpses fall down on the ground). The train does not move.
Stalin comes out and says with a pronounced Caucasian accent: “All passengers and
the stationmaster should be shot.” The order is fulfilled: the corpses fall on the
ground. The train does not move. Then Khrushchev stands up and says with a smile
on his face: “I know what we should do.” He turns to the corpses: “I'm going to reha-
bilitate you. You are no longer enemies of the people.” Then he turns to the KGB offi-
cers: “Grant pensions to the relatives of the dead.” After that he sits down again and
says: “Now we will finally move on.” But the train is standing still. The four leaders
exchange confused glances. Finally, Brezhnev jumps up: “Comrades! I have a wonder-
ful idea! Let’s draw the curtains and imagine that the train is moving forward.”

IToesn, ormpaBieHHb B KoMMyHU3M, ctai. 1lyTs konumicsa. Jleuun: «Bcem BbIfiTH Ha
cy060THUK, CTPOUTH HACHIID. Pesbehl 3akaskeM y kanuramiucroB. He mbl, Tak Hamm me-
i OyAyT skuTh npu KommyHusMme!» Cranun: «[loesgHyio 6puramy u mepcoHas CTaHIUN
paccrpeinsaTh. IIpoynx ykIagpBaTh BMECTO LITAJ II0 [ATIJIETHUM ILIAHAM.» XPYIIEB:
«Bcex peabunurupoBarh. CHATH PeJIbChHI 033X [10€3/1a U YKJIAABIBATH UX BIIEPEIU He-
ro — 4epes ABaALATE JeT OyJeM Ha Mecre.» BpexHeB: «3aqepHyTh 3aHABECKU HA OKHAX
¥ pacKkaduBaTh BaroHbl. Kasaplil HOpMaIbHBIN COBETCKUAN YeJI0BEK MOMMeT, YTO e/IeM.»
AH/IPOTIOB — MOIIBITAJICA BIMISHYTH B OKHO U yMep. YepHEeHKO — yMep, He MOIBITABIIICEH
BBITIAHYTH. ['op6aues — Boimesn Ha mwiardopmy, orssuycs: «[Iyru Bnepes Her, ToBapu-
iy, ¥ Hasaj Toxe Her. Ul moToMy HaMm Heo6XOm¥Ma yCKOpeHHas epeopMUpPOBKA Ha-
mero moesgal»

* The train heading for Communism reaches the end of the track and comes to a halt.
Lenin: “Everyone should come to subbotnik and build an embankment. We will order
the tracks from capitalists. If not we ourselves, then our children will live under
Communism.” Stalin: “Shoot the train crew and the station staff. Use the remaining
people as tracks according to the five-year plans.” Khrushchev: “All should be rehabili-
tated. Take the tracks from behind the train and place them in front of it. In twenty
years we will reach our destination.” Brezhnev: “Draw the curtains and shake the car-
riages. All normal Soviet people will think that we are moving on.” Adropov tries to
look out of the window and dies. Chernenko dies without even trying to look out. Gor-
bachev steps down on the platform and turns around: “There are no tracks forward
and no tracks backs. That is why we need to transform our train as soon as possible!”
(Sturman & Tiktin, 1987: 32. Later incarnations of this joke-type are recorded also in
Krikmann 2004: No. 2)
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VIII.21.A. Iloesn Muutca Ha Bcex mapax B KOMMYHH3M. BOKIb 10BOJIEH.
Bapyr BOeraer B3BOJIHOBAHHBIM MAIIMHKUCT ¥ TOBOPAT HAYAJIBHUKY I0€3714:
«ToBapu CranuH, pesbchl KOHIIINCE!» — «BbIcaiuTh U3 moesaa Beex macca-
SKHPOB: IIyCTh 3arOTABJIMBAIOT IIIIAJBI, PEJIbCHl W HACTWIAKT IIyTh Hasiblie!»
Penbcrr HacTenwny, moesy momén Buepes. Yepes HEKOTOPOE BpeMsi MAIIMHUCT
cHOBa BOeraer B Kylle HadalbHHUKA Moesna: «OmaTh pesibChl KOHYIIINCH,
Huxwura Cepreesuul» — «C3au moesma HaM peibChbl He HYKHBI. OTOT IIyTh MbI
y:ke npouwtn. CHuMatiTe ux u nepeHocute Brepen.» OISATH 0e3] JBUHYJICH,
HO dYepe3 HEKOTOPOe BpeMs MAIIVHKCT BHOBb 00pallaeTcsi K HAYAIBHUKY:
«CHOBa peJibchl KOHYWINCH. UT0 Oyaem aenath, Jleorun Uapua?» — «3akpoiire
3aHABECKU BO BCEX KyIle, M packadmBaiTe moess. IIycTh maccamupsl JyMamoT,
YTO T0e3[ WjeT BIepén.» BHOBb obOpalaercsi K HAYAIBHUKY II0€3/1a MAllld-
auct: «Muxaun CepreeBud, IacCcasKUphl CIPAMIMBAKT, II0YEMy II0€3[ He
enet!» — «OOBSCHUTE UM, 9TO Y HAC UAET Hepectpoiika. Kak 3akoHymnm e€, 1o-
€3] TIOMIET ¢ YABOEHHON CKOPOCThI0.» VM BHOBb MAIIMHUCTY IIPUIILIOCH 00pa-
TUTBHCA K HadaubHUKY moesna: «bopuc Hukomaeswa! Iloesn crowmt, maccamu-
PBI BOJIHYIOTCS, & BIIEPENU PEIbCOB HeT.» — «J[lafite 3amuHmil X0/, a maccaKu-
pam o0bsBuTe, 9TO 10e3y uzer Brepen!» CHoBa BOeraer MAIIMHUCT B KyIie Ha-
qanpauKa: «Baagmvup Baagumuposuu! Iloesy samén B Tynuk. Uro ckasath
naccaxupam?» — «Craskure Hapomy mpasay: «Pesbebl KoHUMINCH, TOpIOYee
PACIIPOZAHO, BCe BATOHBI IIPUBATU3UPOBAHBL!».»

* The train is rushing at full steam towards Communism. The leader is
quite satisfied. Suddenly, the engine driver comes in and says to the train-
master with a tremor in his voice: “Comrade Stalin, there are no more tracks
ahead!” — “Tell all the passengers to come out of the train and start con-
structing the railway!” The new tracks are built; the train can move on. In a
while the engine driver comes in again and says to the trainmaster: “Nikita
Sergeevich, there are no more tracks ahead!” — “We do not need the tracks
that are behind the train. We have passed this path already. Take them off
and place them in front of the train.” The train can proceed again, but in a
while the engine driver addresses the trainmaster again: “There are no more
tracks ahead! What shall be do, Leonid Ilyich?” — “Draw the curtains and
shake the carriages. Let the passengers think that the train in moving for-
ward.” The engine driver has something to impart to the trainmaster again:
“Mikhail Sergeevich, the passengers wonder why the train is standing still.”
— “Tell them that perestroika is underway. As soon as we are done with it,
the train will go at double speed.” The engine driver is forced to address the
trainmaster once again: “Boris Nikolaevich, the passengers are worrying;
the train is standing; there are no more tracks ahead!” — “Reverse the train
and tell the passengers that we are moving forward.” The engine driver
comes to the trainmaster one more time: “Vladimir Vladimirovich, the train
has reached the dead-end. What should I tell the passengers?” — “Tell people
the truth! That there are no more tracks ahead, that we have run out of fuel
and that all the carriages have been privatized!”

(MM: Pavlov 2005: 277)
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VIII.22. Mikhalkov comes to all leaders in turn and asks for the
permision to publish Mukha Tsokotukha [a children’s poem]

Apparently, this joke has had a long literary life and was born in 1970s. See the arti-
cle by Sergey Neklyudov “The origin of the anecdote: “Mukha Tsokotukha” [The Buzz-
ing Fly] submitted for consideration to Soviet rulers” (this volume, pp. 211-224).

VIIL.22.A. 90-neTmo MuxajaxkoBa OCBSIIAETCA.

Berperunucs Muxankos ¢ UykoBckuMm u Hanucamau mosmy. [lpunuin & Cramu-
HYy Ha yTBep:KaeHne u yuraoT: «Myxa, myxa, rurkaryxa / I[losomouentoe 6pio-
x0. / Myxa 1o mostfo mroria, / Myxa meHeskKy Hamnuia ...» — «Kak tak geHexgy
Hanuta?» ropoput CraimH, «y Hac AeHbIU HA Aoporax He Bajsgiorca. He moi-
mer Bama mosma.» Ymep Cramua. UykoBCKuME Toke. Yske ommH Mwuxajxos
NpUXOAUT K XpyiieBy u ropopurt: «fl mosmy Hamucas, npu :kusan CranuHa He
nybnukoBasn.» — «duraiire!» — «Myxa, myxa, nukaryxa / ITososmouentoe 6pro-
x0. / Myxa 1o mosio momnuia ...» — «Kak 1o oo nonwia? Henbasa mo momsam xo-
muth! Y Hac Tam Kykypysa pacrer! Her, He moiiger.» Yuum Xpymesa. Uner
MuxankoB &k BpesxueBy u rosopur: «f mosmy Hamucas, Cranus u XpyiieB He
nybmukoBan.» — «Huraih» — «Myxa, myxa, ruraryxa / [lososmouertHoe 6pro-
X0...» — «JTO Ha KOT'0 Thl HAMeKaellb — I103osi09eHHoe Opioxo? Her, He motineT.»
Ilomep Bpesxkmer. Uner MuxankoB k¥ AHAPOIIOBY 1 TOBOPUT: «§ 1moamy Hamu-
can, Cranun, Xpyiies, BpeskaeB He mybnukoBanu.» — «Hurait.» — «Myxa, my-
xa, IuKaryxa ...» — «Rakasa takaa [[pKaryxa? Yro ram mpo [[sKa? Her, ne
notier.» [Tomep AumporioB. Uner Muxankos k ['opbadeBy u ropoput: «§1 mos-
my namwmcan, Cranus, Xpyimies, BpeskHeB u AHIPOIIOB He JaBajiu OIMyOJIUKO-
BaTh.» — «Hurait.» — «Myxa, myxa ...» — «9T0 KTO TaM “mof, Mmyxoit”? MsI TyT ¢
mbesaHcTBOM Oopemcsi! Her, He mofiner.» Coros paspamwica. Uger Muxamkos K
Enwruay u roopurt: «f mosmy Hamucasn, Cranus, Xpyies, Bpesxues, ["opba-
4eB samperaiu IIyoimKoBaThb.» — «A Ham BooOIe IM03ThI He Hy:KHbI» Jlo-
skpasiea Muxankos [Tyruna, npuxoguT K Hemy u roBopuT: «f mosmy Hamwmcas,
HUKaK oIy0smKoBaTh He Mmory.» — «Hwuratitel» — «Myxa, myxa, nukaryxa, /
ITosomouennoe Gproxo. / Myxa 1o mosto mornuia, / Myxa meneskky Hamuia. / Ilo-
nia myxa Ha 6asap / Y kynuna camoBap!» — «3ameuarenbHbie cruxu!» VI main
IIyrua MuxankoBy Menajb 3a IIPOCIABIEHIE PHIHOYHON SKOHOMUKU, WHBEC-
TOPOB B POCCHIICKOE IIPOM3BOACTBO ¥ Hexp Poccu, KoTopsle Gorathl 3010TOM,
HedThI0 U ra3oM. A 0 HyKkoBCKOM 3a0bLUTH.

* Dedicated to Mikhalkov’s 90" anniversary.

Mikhalkov and Chukovsky wrote a poem together and came to Stalin to pre-
sent it. “The Buzzing Fly with a gilded tummy was walking across the field
and found some money...” — “In what sense did she find some money?” asks
Stalin. “There is no money lying around along the roads in our country. This
is a bad poem. It won’t do!” Stalin died. As did Chukovsky. Mikhalkov comes
to Khrushchev alone and says: “I wrote a poem but could not publish it while
Stalin was alive.” — “Read it out!” — “The Buzzing Fly with a gilded tummy
was walking across the field...” - “In what sense was she walking across the
field? One should not walk across fields. We grow corn there! No, this poem
won’t do!” Khrushchev is removed from his office. Mikhalkov comes to
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Brezhnev and says: “I wrote a poem but could not publish it while Stalin and
Khrushchev were alive.” — “Read it out!” — “The Buzzing Fly with a gilded
tummy...” — “What do you mean by a gilded tummy? No, this won’t do!”
Brezhnev died. Mikhalkov comes to Andropov: “I wrote a poem but could not
publish it while Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev were alive.” — “Read it
out!” — “The Buzzing Fly...” [in Russian, yuxamyxa sounds similar to
“T'seKa” — abbreviation for ‘Central Committee”] — “What do you mean by
Tseka? Why are you writing about Tseka? No, that won’t do!” Andropov died.
Mikhalkov comes to Gorbachev and says: “I wrote a poem but could not pub-
lish it while Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev and Andropov were alive.” —
“Read it out!” — “The Buzzing Fly...” [in Russian slang the expression nod
myxot (“under the fly”) refers to being drunk] — “What do you mean by being
drunk! We are fighting against alcoholism here! No, that won’t do!” The So-
viet Union collapses. Mikhalkov comes to Yeltsin and says: “I wrote a poem
but could not publish it while Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov and
Gorbachev were alive.” — “We do not need poets now!” Finally Putin becomes
president. Mikhalkov comes to him and says: “I wrote a poem but cannot
publish it.” — “Read it out!” — “The Buzzing Fly with a gilded tummy was
walking across the field and found some money. The Fly went to the market
and bought a samovar there.” — “What a wonderful poem!” Putin gave Mik-
halkov a medal for promoting the market economy, investors, Russian in-
dustry and mineral resources of gold, oil and gas. Chukovsky was forgotten,
however.”

(CA: Krikmann 2004: No. 136)

IX. PUTIN AND VOVOCHKA

IX.1. Jokes about Vovochka are declared political

Vovochka is the diminutive of a Russian male name Vladimir. A naughty schoolboy
named Vovochka is the protagonist of a popular genre of (mostly obscene) jokes.

IX.1.A. C 1 aaBapsa 2000 romga Bce aHEKIOTHI 0 BoBOYKe CIMTATEH MOJIUTHAIE-
CKUIMU.

* Starting from January 1, 2000, all jokes about Vovochka should be viewed
as political.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IX.1.B. Bce crapbie anekmotsl mpo BoBouKy ¢ 1 sHBaps CUMTATH MOJIUTHAYIE-
cxmmu!

* All old jokes about Vovochka should be viewed as political starting from
the 1% of January.

(IP: NEWSru 2002)
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IX.2. Stirlitz + Vovochka = Putin

IX.2.A. Emié oxsxa mpuunsa, mo kotopott [lytun — Hamr npesumgent. B ero jmy-
HOCTY COEJUHWIIVCH [IBA JIOOMMBIX IepcoHaska aHeknoToB — [Itupmnv u Bo-
BOYKA.

* Yet another reason why Putin is our beloved president: as a person, he
represents two of our favourite joke characters — Stirlitz and Vovochka.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

IX.3. Vovochka as Putin in his childhood

IX.3.A. «Ax, BoBouka, Hy 4TO K ThI OIAATH AOMAIIHIOK PabOTy He CHEeNIal U
crerso pasomwi!» — «Mapp-VBaHHA, BOT s BBIPACTY, CTAHY [VIABHBIM Y€JI0BEKOM
B cTpane, u 6ymeT BaMm cThigHO!» — «[IyTun! IIpekpaTuiib T U31eBaATHCA WK
Het?l»

* “Dear me! Vovochka! You haven’t done your homework and have broken
the window again!” — “Marivanna [a contraction of Maria Ivanovnal, when I
grow up and become the most important person in the country, you will be
ashamed of yourself!” — “Putin! Will you stop sneering!”

(PP: Bykov 2005)

X. WORDPLAY ON PUTIN’S NAME / SURNAME

X.1. Your favourite political figure

X.1.A. «Bam grobumbiii 1091?» — «Baagumup Bragumuposma MasgkoBckumit.» —
«Ba mrobumbrit nucarenb?» — «Braguvup Bragumuporuya Habokos.» — «Bar
JTFOOMMBIH TTOJTUTUIECKUi feAaTenb?» — «Hy CKoIbKo MOKHO?!»

* “Who’s your favourite poet?” — “Vladimir Vladimirovich Mayakovsky” —
“Who’s your favourite writer?” — “Vladimir Vladimirovich Nabokov” — “Who’s
your favourite political figure?” — “C’'mon, enough of this!”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

X.2. The renaming of the kolkhoz “Lenin’s course”

X.2.A. Konxos «Ilyts Jlenuna» nepeumenoBas B «Jleus [lytunar.

* The kolkhoz [collective farm] “Lenin’s Course” [I[Iymb Jlenura] has been
renamed into “Putin’s Sloth” [/lens Ilymunal.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

X.3. Putin and Rasputin

In Russian, pas means ‘one’, ‘once’, and is pronounced as “ras” before unvoiced conso-

nants; the sound sequence “ras-putin” can be interpreted both as ‘Rasputin’ (an infa-
. o th .

mous Russian political figure of the early 20" century) and as ‘Putin once’.

X.3.A. 3auem Hawm [TyTun-2? PAC-Ilytun y:xe ObLL...
* Why do we need Putin-2 if we already had Putin-1?
(OC: 15.02.2000)
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X.3.B. B Poccuu 6n1710 1Be 6empt — Pac-iytus u asa-Ilytum.

* There have been two woes in Russia: the first Putin [Pac-nymur, refer-
ence to Rasputin, see the comment above] and the second Putin.

(OC: 03.01.2001)

X.3.C. 1904 — mpaBut monax Pacmyrun, 2004 — npasur naps [lyrum, 2104 —
npasut kuraer; Ua.

* 1904 - the monk Rasputin is in power. 2004 — the tsar Putin is in power.
2104 - the Chinaman Yin is in power.

(OC: 24.02.2004)

X.4. The marshalling yard

In Russian, copmup [sortir] is a slang word for a toilet (‘shithouse’); Bosa [Vova] is a
popular diminutive of V. Putin’s given name Vladimir. Upon modification, the name of
the railway station hints at the toilet and at V. Putin, and thus evokes the famous
anti-terrorist quote by V. Putin: "We will catch them (the terrorists) in the toilet, we
will whack them in the shithouse”.

X.4.A. Tpynosoii mogapok. K auio posknenus B. [lyTtuna sxene3HOIO0pOKHUKN
usBectHol crannum MockBa-CopTupoBouHas neperMeHoBaiau ee B MockBa-
CopTupBOoBOYHASA.

* A gift from the labour force. To celebrate the birthday of V. Putin, the
workers of the famous Moskva-Sortirovochnaya railway station have re-
named it into the Moskva-Sortirvovochnaya Station.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

XI. PUTIN AND GDP

XI.1. The doubling of GDP

The Russian equivalent of GDP [gross domestic product] is BBII [sanosou enympen-
nut npodykm], which coincides with the initials of Baadumup Bradumuposuu ITymun
[Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin].

XI.1.A. O6riectBo HempaBuwibHO moHsI0 uneo BBII 06 yasoernuu BBIL. YaBo-
uthb BBII - 510 3Ha4nT yaBouTs cpok npesugentTcrea BBII.

* The society has understood VVP’s idea about the doubling of GDP in a
wrong way. The doubling of GDP (BBII) has been taken to mean the dou-
bling of the term of VVP’s presidency.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

XI.1.B. 2003 — yasoernue BBII; 2007 — yrpoerne BBII; 2011 — moskusHeHHOE
BBII.

* 2003 - the doubling of GDP / VVP; 2007 - the tripling of GDP / VVP; 2011
- perpetual GDP / VVP.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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XI.1.C. Ycmpiman crapslil eBpelt, 9To mpesumeHT ckasan o pocre BBIT k 2010
roay B iBa pasa u caenain BeiBoa: «Ocraercs, Taku, BBII Ha BTopoit cpok.»

* Having heard what the President had said about a twofold increase in
GDP (VVP) by 2010, the old Jew concluded: “VVP will stay for a second term
after all.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

XI.1.D. Cugar gea askamia, mbiorT. 110 TeaeBUB30py KPYTAT BBICTYILIEHHE
BBII. <O yem at10 ou?» — «['oBopur, BBII emte He yaBowicsa.» — «A, 3To oH
NpaBWIBHO roBopuT. JlaBaii eme 1o CTo — TOr/ia TOYHO YBOUTCS.»

* Two drunks are sitting and boozing while VVP’s speech is being broadcast
on TV. “What’s he talking about?” — “He says that GDP (VVP) has not dou-
bled yet.” — “Well, he’s right about that. Let’s have another 100 grams each
and it will double for sure.”

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

XI.2. The growth of GDP

XI.2.A. 13 HOBOCTEIA.

MOSPT P® npormaasiBaer o pocte BBII. Poct BBII cocrasmser 170 cm.

* From a news bulletin:

The Ministry of Economic Development and Trade is reporting about the
growth of GDP (0o pocme BBII). The height of VVP (pocm BBII) is 170 cm.
now.

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)

XI.3. Vladimir Vladimirovich is always right

XI.3.A. BBII: Bora Bcerna IIpas. Yasoerue BBII: Baagumup Baagumuposma
Bceerna-Beerna [Ipag, [Ipoiizemre!

* VVP: an abbreviation for: Vova is Always Right (Bosa Bcezda IIpas). The
doubling of VVP: an abbreviation for: Vladimir Vladimirovich is Always-
Always Right, Follow me [follow me (npotidemme) — invitational motion im-
perative used when hauling people to the police station (Bradumup Bradu-
Mmuposmy ecezda-eécezda npas, npotidemme)].

(IP: www.anekdot.ru)
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SOVIET CHILDREN’S HUMOROUS FOLK-
LORE: THE TECHNIQUES OF THE COMIC

Mikhail Lurie

Abstract

The present article comprises three small essays, each of which is de-
voted to one of the genres of children’s humorous folklore that reached
their peak in the last decades of the Soviet era. This layer of children’s
culture gravitates towards a number of universals, the main ones of
which are obscenity and destructiveness. In each of the genres in ques-
tion, a certain technique for the creation of comic effect is honed: in all
three cases this is achieved by poetic means.

Key words: children’s humour, parody, jokes, sadistic verse

The present article comprises three small essays, each of which is de-
voted to one of the genres of children’s humorous folklore that reached
their peak in the last decades of the Soviet era. The tradition is de-
scribed in the condition in which it was in the 1970s — 1990s when the
author of these lines could observe it, first as a bearer and then as a
researcher of folklore. The genres in question — children’s jokes, par-
ody poems, sadistic rhymes — were at different times borrowed from
the adult folklore and assimilated by the children’s tradition. In the
latter part of the 20th century they tended to emerge already among
the youngest children in kindergarten groups (children’s jokes, song
remakes) and continued their existence up until the last years of sec-
ondary school (parodies of the poems of the classics, remakes of Soviet
songs, sadistic verses), i.e. their lifespan covered the entire period
when the children’s culture differs from the adult culture.

Different in their size, methods of analysis and time of writing, the
essays are fully autonomous but, in the context of the present paper,
united by a common perception of the specific character of the chil-
dren’s humorous folklore in general. On the one hand, in content and
thematic terms, this layer of children’s culture gravitates towards a
number of universals, the main ones of which are obscenity and de-
structiveness. This is also quite typical of the adult humorous folklore
(children’s humour, though, is indifferent to satirical political mean-
ings which characterise the late-Soviet folkloric tradition). The use of
a limited set of thematic focal points creates a system of interconnec-
tions between the genres and texts, thus making for the integrity of
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the children’s fun folklore. On the other hand, in each of the genres in
question, a certain technique for the creation of comic effect is honed:
in all three cases this is achieved by poetic means. Each technique is
normally based on one key principle actualised through a number of
devices: in children’s jokes it is the absurdly unintelligible ending
which renders the plot meaningless; in parody poems it is the contras-
tive associatedness of the secondary text with the well-known original;
in sadistic verses it is the incarnation of the “black” plot in an artistic
form strictly defined by various criteria (ranging from poetic metre to
composition). By mastering these techniques, children get the oppor-
tunity to create new pieces and new versions within the framework of
the generic paradigm, which ensures not only the distinctiveness of
each genre, but also its vitality within the tradition. Particularly nota-
ble examples of this are the sadistic verses, the youngest and most
productive genre of the Soviet children’s humorous folklore.

JOKES

Joke is one of the most popular genres of the Russian prose folklore of
the 20th — 21st century. In recent decades, the tradition of the Soviet
joke has attracted the attention of many folklorists and has been ex-
tensively discussed in articles, monographs, collected volumes, and
dissertations.! The layer of jokes, however, which could be defined as
children’s jokes proper2 and which belongs exclusively to the children’s
subculture remains practically unresearched.

Modern children gain comprehension of the notion of “joke” by the
age of three or four. In their understanding, a joke is any funny story,
“a funny little tale” as one of our informants in a kindergarten defined
it. Asking children of that age to tell some jokes (this experiment was
carried out in several nursery schools in Saint-Petersburg in the late
1990s), we elicited retellings of cartoon episodes, mostly from popular
Disney animation series (“Tom and Jerry”, “The Pink Panther”, etc.),
fairy tales, and funny real-life incidents. Children often invent or
elaborate such quasi-jokes in the process of telling them, which consti-
tutes their attempts to master the genre. Children of that age are not
yet aware of the essential anonymity of jokes. Similarly to how teen-
agers and grown-ups compete in the role of connoisseurs and storytell-
ers, kids find it more prestigious to be able to invent “funny little
tales” themselves.

Children of that age comprehend the functionality of the joke but
have no conception of the peculiarities of the generic poetics that dis-
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tinguish the joke from other types of “funny little tales”. The defining
factor is the very situation of telling jokes to each other, not the struc-
ture of the texts. In other words, the model for the circulation of jokes
is perceived already at this age, i.e. practically before children’s reper-
toire expands to encompass first jokes resembling adult specimens of
the genre. Children intuitively understand that they should retell
jokes to each other, repeat them over and over again and create their
own versions. Similarly to adults, groups of children may engage in
spontaneous competitions between joke tellers and, most importantly,
give themselves over to that special merry exaltation at the moment of
telling / listening that allows almost any text successfully to take the
joke’s place.

Children’s repertoire may also contain jokes known to teenagers
and grown-ups. Of particular interest, however, are jokes “with a fixed
expiry date” which start circulating among children aged three or four
and completely disappear from their repertoire by the time they are
ten or eleven years old on the grounds of being too “childish” and
therefore not “funny” anymore. According to my observations, these
jokes, which can be classified as children’s jokes proper, tend to be of
one particular type: they are not so much stories with a funny ending
but rather stories with a funny text at the end. The humorous core of
such jokes is not the unexpected dissonance in the denouement, but
the inserted text pronounced at the end of the story by one of the
characters. This text, from children’s point of view, has its own comic
potential and supplies the punch-line to the whole joke. Here are two
popular children’s jokes which appeared in the repertoire of Soviet
preschoolers and primary school students in the 1970s at the latest.

A hare has bought a motorcycle. He comes across a wolf who asks him:
“What is this?” The hare answers: “It’s a motorcycle.” The wolf goes to the
store, bumps into a tree and forgets the word. He comes to the hare again
and says: “I have forgotten how this thing is called.” The hare answers: “A
motorcycle.” The wolf goes, bumps, forgets and asks the hair again: “How
is this called?” The hare is fed up with that and says: “An arse.” The wolf
comes to the store and tells the sales assistant: “Could you show me the
arse please!”- “No, I won’t do that!” The wolf demands to see the manager.
The manager comes and says: “If this is what the customer wants, show
him the arse.” Well, the sales assisstant shows her arse, but the wolf says:

«/Kona ne maxas, * “No, the arse is not like that.
+Kona zonybas, The arse is blue in colour.
+Kona dpviHb-OpbiHb-0pbiib — The arse goes vroom-vroom

u noexazna.» and is off. n8
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A foreigner came to the Soviet Union and went to watch “The Thief of
Bagdad™ in the cinema. He sat down next to an old lady who was knit-
ting. His trousers caught on her needle and unravelled. He wrote a letter
to his wife [in rhymes]:

O, Mepu, Mepu, Mepu! * Oh, Mary, Mary, Mary!/It’s so hard
Kax mpyono scumoe 6 Cacape: to live in the USSR: |/ While I was
Ioxa cmompen «Bazdadckutl eop», watching “The Thief of Bagdad”, /A
Cosemcruti 60p wumamnwL ynép. Soviet thief has stolen my pants.

As far as the final text pronounced by one of the characters is con-
cerned, it is usually either a stanza, as in the first example, or a text
obviously striving to assume a poetical mould, as in the second one.
However, it may also take the form of several lines (jokes about the
talking parrot) or have dialogical structure. For instance, in the joke
about Neznaika (“The Dunno Boy”), the hero must learn the already
provided answers to a number of questions. In class, though, he mixes
everything up mismatching the answers and the questions and ends
up taking absurd nonsense:

“What should you do if you friend is leaving on a train?” — “Take him by
the hand and drag him out.” — “What should you do if you friend is
drowning?” — “Wave him goodbye.”

In another joke, it is the interpretation of the dialogue, not the dia-
logue itself, that is funny and preposterous: a cowboy and and an In-
dian cannot understand each other and have to use sign language.
Later on, each of them retells the dialogue to his friends, one construal
of which is perfectly neutral, while the other one, serving as the clos-
ing text, is absurd:

“Who are you?” — “I'm a goat.” — “A mountain goat?” — “No, a swimming

»

one.

Finally, there is one joke (or, possibly, several such jokes) in which the
closing text is limited to a single word. The comic potential of this
word for a given collectivity of children, however, is so high that the
invention of an anecdotal plot seems to be fully warranted:

A wife sent her husband to buy her a swimming costume. He bashed his
head and forgot how the thing was called. The husband came to the store
and said: “Could you please give me... well, how you call it... a tits-and-
pussy-holder [cucsronucwvrodepicamens]!”

Although being important by virtue of the narrative character of the
genre, the plot in jokes of this type is still a minor element: it is as if
clipped to a funny quatrain or dialogue which closes the narration
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and ensures the comic effect. The function of the plot is not so much
to develop into a comic situation and provide an unexpected de-
nouement at the end (strictly speaking, there may be no denouement
at all, as in the majority of the jokes cited above), but rather to cre-
ate the circumstances in which a character can pronounce the closing
“punchlining” text. In order to achieve this, one should, firstly, make
the character speak and, secondly, endow him with such a quality
that would make his words sound absurd and therefore funny. In
other words, the hero of the joke should be psychologically and so-
cially inadequate and lack proper linguistic and/or cultural compe-
tence, while the plot situation should be such as to allow the expres-
sion of this inadequacy through verbal behaviour. The armoury of
the genre contains several popular motifs which make this result
possible. These motifs, as well as their illustrations, are listed below:

1.The hero forgets how the thing is called.
It is this motif that underlies the plots of the two jokes cited above:
“The arse is not like that...” and “A tits-and-pussy-holder”.

2. The hero mishears the words.

A Chukchi is riding in a taxi. He asks the driver: “What are we riding in?”
—“In a car.” He mishears the answer as “on a tyre” [in Russian: Ha mawu-
ne (in a car) / na wune (on a tyre)l. The Chukchi sees a policeman. He
asks the driver: “Who is standing over there?” — “A policeman.” He mis-
hears the answer as “a pussiceman”. “What is it in front of us?” — “A
fence.” The Chukchi mishears the answer as “a lettuce”. The car crashes
into the fence; the policeman starts scolding the driver; the Chukchi comes
out of the car and says [in verse]:

Tosapuw, Mununucovkun, * Comrade pussiceman,
Iogep He surosam, It’s not the driver’s fault.
Muvt exanu na wuhe We were riding on a type
U epesanucy 6 canam. And ran into the lettuce.

3. The characters connected with the hero have
strange names.

An old woman had four dogs: Aba, Srusja, Pira and Gumy. Once she
went for a walk with them and all the dogs ran away. The old woman
started running around and calling their names: “Aba, Srusja, Pira,
Gumy! Aba, Srusja, Pira, Gumy!”5 The policeman told her: “You can shit
the pancakes out, if you want. But do not do it on my beat!”
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A man had three daughters called Otka, Motka and Tutka. Once he said
to the first one: “Run, Motka!” [In Russian, Bezu, Momrxa! — 6ezemomxa,
‘a female hippopotamus’], to the second one: “Go, Otka!” [Mou, Omrxa —
uduomra, ‘a female idiot’] and to the third one: “Forgive me, Tutka!”
[IIpocmu, Tymkxa — npocmumymka, ‘a prostitute’].

A woman had a dog called Pushok [= ‘fluff]. Once she went for a swim. In
the meantime, thieves came and stole all her clothes and the dog. She got
out of the water naked, covered herself with a burdock leaf and started
running around looking for her dog. She comes up to a man and asks:
“Have you seen my Fluff?” He answers [in rhyme]:

«Buoarcy, susxicy meot nywor * “I can surely see your fluff
Cre03b dvipssviil nonywor!»  Through that holey burdock leaf!”

4. The hero becomes verbally inadequate having
had contact with a magic object.

Gena the Crocodile and Cheburashka [famous cartoon characters] are
riding on a bus. A pasty is lying on a seat. There is an inscription on the
pasty: “The person who eats this pasty will pronounce G instead of R.”
The friends divide the pasty up and eat it. When they get out of the bus,
Gena says: “Cheburashka, what would you like: an ice-clgleam or a
[gloll?”- “It’s all the same [shit] to me!”®

(Lurie 1992)

Gena and Cheburashka have four sweets. Cheburashka says: “Gena, 1
want to eat this sweet.” — “Don’t eat it, Cheburashka. Otherwise you'll get
the hiccups.” Cheburashka eats it anyway and gets the hiccups. The sec-
ond sweet makes you fart. Cheburashka eats it. The third one makes you
sing. Cheburashka eats it. The remaining sweet makes you pray. Chebu-
rashka eats it as well and starts hiccupping, farting, singing and praying
at the same time.

Ux! IIyr! Tpa-ns-ns! * Hic! Poot! La la lee!

Tocnodu, cnacu merns! Oh, Lord, save me!

5. The hero is inadequate because he is very dif-
ferent from others.
This motif is most often found in jokes about a foreigner, a parrot and
Neznaika. In the first case, the cultural and linguistic alienness of the
character is involved, in the other two, his inability to apply human
logic, which leads to a dissonance between the situation and the texts
describing it.
A teacher had a parrot which kept squawking profanities. The teacher
said to him: “Go fly around the whole wide world and learn some good
words.” The parrot did as he was told. He met some boys on the way who
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were playing a war game and shouting: “Beat the bastard, beat him!” The
parrot flew on and came across some boys who had caught a frog and
were shouting: “Piss on it! Piss on it!” The parrot memorised this. He flew
on and met a group of penguins: “We are penguins, we are never cold, we
live in the North.” The parrot memorised this and flew back to the teacher
to show what he had learned. When the teacher fell down, the parrot
squawked: “Piss on him! Piss on him!” When the teacher stood up and put
him into the fridge, the parrot squawked: “We are penguins, we are never
cold, we live in the North!” When the teacher took him out and put him
into the cage, he squawked: “Beat the bastard, beat him!” The teacher sold
the parrot.

(Lurie 1992)

A foreigner came to the USSR. As he was walking he suddenly felt the
urge to go to the toilet. He asked: “When can I find a toilet?” and got the
answer: “Go straight ahead until you see the letter M. There will be the
men’s toilet.” He walked ahead and saw the letter M. It was a shop [maza-
sun in Russian]. He started shitting, but was not able to shit out much.
People saw it and punched him in the face. He walked on and saw an-
other letter M. It was a subway station [mempo in Russian]. He started
shitting again and this time shitted out way too much. The policemen
came and fined him. The foreigner decided to write a letter to his wife:

O, Mepu, Mepu, Mepu! * Oh, Mary, Mary, Mary
Kax mpyono scumo 6 Cacape: ‘tis so hard to live in the USSR
3a Hedocpawy mopdy 6viom, If you shit too little, you'll be punched,

3a nepecpawy wmpag bepym.  If you shit too much, you'll be fined.

To sum up, the main function of the plot is to provide background cir-
cumstances and to create a situation that can give rise to the closing
funny text. As can be seen from the examples given above, all kinds of
devices are used to achieve this goal: exceptional forgetfulness of char-
acters, bizarre names, strange reactions, etc. It should be noted that
many of these elements are so absurd and preposterous that they cre-
ate additional comic effects while the joke is being told or listened to,
making the audience giggle “in advance” before the final text is pro-
nounced (as mentioned above, such behaviour is also prompted by the
very situation of telling each other funny things). It is funny that the
customer asks the sales assistant to show him the arse; it is funny
that the foreigner loses his trousers in the cinema; it is funny that the
hero first shits too little (“undershits”) and then too much (“over-
shits”); it is funny that the dog is called Srusja (in Russian this means
‘Tm shitting myself’; ‘the one who shits himself) and the girl is called
Tutka; it is funny that a person may continually bump into a tree; it is
funny to hear the word muaunucerxun ‘pussiceman’ which stands out
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from the other mishearings of the Chukchi in that it is a nonce word;
it is funny that a sweet can make you hiccup and fart; in fact, hiccups
and farts are hilarious in themselves to the children’s subculture.
Thus, being the bridgehead for the closing text, the narrative creates
the emotional preconditions for its comic perception.

Certainly, the closing text, the punch-line, plays the chief role in
the creation of the comic effect. Children find these texts to be funny
in themselves and sometimes even “quote” them in isolation from the
rest of the joke when the source and the context are common knowl-
edge. The comic effect of the joke, however, relies not simply on the
telling of these texts but specifically on the contrast between their lin-
guistic and/or logical absurdity and their literariness. The latter qual-
ity is perceived by the child, firstly, in the fact that the incongruous
text as if naturally and logically flows from the narration and seems to
be the direct result of a chain of events and, secondly, through the
text’s integrity and orderliness, and, in the case of poems, through po-
etic completeness of the form. Any incongruity, disproportion, and out-
right folly is funny, but well-turned folly is funnier still. This
seems to be the main secret of the poetics of the comic in early chil-
dren’s jokes, and this is what makes them “not funny” for older kids.
For a small child, on the contrary, it is easier to understand a funny
text than a funny situation. That is why children’s audiences do not
have problems comprehending such jokes, and it is not necessary or
even appropriate for the teller to ask “Do you get it?” (which is usually
done when children tell jokes to each other) in order to check whether
the listeners have understood the plot in the right way.

It should be pointed out, though, that practically all motifs both
mentioned and omitted above underlying the motifs of children’s jokes
of this type can be traced back to the world’s plot stock. In view of this
fact, it is possible to find their counterparts both among medieval and
Renaissance European short stories and Eastern-Slavic anecdotal
folktales, which cannot be said about the majority of adult Soviet jokes
of the 20th century. In a children’s joke, however, these plots often re-
main unactualised: as soon as there arises a possibility to vocalise the
closing text, the plot ceases its development. Incidentally, many anec-
dotal folktales told by the peasantry and written down by the collec-
tors in the 19th — 20th centuries are also of this type: a funny situation
is supplemented or substituted by a funny text at the end. In this
sense, one can say that small children’s jokes are closer to the “old”
folklore as far as the techniques for the creation of the comic effects
are concerned.
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PARODIES AND REMAKES

A substantial share of the children’s and teenage (school) humorous
folklore is made up of poetic works united by one common trait: they
all have come into being as a result of the remaking of some existing
literary and literary-musical texts. Such derivative texts become
known to children by the time the latter are 5-6 years old and reach
their maximum popularity in the school years. The presence of a cer-
tain literary background makes it possible to subsume this body of
children’s folklore under the category of parody poems. Only some of
those texts, however, can be called parodies in the sense conventional
to that terms’ usage in literary criticism. Although there is no one sin-
gle definition of a parody as a literary phenomenon, most researchers
consider as such those works of literature which are characterised by a
heightened orientation towards a certain level of poetics of a literary
source (genre, authorial style, particular work of art). At the same
time, as A. A. Morozov (1960: 56) wrote, “a parodying treatment is
first and foremost a derogatory treatment”. If the derivative text does
not have this pejorative orientation, does not aim to deride the original
and simply “parasitises” on a famous work in order to create a new
one, then we have no grounds for regarding it a parody and may only
talk about this as its structural characteristic. Seen from this point of
view, parody in children’s folklore can also be divided into two text
types: 1) parody in both form and content and 2) parody only in form,
or “parodical,” to use Y. Tynyanov’s term.

Two groups of childen’s folklore texts can be deemed to be particu-
larly close to literary parodies. First of all, there are poems that repro-
duce the individual poetic style of this or that author in a comic way.
It is noteworthy that the majority of parodies in school lore of this type
imitate the poetic manner of Vladimir Mayakovsky, whose works are
included in the school curriculum. All these texts are scabrous in con-
tent and full of obscene language, which can, apparently, be explained
by the fact that schoolchildren perceive his poetic style as “rude” above
all other things, as well as by the presence of the word 65206 [‘Whore’]
in two of his famous poems, which invariably attracts students’ atten-
tion and sets them laughing.

Interestingly, the parodies of Mayakovsky’s poems enjoy a dual
status in the school tradition: they can be perceived both as an imita-
tion of his style and as real poetry by the classic Soviet poet. This
situation is analogous to the one that arose with regard to the bur-
lesques on V. K. Trediakovsky in the 19tk century: in the course of
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time, many of them came to be regarded as authored by him. “It can
be said that in the reader’s, or more precisely, in the literary con-
sciousness [...],” Tynyanov (1931: 7) wrote on that score, “the real or
once existing Trediakovsky was entirely replaced by running paro-
dies.” These words are equally applicable in full measure to shoolchil-
dren’s idea of Mayakovsky’s creative endeavours, which was, among
other things, influenced by folkloric pastiches attributed to him: he is
perceived both as a rude fellow, a foul mouth, an enemy of sentimen-
tality and morals, and as an ardent patriot of the Soviet homeland for
whom “usefulness to the country” is the only true virtue:

A nexcy na wyxrcou rHeeme, * [ am lying on somebody else’s wife.
Odesiio npurungo K Hone. The blanket is clinging to my ass.

A nexcy u wmamnyro demetl, I am lying and churning children out
Hasno 6ypacyasnou Espone! To spite the bourgeois Europe.

Buwr irobume poswvi? * Do you like roses?

A 5 na nHux cpan! I don’t give a shit about them!
Cmpane Hyx#cHbL NAPOB0O3bL The country needs steam locomotives
U Opazouenrviti memann. And precious metal!”

The other group of school folkloric poems that can be likened to liter-
ary parody is comprised of the texts in which comic imitation is fo-
cused not on the individual poetic manner, but on the style and into-
nations of the Russian lyric poetry of the second part of the 19th cen-
tury — the beginning of the 20th century. The generalised idea of this
style with individual idiosyncrasies blurred out is formed on the basis
of numerous works by F. Tyutchev, A. Fet, A. Plescheev, A. Maykov,
S. Esenin and other lyric poets included in the school curriculum.
Here, the parodic effect is achieved by means of contrastive combina-
tion of the exaggerated emotionality of poetic clichés and the scabrous
content:

Ocenv nacmaaa, * Autumn has come.

Xonodno cmaao, The cold spell has set in.

IImuuxu depvmo nepecmaau knesams. Birds have stopped pecking shit.
Buitidews, 6vi8ano, I used to come outside,

Packpoews ebano — To open my gob and say:

Hy u nozodywra, €6 meorw mameo. What motherfucking weather!

A 2nasa ee curue-curue * Her blue-blue eyes

B obpamnernuu wepHvix pecHuy,. .. Are framed with black lashes...

Y mens nonosoe beccunue I'm suffering from sexual impotence
U 2anzpena oboux suy,. And gangrene of both balls.
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In addition to poems in which comic disparagement is directed against
the poetic style, children’s folklore also includes texts that reproduce
in a distortedly pejorative way particular works of literature. Such
works are conventionally called “remakes”. It is them that constitute
the bulk of the children’s parodic poetry. The essence of this parody,
however, is of a somewhat different character: this body of school po-
ems is typologically (and also partly genetically) related not so much
to the literary parody of today as to the earlier burlesque tradition
that was known in antiquity and reached its height in the middle ages
— the so-called “profane poetry”. What comes to the fore here is the
caricaturing of the generic and stylistic peculiarities of the original
and not the denigration of its high cultural status. As pointed out by
M. M. Bakhtin (1965: 95), “medieval parody played a completely un-
bridled game with all that was most sacred and important from the
point of view of official ideology”. Children’s remakes also engage in
this game with the high-status, serious and sacred. Similarly to
hymns being the preferred target of Greek parodic poetry and to
prayers, liturgical texts and sermons favoured by medieval parody,
poems by Russian and Soviet classic poets as well as war and bla-
tantly patriotic songs supplied the material for Soviet children’s poetic
remakes.

Another group of “victims” of folkloric remakes is comprised of the
most popular children’s songs, and this is also no coincidence. Chil-
dren’s songs (just as books, cartoons, plays, etc.) are adult creations for
children. The lyrics are usually either too sentimental or excessively
straightforward in their preaching of moral values: friendship, loyalty,
kindness, etc. At a particular age, such songs stop being perceived as
“one’s own”, even if at first children may like them. That is why these
songs provoke the appearance of disparaging folkloric interpretations
in no lesser degree than textbook classics.

In children’s subculture, such poetic remakes play the role of
“parodia sacra” a work of art canonised by tradition, official acclaim,
school instruction, repeated broadcasting on radio (in short, by the
adult culture) is comically discredited through distorting the text or
replacing it with an “anti-text”. These works are distinguished not by
the qualitative imitation of style, but by the destruction of the known
original, for which no holds are barred. As a rule, such remakes are
characterised by minimal changes to the verbal makeup with certain
lines retained in their initial form (the altered elements are shown in

bold):
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O0naxcdol, 6 cmyderyio 3UMHIOI0 NOpPY

A u3 necy sviwen; 6vLn CULLHBLL MOPO3.

T'nsorcy, nodnumaemes me0neHHO 6 20py

Jlowadka, sesyujan xeopocmy 603.

U wecmesys eaxcro, 6 cnoKoticmeuu YuHHOM,

Jlowadky eedem nod y30uybL myxrcuror

B 6onvwux canozax, 6 nonyurybre 064uHHOM,

B 6onvwux pykasuyax... a cam ¢ Hozomok!

«30doposo, napruwe!» — Cmynai cebe mumo! —

«Yotc 601610 MbL 2pO3er, KaK s nozasxcy!

Omuyda dposuwru?» — U3 necy, secmumo;

Omeu, cavtwuwn, pyobum, a s 0meoxrcy.

(H. A. Hekpacos, <KpecTtbsiHckue 1eTu»)

* Once in the freezing wintertime, / I came out of the forest; there was a
hard frost. / I saw a horse plodding uphill / And pulling a cartful of
brushwood. / A peasant strutting at a sedate pace / Was holding it by the
bridle. / He was of a very small height / But was wearing large boots, a
sheepskin coat and large mittens. / “Hello, fellow!” — “Mind your own
business!”/ “I see you are very harsh. / Where is the firewood from?” — “From
the forest, of course. / My father is chopping and I am carting away.”

(N. A. Nekrasov “The Peasant Children”)

O0naxcdoL 8 cmyderyo 3UMHIOI0 NOPY

A ¢ kpvrwu céanuncs. Boin cunvhwvlii Mopoa.

T'nsocy: nodnumaemes meOnieHHo 6 2opy

Mawuna, sezyw,as 3on0ma 603.

U wecmeys eaxcro, 6 cCnoKOLCMBUU YUHHOM,

B mawune cudum 3a pynrem my#uiox.

B 6onvwux canozax, a nonywybre 064uHHOM,

C 06pe3om 6 pywoHKaAX, a cam — C HOZOMOK.

«3doposo, napruwral» — «Cmynail cebe mumo!»

«Yorc 601610 MbL HAABLUL, KAK 5 No2AANCY!

«Omryda 3namuwro?» — «C I'ocoanka, secmumo.

Omey, cavlius, zpadbum, a s 0OMeoxcy.»

* Once in the freezing wintertime, / I fell from the roof: there was a
hard frost. / I saw a ecar plodding uphill / And carrying a cartful of gold.
/ A peasant strutting at a sedate pace / Was sitting behind the wheel. /
He was of a very small height / But was wearing large boots, a sheepskin
coat and had a sawn-off shotgun in his hands. / “Hello, fellow!” /
“Mind your own business!” / “I see you are very impudent. / Where is the
gold from?” — “From the State Bank, of course. / My father is robbing
and I am carting away.”

But even when the source text has been selectively altered, its parts
have been rearranged in a different order and the total share of new
words and sentences in the text of the remake is larger, the original is
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still constantly shining through. Its specific textual elements never
disappear for long but, on the contrary, occur regularly: the remake as
if follows on the heels of text of the parodied work and its plots:

U mpudyame sumsset npeKpacHvLx
Ypedoti u3 600 8bLx0051M ACHbBLX,

U ¢ Humu 0sdbKa ux MOpcKoU;

Tam Koponesuyw mumoxodom

Inensiem zposnozo yapsi;

Tam 6 obraxax neped Hapodom

Yepes neca, wepes mops

Kondyn necem 6ozamuipsi;

B memnuye mam yapesra myxcum,

A OypbLii 80K ell 6ePHO CAYHCUM,;

Tam cmyna ¢ Baboio Azot

Hodem, 6pedem cama coboil;

Tam yape Kawetl nad snamom waxuem;
Tam pyccroti dyx... mam Pycvio naxnem!
(A. C. Ilymkun, «Pycnan u Jlrogvunar)

Y nyrxomopos dy6 senerwiii;
3namas yenv Ha dybe mom:

U Onem u Houvlo KOM yueHbLll

Bce xodum no uenu xkpyzom;
Hodem nanpaso — necrwv 3a800um,
Hauneso — ckasky z08opum.

Tam wydeca: mam newuti 6podum,
Pycanxa na semesix cudum;

Tam na Hesedombrx dopoxcKax
Cnedvl HesudanmbLx 36epetl;
Hs6ywra mam Ha Kypvux HOMCKAX
Cmoum 6e3 oxon, 6e3 deepell;
Tawm nec u don suderutl nOnHbL;
Tam o 3ape npuxavLym 60aHbL
Ha 6pez necuanwiii u nycmot,

* A green oak is growing on the curved seashore. / With a golden chain at-
tached to it. / Day and night a learned cat / Keeps walking round upon that
chain. / He walks to the right and sings a song. / He walks to the left and
tells a tale. / There, marvels are everywhere: a wood goblin is wandering
around; / A mermaid is sitting on the boughs. / There, untrodden trails are
strewn with tracks of outlandish beasts. / There, a hut on chicken feet has
neither windows nor doors. / There, forests and valleys are teeming with
phantoms. / There, at dawn, tidal waves / are surging against the sandy
barren shore / And thirty three dazzling knights / Are stepping out of the
clear waters in rows / Escorted by their old commander. / There, a prince is
easily capturing a cruel tsar. / There, in the sky, as people are watching, / A
sorcerer is carrying a mighty warrior / Across the sea and over the plain. /
There, a princess is languishing in a dungeon / And a brown wolf is serving
her faithfully. / There, an evil witch is riding in a giant mortar / Which is
moving all by itself. / There, Tsar Koshchei is keeping a greedy watch over
his gold. / There, Russian spirit is everywhere, everything breathes of Russia.
(A.S. Pushkin “Ruslan and Lyudmila”)

Y nyromopwvs 0y6 cpybunu,
Koma na msaco 3apyounu,
Pycanxy 6 6ouxy 3acadunu
U na Benepy 3anycmuanu.

A no Benepunwtm 0opoxcrkam

Hoem-6pedem 3a konbacoit.

Tam yape Kawet noscrody xodum
U cnexyasuuro nasodum.

Tam mpuduams mpu 60zamuips
B nomoiixe uwyym mpu pyoas,

Yepmama xodam 6 60conoxickax A uxnuil 0sdvka Yepromop

U cmyna ¢ Babow-Azot

Yorce dée muicawu nawent.
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* A green oak was chopped down on the curved seashore. / The cat was
butchered for meat. / The mermaid was forced into a barrel / And
launched to Venus. / Venus trails are frequented by devils in
slingbacks. / There, the evil witch is traveling in a giant mortar to get
some sausages. / There, Tsar Kaschei is walking everywhere /
Engaged in speculations. / There, thirty three knights / Are looking
for three rubles in the dump, / And their old commander / Has
already found two thousand.

Such an accurate and careful treatment of the object of parody, the re-
tention of its metrical and syntactic structure and a considerable
number of words and phrases can be explained by the desire to blow
up a serious work of literature from inside and, at the same time, to
keep its formal shell as intact as possible. This makes for the attain-
ment of the intended result consisting in the creation of a profaned
analogue of a “sacred and important” poem and not of a new carica-
ture work, as is usually done by literary burlesque. It is this particular
effect that medieval parodies tried to achieve: “The text that is being
parodied is distorted,” D. Likhachev (1984: 12) wrote about them.
“This is a sort of “out-of-tune” reproduction of the parody of the origi-
nal — a faulty reproduction akin to out-of-tune singing.”

That is why, along with the masterpieces of school burlesque, the
tradition has also spawned a whole number of primitive, sketchy re-
makes that impress with the simplicity of their humour and the arbi-
trariness of changes to the original:

* The dense forest is covered in snow.
/ The frontier guard is on duty. / The
night is dark and silent. / Our Soviet
country is asleep.

(Music: S. Boguslavsky; lyrics:

0. Vysotskaya, “The Song about the

Jlec Opemyuuti cHezamu NOKpuLm,
Ha nocmy nozpanuunurx cmoum.
Houb memna, u kpyzom muwuna —
Cnum cosemckas Hauwa cmpana.
(Mys.: C. Borycnasckmuit,

ci.: O. Beicorckast, IlecHst o morpa-

HAYHUKE» )

Jlec Opemyuuti cmemanoil noxkpuim,

Ha nocmy wepm ¢ dyburnoii cmoum.

Houb memna, u kpyzom muwuna —
Cnum e KkypamHuuke baza-sza.

Frontier guard”)

* The dense forest is covered in sour
cream./The devil with a club is on
duty. / The night is dark and silent. /
An evil witch is asleep in the coop.

Such a reworking of the text is quite enough for texts of this type, be-
cause the remake is supposed to be not a sophisticated mockery of the
original but merely its ugly double.

Nonetheless, the changes made to the source text even in such a
primitive remake cannot be considered fully arbitrary. Formally re-
lated to the original, the derivative should be opposed to it content-
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wise and create “a world with ‘a confused system of signification’ giv-
ing rise to nonsense, drivel, gibberish” (Likhachev 1984: 47). In this
sense, the replacement of snow with sour-cream and the frontier
guard with the devil holding a club and guarding an evil witch (and
what is more, a “Soviet” one) seems to be entirely logical in its own
way.

The desire to create a version that would maximally differ from the
original in content and/or stylistic terms and be the latter’s reflection
in a distorting mirror accounts for the thematic homogeneity of the
majority of children’s poetic remakes. The main devices for disparag-
ing a text are the use of obscenities and the reliance upon sexual,
scatological and bacchic themes. In this case, the content of the parody
stands in the sharpest and boldest conflict to the high status of the
original (as far as a poem of a classic poet or a patriotic song is con-
cerned) and to the childishly sentimental intonations (if a children’s
ditty is involved):

O0radcdvt, 6 cmyOeryio 3uMHIOI0 NOPY
A u3 necy eviuen; 6bLa CULLHBLL MOPO3.
Tnsoncy, noOrumaemces meOseHHo 8 20py
Jlowadka, seayw,as xeopocny 603.

(H. A. Hexkpacos,

«KpecrbsiHcKUE HeTin»)

O0naxcdoL 8 cmyderyo 3uMHIOI0 NOPY
Jlowadka npuaunaa nusdorw K 3a6opy.

A, mue, on, ona,

Bmecme — uenas cmpana.

(cn.: P. PosnecrBerckuii,

my3.: J. Tyxmanos, «Pogusa Mosi»)
A, mut, on, ona —

Buecme sviebem crona!

C z201y6020 pyuetika

Hauunaemcs pexa,

Hy, a dpyxcba Hauuraemcs ¢ yablOKuU.
(co.: M. ITnsmigoBckwit, mys.: B. Ilawrc-
K, «Yapioka» us m/¢ «Kporka Exor»)
C z201y6020 pyuetika

Hauunaemcs pexa,
Hy a dpyxcba nawuraemcest ¢ 6ymolaxu.

* Once in the freezing wintertime, /
1 came out of the forest; there was a
hard frost. / I saw a horse plodding
uphill / And pulling a cartful of
brushwood. (N. A. Nekrasov

“The Peasant Children”)

* Once in the freezing wintertime,
/The horse’s cunt froze to the fence.

* [, you, he, she

Together we are a whole country.
(Lyrics: R. Rozhdestvensky; music:
D. Tukhmanov “My Homeland”)

* [, you, he, she
Together we will fuck an elephant.

* With a blue little brook / Starts a
river,/ And friendship starts with a
smile. (Lyrics: M. Plyatskovsky;
music: V. Shainsky “A Smile” from
the animated film “Tiny Racoon”)

* With a blue little brook / Starts a

river, / And friendship starts with a
bottle.

In view of the fact that obscene language and indecent content of the
remakes is directed against the seriousness and infantilism of the
original, many parodies are based on images of destruction in order to
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more effectively discredit the cosmic, constructive, and positive es-
sence of poems and songs offered to children by adult culture. Every-
thing that lives, moves, grows and prospers in source texts, deterio-
rates, suffers injuries, perishes, and collapses in remakes. Parodies
with such content usually exhibit more differences from the original:

Om yavblbKu conmnewrot 00HoU
Ilepecmarem naaxamov camolil
2pycmHuwLil 00xHcOUK.

ConnuLil iec npocmumes ¢ MUWUHOU
U saxnonaem 6 3enerbie nadowiu.
(cn.: M. InsmkoBcKmit,

my3.: B. llaunckwii,

«Yneiora» us M/¢ «Kporrka ExoT»)

Om yavlbru onkyn bezemom,
Obesvsana nodasuna éce baHaHbL,
Temnwviti nec cnanuau oukapu. ..

Tonybou 6azon bexrcum-kauaemcs,
Cropuiii noesd nabupaem xo0,

Ax, sauem sxce smom deHb KOHUAEMCSL,
Jlywwe 6 on manyacsa yeawtii 200.
(cir.: 3. YcneHckuii,

mya.: B. llaurckuii,

«[osy6oit Baron» u3 M/¢
«[Tamoxmsak»)

Tonybou azon pasbuncs edpebeseu,
HIanokask nosucna Ha cyky,

505 Iena yiemen 8 Amepuxy,
Yebypawra naasaem 6 npydy.

Y nyromopos 0y6 zenenviil;
3namas yenv Ha dybe mom:

U Onem u Houwvio Kom yuerbwLil

Bce xodum no yenu kpyzom.
Hodem nanpaso — necnv 3asodum,
Hauxneso — crasky 206o0pum.

Tam wydeca: mam newuti 6podum,
Pycanxa na semasx cudum...

(A. C. Ilymkun, «Pycnawn u
Jlropmuna» )
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* One sunny smile / Is enough to
make the saddest rain stop crying. /
The sleepy forest will say goodbye
to silence / And start clapping its
green hands. (Lyrics: M. Plyats-
kovsky; music: V. Shainsky “A
Smile” from the animated film
“Tiny Racoon”)

* One sunny smile made the hip-
popotamus burst. / The monkey
crushed all bananas. / The dark
forest was burnt by savages.

* The blue carriage is rolling and
swaying; / The fast train is gaining
momentum. / Why, oh why, is this
day coming to an end? / I wish it
lasted the entire year.

(Lyrics: Uspensky; music: Shain-
sky, “The Blue Carriage” from the
animated film “Shapoklyak”)

* The blue carriage crushed to
pieces;/Old Lady Shapoklyak is
hanging on a bough;/Uncle Gena
flew away to America;/Chebura-
shka is floating in a pond.

* A green oak is growing on the curv-
ed seashore./With a golden chain at-
tached to it./Day and night a learned
cat/Keeps walking round upon that
chain./He walks to the right and sings
a song./He walks to the left and tells a
tale./There, marvels are everywhere:/a
wood goblin is wandering around; A
mermaid is sitting on the boughs.

(A. S. Pushkin, “Ruslan and Lyud-
mila”)
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Y nyromopwvs dy6 cpybuau, * The green oak was chopped down
Koma ra msico sapybunu, on the curved seashore;/The cat was
Pycanxy 6 60ure saconunu, butchered for meat;/The mermaid
A newux na ozHe coxceau. was pickled in a barrel;/And the

wood goblins were burned in a fire.

Thus, the content of these works correlates with their basic function
which consists in “destroying the sign system of a world regulated by
signs” (Likhachev 1984: 13).

In some remakes (of works by Krylov, Nekrasov and Esenin), the
ending features the name of the author of the parody poem. This cor-
responds to the original only as far as the latter of the following exam-
ples is concerned. The appearance of such a metatext reinforces the
burlesque sonance of the remake adding an epigrammatic tone to it
(see Begak 1930):

Hy, mepmeas! — kpuxryn manromoura 6acom,

Peanyn nod y3duwvt u 6bicmpeti 3awazaa.

(H. A. Hekpacogs, «<Kpectbsiackue getm», 1861)

* “Come on, slow one!” shouted the tiny man in a low voice,
Jerked at the bridle and started walking faster.

(N. A. Nekrasov, “The Peasant Children”, 1861)

«Hy, mepmeas!» — kpurnyn mantomoura bacom,

Haorcan na kypor —u Hexpacos ynaa.

* “Come on, slow one!” shouted the tiny man in a low voice,
Pulled the trigger and Nekrasov fell to the ground.

+Kusume mak, * Live your life /

Kax sac sedem 38e30q, As the star bids you. /

1100 kyweti 06106SeHHOU CEHU. Greetings / From the one who al-
C npusemcmauem, ways remembers you. /

Bac nommawut ecezda Your friend, /

3narxomoii eaus Cepeetu Ecenun. Sergey Esenin.

(C. Ecennn, «[Iucbmo & :xenmune»)  (S. Esenin “A letter to a woman”)
Ebume 6a6 6 dywucmom cerne! * Fuck chicks in fragrant hay, /
C npusemom Kk eam, Friendly greetings from / Sergei
Cepzeu Ecernun. Esenin.

Another group of children’s parody poetry is comprised of various in-
stances of the so-called “parodic use” (A. A. Morozov’s term). The au-
thor, style and content of the original as well as its cultural status do
not hold any interest for the tradition, which simply uses a famous
work as a basis for the creation of a new one, rather that starting
“from scratch.” The sources for such texts have always been concrete
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works, most commonly songs. These remakes of well-known songs and
poems which aim neither to parody nor disparage have been recorded
for a long time already. Thus, the folkloric repertoire of seminarists in
the 19th century included their own versions of Lermontov’s “Kazak’s
Lullaby” and Nekrasov’s “Why are you watching the road so avidly?8,
telling about seminarists’ hard life and ordinary priests’ hardships
and miseries. Such remakes of pressing contemporary relevance figure
also among the songs of students of the Kazan University of the 1840s
— 1860s published by A. P. Aristov:

B mumnymy sxcusnu mpyoryio * In a difficult moment of my life /
Tecruumes v 8 cepdue zpycmu: When my heart is filled with sad-
O0ny monumey wyonymwo ness, / I keep repeating one wonder-
Teepocy s Hauzycmeo. ful prayer from memory.

(M. IO. JlepmownToB, «B munyTy (M. Yu. Lermontov “In a Difficult
SKUBHU TPYLHYO») Moment of My Life”)

B munymy smcusnu npasomyio * In an idle moment of my life / I
A poxcy nanucaa. drew a funny face. / There is only
O0ny makyi 2psa3Hyn0 one such ugly countenance / In the
A 6 ceeme omuicka. whole world.

(Aristov 1904: 96)

According to Tynyanov (1931: 8), “parody can be used as a means, as a
form. Such is its role in political, social and literary satire”. Of course,
in certain remakes circulating in teenage groups one can detect politi-
cal satire as, for instance, in the following very famous remake of a
children’s song portraying Soviet military aggression.

Mednenno murymot ynaviéarom e0anv,

Bcempeuu ¢ numu mot yarce ne Hecou,

U xoms Ham npouLnozo HemMHO20 Heav,

Jlywwiee, korneuro, enepedu.

IIpunes: Cxamepmuio, ckamepmuio OaIbHUL NYMb CMeaemcst
U ynupaemes npsamo 8 HebOCKIOH.
Kaorcdomy, kasxcdomy 6 ywwee sepumes,
Kamumesi, kamumcs 201y601 8a2z0H.

(cm.: 9. Ycnenckonit, mys.: B. laumcknii,

«[osy6oit Baromn», us M/¢ «[llamoxmsk»)

* Minutes are slowly flowing away into the distance, / Do not expect to meet
them again. / Although we are a little bit sorry for the past, / The best
things, of course, are waiting ahead. / Chorus: / The long road meanders
like a tablecloth. / It runs directly into the horizon. / Everyone believes in a
brighter future. / The blue train carriage keeps rolling.

(Iyrics: E. Uspensky, music: V. Shainsky, “Blue Train Carriage”, from the
animated film “Shapoklyak”)
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MednerHo parkemut ynaviearom 80y,
Bempeuu ¢ numu mut yxce He Hou.
U xoms Amepury HemHO020 JHanv,
Y Kumasi smo enepedu.
IIpunes: Ckamepmuio, ckamepmbvio XJI0PYUUCH

U 3abupaemcs nod npomusozas

Kasxcdomy, xaxcoomy e nyrwee sepumcs:

Iladaem, nadaem sideproLll ghyzac.
* Slowly missiles are flowing away into the distance, / Do not expect to
meet them again. / Although we are a little bit sorry for America, / The
same destiny is awaiting China. / Chorus: / Cyogen chloride meanders
like a tablecloth. / And gets directly under the gas mask. / Everyone
believes in a brighter future. / The nuclear fougasse keeps falling.

Such texts emerged among adults (often among university students)
and then “descended” to the children’s folkloric repertoire. They gain
popularity in children’s and teenage circles not due to their political
sharpness but due to the contrasting effect existing between the con-
tents of the remake and the original (a children’s song) as well as due
to the destructivity of the content itself. In this sense, the given text is
a typical teenage remake. The realities of life that matter for children
rarely become themes for folkloric song remakes. This is more typical
of the so-called “amateur art”. I know only a small number of texts
that have as its basis a literary original (usually a song) and describe
in mocking or grotesquely violent images the easily-recognised reali-
ties of life in a summer camp or a school:

Ilopa-nopa-nopadyemcs Ha c8oem 6eKy

Kpacasuue u kybKy, CHacmausomy KAuHKY.

Ilora-noka-nokauueas nepvoamu Ha WAANGX,

Cydvbe ne pas wennem: «Mepcu 6ory!»

(Ca.: YO. Psmennies, mys.: M. JlyHaeBckui,

«ITecenra myrkerepos» u3 ¥/ ¢ «T'pu myiikerepa»)

* Let us rejoice in our lifetimes / At a beautiful girl, a goblet and a
fortunate blade. / Swaying the plumes on our hats, / We'll whisper to the
fate many times: “Merci Bocu”.

(Iyrics: Yu. Ryashentsev, music: M. Dunaevsky, “The Song of the Muske-
teers” from the film “The Three Musketeers”)

Ilo ka, no ka, no Kamywram mMuL WKOLY pasbepem,
Hupexmopa nosecum, a 3agyua yovem.

Yuumens anznutickozo mbL cnycmum 6 yHumas,
Ilycrati cebe nonnasaem, areAULCKUL 80001a3.
Yuumens no pycckomy sacmasum mvL nucame,

A ecnu He Hanuwem, emy He caoﬁpoeamb.9
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* We'll take the school to pieces, / Hang the head master and kill the head
teacher. / We'll flush the teacher of English down the toilet / And let this
English scuba diver swim. / We'll make the teacher of Russian write, /
And if he refuses, he’ll be in trouble.

By 1970s — 1980s, some remakes had become a permanent part of the
folklore and had lost any connection with their sources in the mind of
schoolchildren. Thus, few teenagers know that the verse about Susanin
emerged as a parody on K. F. Ryleev’s poem called “Ivan Susanin”:

«Kyda mut eedewrv nac?.. ne 6udno nu 3eu! —

Cycarury ¢ cepduem 8cKpuvaiu 8pazu: —

Mpbi 8513HeM U MOHEM 6 CY2POOUHAX CHe2Q;

Hawm, snamu, ne dobpamucs ¢ moboti 0o Housezq.

(K. @. Pounees, «MBan Cycanun»)

* “Where are you taking us? ... we cannot see a thing! / Shouted the
enemies to Susanin angrily. / We are sinking and drowning in snowdrifts;
/ It seems we’ll not be able to find any shelter for the night with you.

(K. F. Ryleev “Ivan Susanin”)

«Kyda mui 3asen nac? He 6udno nu 32u.» —

«HMoume 3a mnou, e ebume mozzu!» —

«Kyda muL 3a6es Hac, NPOKAAMbBLU CIMAPUKS» —

«Hdume vl Ha xyi, s cam 3ab6ay0uncs,»

Crasan um CycaHuHn u 6Muz UCNAPUJICA.

* “Where are you taking us? We cannot see a thing!” / “Follow me, and
don’t fuck my brain!”/ “Where have you taken us, you damned old man!”/
“Fuck off, I am lost myself,” / Said Susanin to them and disappeared.

The same fate (of turning from a remake into an independent work)
befell the series of verses beginning with the words “It’'s quiet all
around...” or “It’'s quiet in the forest” which were extremely popular
among children in the 1970s — 1980s and had the waltz “On the Hills
of Manchuria” as its source:

Tuxo soxpye,

Conkxu nokpvtmut M2n0uU.

Bom us-3a myu baecnyna ayHa,

Mozunbl xparsm noxou.

(Ca.: C. ITerpos (Crurasnerr), mya.: . lllarpos, «<Ha conkax Mauukypum»)
* It’s quiet all around. / The hills are covered in darkness. / Suddenly, the
moon flashed from the clouds. / The graves are peaceful. (lyrics: S. Petrov
(Wanderer), music: I. Shatrov, “On the Hills of Manchuria”)

Tuxo 6 necy,

Tonvko He cnum 6apcyk:

Auya céou on nosecun Ha cyx,

Bom u ne cnum 6apcyx.
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* It’s quiet in the forest. / Only the badger is not asleep. / He has hung his
balls on the bough./ That’s why he is not asleep

Such cases when the source loses its immediate relevance and the re-
make, in its turn, sheds its original cultural connotations are typical of
the literary life as well. “What is the number of such unidentified
parodies?” wrote Yu. N. Tynyanov. “If a parody is not identified, the
work is changed [...]. A parody [...], being separated from its back-
ground (which might be simply forgotten), naturally loses its parodic
quality” (Tynyanov 1977: 226). In this sense, certain remakes circulat-
ing among children and teenagers are remakes only from the histori-
cal point of view. It goes without saying that these texts lose much of
their sub-cultural orientation, and these examples are just another
demonstration of the importance of the “exposure” device in the poet-
ics of the genre of children’s parody.

SADISTIC VERSES

A peculiar genre of poetic urban folklore called “sadistic verses” (or
“sadistic couplets”) emerged and spread among teenagers at the end of
1970s, early 1980s. Sadistic verses are quatrains or couplets written in
dactylic tetrameter and telling terrible stories about a child or a group
of children (a grown-up is far more rare) who become either victims or,
on the contrary, perpetrators of varied and hideous crimes of killing or
maiming. Verses often describe in the most graphic detail not the act
of violence itself but its consequences or cynical reactions of other
characters. I will cite three common examples of sadistic verses:

Manenvruil MaabyuK no CmpouKe 2yas,

B 60uky ¢ 6en3urom cyuaino nona.

Cmaun 3a0b1xamucst — 8bLCYHYL HOC.

Jlobpenvruil 0s0s cnuyky nodrec. 10

* A small boy was wandering around on a construction site / And, by
accident, found himself in a barrel of petrol. / He started choking inside and
stuck his nose out. / But a kind man put a match to the barrel.

Jesoura Mawa no nonio eyasna,

Jesoura Mawa na mury nonana.

Jonzo mre 6ydym cnumuvcst 80 cCHe

Ee z0my6vie enasa Ha coche.

* A girl called Masha was having a stroll in the field. / The girl called
Masha walked over a mine. / I will long be haunted in my sleep / By her
blue eyes on a pine tree.
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Jlemu 6 nodsane uzpanu é I'ecmano:

3eepcru samyuen canmexrux Ilomanos.

Ho y nezo ewe ece enepedu,

Ecau on seemaugum nom u3 epyou.

* Children were playing Gestapo in the basement. / The plumber Potapov
was brutally tortured. / But he will have a whole life to live, / If he is able
to take the crowbar out of his chest.

Many things have been written about sadistic verses. On my part, I
will try to outline an answer to the question regarding the specific na-
ture of the genre. In order to do that it is necessary to consider in con-
secutive order the potential conceptions of the phenomenon in ques-
tion.

First of all, I would like to argue against the popular idea that defi-
ance and topicality are the dominant characteristics of the genre. Try-
ing to account for the gigantic popularity and productivity of these
short and chillingly funny texts, researchers mostly agree on one
thing: they unanimously view sadistic verses as a genre of “alternative
folklore” of the late Soviet era, the principal intention of which is the
ironic disparagement achieved through the use of grotesque images,
situations and black humour intonations. According to M. Yu. Novit-
skaya (1992: 103), “[...] The whole system of allusions in ‘sadistic
verses’ of the second part of the 20t century perceives the tragic con-
tradictions of the present as consequences of the total dominance of
mendacity and doublethink”. O. Yu. Trykova (1997: 97) claims that
“socio-political motifs [...] also penetrate ‘sadistic verses’ and are ex-
pressed in a bitingly satirical manner typical of the genre”. “The genre
1s almost entirely based not merely on clichés borrowed from chil-
dren’s literature of the sentimental and parentese-like type, but also
on the myth about a happy childhood invented by adults and trans-
ferred along with the clichés,” points out K. K. Nemirovich-Danchenko
(1992: 131), the author of one of the first scholarly articles on sadistic
verses and so far the most thorough one, in our opinion. S. M. Loiter
and E. M. Neelov (1995: 74) also think that sadistic verses “reconceive
stilted themes, motifs, images, rhythms, and intonations of the Soviet
children’s poetry”. “The background against which the ‘stanzas’ have
arisen 1s recreated and discredited. Deriding the literature that is dis-
tinguished by a special emotional expressiveness, the ‘stanza’ runs
counter to the usual manner of narrating ‘the fears and horrors’ con-
nected with children,” says A.F. Belousov (1998 : 550) speaking of the
currency of verses (“stanzas”) among young people and university stu-
dents, while “the object of polemic” in children and teenagers’ percep-
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tion of the genre, in the opinion of the researcher, “is the incessant
stream of parents’ admonitions and warnings [...]”. The same thing
was discussed a few years earlier by M. P. Cherednikova (1995: 62),
according to whom “adventures of a little boy” is an ironic reproduc-
tion of the myth of adults in whose fevered imagination the triumph of
a terrible occurence is the inevitable law of life. Horror stories told by
parents to illustrate the system of educative prohibitions return like a
boomerang in the form of outrageous ‘sadistic verses’. In A. S. Mu-
tina’s dissertation (2002 : 19) on the genres of modern children’s folk-
lore, the chapter dedicated to sadistic verses bears the title of “Sadistic
Verses: Teenage Protest”.

Despite all their differences and contradictions, the opinions men-
tioned above are united by the common intention to cast sadistic
verses as a bitingly satirical genre, to see in it, first and foremost, a
scathing folk parody of the dominant culture, gleeful dissident fervour
of denunciation, defamation all things pro-governmental, adult, seri-
ous, sentimental, pathetic, etc. It makes sense to discuss at greater
length the idea of ideological anti-Soviet content of sadistic verses. On
the one hand, the presence in these texts of a destructive ironic es-
sence directed, in particular, at social, cultural, and ideological priori-
ties of its time appears to be quite obvious. On the other hand, the
idea that “polemical poignancy” of sadistic verses and their general
counter-propagandistic meaning are the central hidden nerve of the
genre seems to us, firstly, somewhat exaggerated, secondly, true, to a
large extent, for the adult variation of the genre rather than for the
teenage one. Let us take a look at the following illustrative example.

Manvuur Ha ynuue connap nawen, * A boy found a dollar in the street.
C donnapom manvuuk 6 «bepeskyn /He took this dollar to café “Berez-
nowet. ka”./His grandpa had to visit the
Jledywra doneo xooun 6 Komumem.  Committee many times./The dollar
Jlonnap seprynu, a manvuuka Hem. was returned, the boy was not.

The political subtext of this verse is quite clear: the boy perishes in the
murderous paws of the vigilant KGB from where, as is generally
known, there is no return. This, however, begs the question of whom
the subtext is supposed to be clear to. Who is able appreciate the like-
lihood / typicality of the grotesquely reproduced situation as well as
understand and welcome the irony of the verse? Children of the 1980s
aged 9-13 can scarcely be seen as adequate recipients of the text, or
rather its meaning, being the main bearers of the tradition of school
folklore, mostly indifferent to any kind of political problems and ideo-
logical issues, having a very vague idea of what the KGB is and what
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it is notorious for, and hardly able or trying to understand what kind
of “committee” is meant here.

This is what M. P. Cherednikova (1995 : 60) had in mind when, po-
lemicising with M. Yu. Novitskaya, she wrote the following: “[...] the
appraisals and interpretations of this phenomenon are normally
dominated by a strictly ideological approach. [...] However, the generic
characteristics mentioned (“opposition to the clichés and canons of the
official ideology of the 1970s” — M. L.) are more likely the manifesta-
tion of cognitive idiosyncrasies of grown-ups who contributed to the
emergence of ‘ironic’ poetry.” It can be added that the tradition of sa-
distic verses was not only “born” but also kept living in parallel with
the spreading of verses among children. As for the soil that nourished
the new genre of children’s folklore, in other words, the “adult” roots of
this phenomenon, it will be more correct to say that “the nutrient me-
dium for sadistic verses was supplied not by the Soviet reality and the
Soviet myth of the 70s — 80s” (Neelov 1996 : 104) but the reality of the
intellectual and cultural consciousness, the dissident myth and the
folklore of that age.

By the terms “intellectual” and “dissident”, we imply not the nar-
row circle of the highbrow elite or the rare groups of people purpose-
fully engaged in human rights activities (the so-called professional
dissidents), but on the contrary, a rather broad social stratum of those
who received and transmitted the everyday anti-Soviet text at the
level of daily conversations and arguments, running jokes, scary sto-
ries, jokes about the Soviet system, the Communist party, the leaders
of the country, the KGB and its officials, etc.

We would like to start the discussion of the next example with a
quote from Novitskaya’s article. Citing the following verse:

Kpacuas naowads, mpubyrbvt 6 ygemax.

Manenvrul MaabLUK 8 3eIeHbLX UUMAHAX.

«Bonea» npoexana, wurot wypwa.

Hanpacro podumenu scdym manviua.

* On the Red Square, the tribunes are strewed with flowers. / A little boy
is standing in green trousers. / A Volga car has passed by making a
swishing sound with its tyres. / The parents are waiting in vain for their
child to return.

The researcher writes: “The seventies, the Afghan war, the crossed off
lives of “little boys”, mothers bereaved of their sons at a single stroke
of a pen held by an aged hand...” (Novitskaya 1992 :118). Although
somewhat emotionally overcharged, the interpretation is quite justi-
fied, if we look at the text from the point of view of an intelligent
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grown-up person of the era of perestroika. The author of the lines cited
above perceives the verse in terms of the ideological and ethical domi-
nants existing in the social consciousness where this verse has been
born. The cultural semantics of “the black Volga” (a prominent image
in the urban political folklore of the stagnant years) comes to the fore.
Thus, in the 1980s, there circulated a story about a policemen who de-
cided, out of interest, to measure the speed of a government Volga
passing by, directed the radar gun at it and that very moment was
shot by a sniper bodyguard. Without doubt, it is within these rather
broad circles lacking any distinct social demarcation that verses “with
a subtext” not only emerged but also had most currency. In our view,
rather than “deriding things in the official ethos that were particularly
alien and antithetical to young people” (Belousov 1998: 548), such
texts transmitted the established stereotypes of an unofficial, alterna-
tive, intellectual culture which, in the seventies, was moulding the
younger-aged metropolitan intelligentsia who originated and followed
these stereotypes.

To the mass of children listeners, such meanings are, for the most

part, obscure and uninteresting, and this audience easily sheds them
in the process of varying the texts. There exists, for example, a version
of the text about the black Volga in which the black Volga itself (“A car
came rushing by” (Nemirovich-Danchenko 1992: 135)) and, together
with it, the whole political subtext have been omitted but the verse it-
self, or rather its comicality as perceived by children and teenagers,
has not suffered at all as a result of this change.
In many “political” sadistic verses, their derivativeness in relation to
plots of other genres in urban, mostly youth folklore of the stagnation
period is even more obvious. A telling example is a group of verses
about a careless handling of “the control panel” (for nuclear arms) and
“the red button” (for launching nuclear missiles):

Joura nonxosrura umernem Hads

Kpacnyio kronky nasxcana 6 Hesade.

C pesom u3 ambvL 831emena MAxXuHQ. .

Xopoweu cmparou 6biaa Apzenmuna.

* A colonel’s daughter called Nadya / Pressed a red button in Nevada. /A
roaring whopper flew out of the pit. / Argentina was a very good country.

All these texts are nothing else but plots of then popular jokes in-
variably beginning with the words of an enraged officer: “Who pressed
the red button?!” or “Who threw a boot onto the control panel?!”, etc.
that were transformed into sadistic verses. The primacy of jokes in re-
lation to corresponding verses does not raise any doubts. As a matter
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of fact, the quatrains (in particular the one mentioned above) contain
direct references to concrete anecdotal sources. Let us compare, for ex-
ample, the verse:

Condamul Ha nyavme kKanycmy pyounu
Karyo-mo knonky cayuatino pa3bunu.
Joneo cmesauce nad wymrou 6 OOH

B 6ecnnodnou nycmuine uwia Bawunemon...
(Novitskaya 1992 : 116)

* Soldiers were chopping cabbage on the control panel / And, by accident,
broke a button. / Representatives in the UN had a long laugh at this joke /
Trying to find Washington in a desert wasteland...

.. and the joke:

Two submarines, ours and an American one, break surface. On ours, the
captain is giving a roasting to the crew: “Who was chopping cabbage on
the control panel? I'm asking you: who was chopping cabbage on the con-
trol panel?” An American officer pops out and comments: “Such a thing
could never happen in the States!” Our captain: “Your States do not exist
any more... And I repeat my question: who was chopping cabbage on the
control panel?!!”

More examples can be given, but even the one cited above is enough to
compel the conclusion that sadistic verses with a political subtext are,
to a large extent, derived from prose folkloric narratives (memorats,
jokes, gossips and hearsay) of the partly teenage, partly adult urban
repertoire. In these cases, the sadistic verse turns into a kind of
rhymed joke: a rapid response genre offering an unexpected interpre-
tation of a “hot” event in its own, “sadistic” format. The existence of
such texts, though, just as the existence of the texts with a pronounced
anti-Soviet orientation, is that very exception that proves the rule. Sa-
distic verses have to do with universal categories and use faceless he-
roes and notional situations; the shift of the ironic accent to topical
problems inevitably leads to the erosion of the initial specific nature of
the genre.

To sum up, the effect of discrediting something official is possible,
natural, but not specific to sadistic verses in teenage circles, which can
be explained in the following way. Firstly, this function is successfully
performed by other, one may even say “specialised”, genres of school
folklore: primarily, by remakes of classics covered by the curriculum,
parodic texts, as well as, to a lesser extent, by jokes about different
kinds of “great people”. Pushkin, Chapaev, Lenin, etc. Secondly, folk-
lore, just as any other “low” form of creative activity, is characterised
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by the rejection of “high” culture. Teenage folklore is no exception in
this respect; on the contrary, it illustrates the general pattern. Sadis-
tic verses are polemical to the same degree as the entire children’s
folklore is polemical and alternative in relation to adult culture, no
more and no less.

If one accepts the logic of our argument, then it follows that the
sum and substance of the specific generic nature of sadistic verses at
the level of content is their basic, “sadistic” theme and the related sys-
tem of images, motifs and plots. Nonetheless, even this is not so un-
ambiguous. The thing is that, even in this respect, sadistic verses do
not exhibit any uniqueness in the context of the children’s oral tradi-
tion. Generally speaking, the idea of destructiveness is one of the fun-
damental shaping principles as far as the children’s and teenage folk-
loric humorous poetry is concerned. In this sense, the entire children’s
folklore harbours a certain supply of alternativeness, as has been
demonstrated above using the example of remakes. By the time the
mass writing down of children’s and school folklore began in the mid-
1980s, the tradition already had at its disposal a large corpus of texts,
resonating with the motifs of death, murder, annihilation, and de-
struction of corporality. In generic terms, these texts are different. Be-
low are a couple of extracts from various remakes of a popular chil-
dren’s song entitled “It’s fun to stride together:

Refrain:

Bwmecme seceno wwazams no 6oroman,
¢ nynememom, 0a no 3eneHviM

U depesru nodxcuzams nywue pomotl,
a aywue yeavim 6amanboHOM.
Bwmecme seceno uazamo no 2a301aM,
no ysemoukam, 0a no 3eneHvLm

U Oesuorox nonusamsv ayemonom,
ayemorom, auemOHOM.u

* It’s fun to stride together across marshes, / green marshes, / with a ma-
chine gun. / It’s better when the whole company of soldiers sets villages on
fire. / It’s better still / when the whole batallion does that. / It’s fun to
stride together across lawns / on flowers / on green flowers / And to water
girls / with acetone / with acetone.

A variant of a line in the refrain:

... epenywru npobusamu Jyuue a0MoM
* ... It’s better to break skulls with a crowbar
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Couplet:

Pas 6ymuinra, dsa 6ymuinka — 6ydem nvsaruya,

Pas kynax, dsa Kyaiax — u o 8ansiemcs,

Pas nonamka, 0sa ronamra — AMKQ poemcs,

Pas doweura, dsa doweura — zpobux cmpoumcs.

* A bottle and a bottle — and you have a drunk; / A fist and a fist —and he
is lying on the ground; / A spade and a spade —and a pit is being dug; / A
board and a board — and a coffin is being made.

This particular remake has many things in common with sadistic
verses: the plot about the annihilation of the entire settlement; con-
crete and hideous methods of torturing and killing (breaking skulls
with a crowbar, watering girls with acetone); the dissonance between
the brutal content and the optimistic intonation (it’s fun to stride to-
gether...); the contrast between the cynicism of the actions being de-
scribed and the lexical infantilism evident in the concentration of
words with diminutive suffixes (in the Russian original, the words
“pit”, “coffin”, “spade”, “board”, and “flowers” all have diminutive suf-
fixes). All these characteristics of the functional poetics of sadistic
verses are well-known and have been described in academic literature.
In another remake that circulated among schoolchildren in the
1980s as a song in its own right, we encounter, typically of sadistic
verses, the image of a chilling lone punisher who methodically and
calmly destroys everything in his way using various types of arms:

Ha mensa nadsuzaromesn
80CeMb NbsHBIX pebam,
Hy u nycmo nadsuearomes,
Y MeHs a8momam.
Haxcumaro na kHOROUKY —
80CEMb MPYNOB ALHCAM..
Ix, BbLNBIO 5L CMONOUKY

3a nozubwux pebam.

Ha mensn nadsuzaemes

no pere napoxod.

Hy u nycmo nadsuzaemcs,
Y MeHsL 0O2ZHeMem.
Haxcumaro na KHOROUKY —
napoxod eéecw 6 ozHe.

Ix, BbLNBIO L CMONOUKY

3a nozubwux 6 ozHe.

Ha mensa nadeuzaemes

no dopoze KAMAS.

Hy u nycmw nadsuzaemcs,
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* [ am being approached

by eight drunk guys.

Let them approach.

I have a machine gun.

1 press a small button:

And eight corpses are on the ground.
I'll drink a shot

To the perished guys.

I am being approached

By a steamboat on the river.

Let it approach.

I have a flame-thrower.

I press a small button:

And the entire steamboat is on fire.
I'll drink a shot

To those who perished in the flames.
I am being approached

By a truck on the road.

Let it approach.
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y MeHs ecmb ghyzac. I have a fougasse.

Haxcumaro na kHOnouky — I am pressing the small button:
u KAMAS3 na kycku. And the truck blows to pieces.
IX, 8bINBIO 5L CMONOUKY I'll drink a shot

3a KAMA3a kycku. To the truck pieces.

An obvious parallel to this text is offered by a series of couplets about
a small boy who has found a pistol, a machine gun, a flame-thrower,
some dynamite, a Messerschmitt, a Pershing-2, etc. A similar “cheer-
ful monster” who boldly disposes of any person or object opposed to
him is the lyrical hero of another remake based, effectively, on the
very same model:

Mne kpuuum munumon: «3anaamume wmpag!»

A emy 3anaamun — 60K KleHCUM 8 KYCMax.

A Opyz0ti MuRUMOH 8LLMAWUTL HAZAH.

A emy Kapama — ax moL XyJUAH.

A Opyz0oti MURUMOH NAJOYKOU 2PO3UM.

A emy Kupnuwom — ax moL, napa3um.

A Opyzoti munumon 6 6poresux 3anes,

A emy — cmo epanam — 6poresur ucues.

* A policeman shouted to me: “You should pay a fine!” / I paid him — he is
lying there in the bushes. / Another policeman took out a gun. / I cha-
llenged him with karate — you rowdy. / Another policeman is threatening
me with a baton. / I threw a brick at him — you parasite. / Another police-
man got into an armoured car. / I threw a hundred grenades at him — the
armoured car vanished.

The ostentatious and shocking anatomism of the images so typical of
sadistic verses (“spooling blue intestines onto the rod”, “her blue eyes
on a pine tree”, “children’s bones quickly became charred”, “the iron
penetrated the flesh with a clank”, etc.) is also widely represented in
other texts of school folklore, the content focus of which is the savour-
ing of physiological details in order to elicit disgust. Under this cate-
gory falls, for instance, the remake of the song called “Winter” which is
extremely popular among younger teenagers and contains the follow-
ing lines:

Ilomonok eecwv 6 Kposu, * The ceiling is covered in blood;
Jeepv wamaemeces, The door is rickety;

3a wepwasol cmenou Behind the rough wall

Tpyn sansemcs A corpse is lying.

Kax notidews 3a nopoz — When you step outside,

Bcrody kocmu, Bones are everywhere,

A u3 oxom crenem And through the window

Jlesem 6 zocmu. A skeleton is trying to pay a visit.

361



Mikhail Lurie

the no less popular original children’s folkloric poem:

Kax npusmmo ympom paro * It is so nice, early in the morning,
Cecmb Ha kpaewek dusara, / To sit down on the edge of the sofa,
Kooy c uepena coupamu / To peel off some skin from the
U xncesamnw, sncesamn, yxcesamu, skull, / And to chew, to chew, to
Tennvim 2rnoem 3anusams chew, / Washing it all down with
U xpycmsawero 6oasuroio warm pus / And nibbling at a
saxycoieamp. ' crispy scab.

and a number of other texts.

It follows that even the “sadism” of sadistic verses is not their unique
characteristic but, on the contrary, a commonplace in children’s folk-
lore of the second part of the 20th century.

In view of everything said above, it can be concluded that, however
paradoxical it may sound in relation to such peculiar material, in con-
ceptual and thematic terms, the sadistic verse is derivative from other
forms of school, youth and adult folklore, against the backdrop of
which it emerged and developed. As is generally known, sadistic
verses appeared rather late, at the end of the 1970s, by which time
jokes, remakes, songs, and chastushkas — both the whole genres and
certain individual texts — had been circulating among teenagers for
several decades. The new genre had been growing in a well-prepared
soil and had been constantly feeling the influence of the contempora-
neous folkloric tradition. The uniqueness of sadistic verses, in our
view, is determined first and foremost by the fixed assemblage of cer-
tain artistic principles, parameters and devices, which, for the most
part, were pointed out in isolation by researchers but so far have al-
most never been looked at as a unified paradigm. We are talking
about such characteristics of the genre’s poetics as the tendency to-
wards laconism and formulaicity, the observance of the comics’ princi-
ple of alternating the planes of expression, the reliance on the meto-
nymic method of portraying death, the limited set of plot motifs and
topical range, the fixedness and sparseness of structural and composi-
tional schemas and a whole number of other factors. What should be
pointed out separately is the particularly important role played among
the characteristics of the poetic structure of verses by the strict consis-
tency of the formal poetic factors: the unity of metre, the observance of
rhyme, and the sameness of syntactic constructions.

The immense popularity that sadistic verses have been enjoying as
well as their truly fantastic productivity are determined most directly
not by their “counter-propagandistic” or “bitingly satirical” content,
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not by the adolescent psychological need for black humour, but by both
the clarity and obviousness of the poetical system of this genre. As far
as this indicator is concerned, sadistic verses outstrip all other genres
of Russian poetic folklore except chastushkas. This is indirectly con-
firmed by a large number of individual texts and whole series of quat-
rains composed in the image and likeness of sadistic verses on topics
of contemporary relevance and either used in amateur performances
or enjoying narrow, local currency among university students and,
what is even more telling, schoolchildren. These fantasies on the
theme of sadistic verses represent various levels of using the material
of the tradition: from simple remakes of famous verses to the creation
of fully original texts that strictly (though, probably, intuitively) ob-
serve all conventions of the genre. The following verses about older
colleagues, for example, were composed in the mid-1990s by young lec-
turers of one of Saint-Petersburg’s higher education institutions that
teach humanities:

Kax mo Cemernosa no necy wna * Once Semyonova was walking in
Tuxo 6 u3bywry necHyio 3auna. a forest / And stepped into a forest
Jlonzo nomom ecnomuran n1i00oed hut. / For a long time afterwards,
Puouxncyro damy 6anvsarosckux aem! the ogre remembered / The red-

haired middle-aged lady!

Kakx-mo nowen Bopodun na oxomy, * Once Borodin went hunting. /
B mymane 6ayxcoas, eviwen k 6onomy. Wandering in a fog, he came across
IX, He ycnes OH 8 MAHOK nodydemuw: a marsh. / He did not have time to
Cruwrcom 6vir 20100en cmapovLil blow a hunter’s whistle: / The old
Mmedsedv! bear was too hungry!

Among a group of students at another Leningrad university in 1990s,
there existed a whole series of such texts. The following example is a
verse about a lecturer who taught a course on folklore:

JHouyenm Arnurees kypus nod cocHotl,

Buoiwen us wawyu Xozaun Jlecrou,

Tuxo ceoe 3aKAUHAHbE UDEK. ..

Ha ragedpe rHue ewse yMHbLU XOpEK.

* Assistant professor Anikeev was smoking under a pine tree. / Out of the
depths of the forest there came the Forest Magician / And quietly recited a
spell... / The intelligent ferret is still alive and works at the department.
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0.Y. Trykova cites a similar school verse:

Pebsama no wrxone kamaau nOKpuLULKU —

3eepcru 3adasnen 6vin dusur Kybviuwrumn.

(Trykova 1997 :98)

* Children were rolling tyres at school. / The physics teacher Kubyshkin was
brutally run down.

There exist plenty of instances of such use of sadistic verse form in
amateur poetic art and in the creative endeavours of anonymous poets
and publishers presenting texts of their own creation as works of folk-
lore. These facts testify not so much to the vitality of the sadistic verse
in folkloric tradition but to the force of the genre’s inertia. Having ab-
sorbed a whole number of commonplaces, thematic universals, hu-
mour devices, and content motifs of children’s and adult folklore of the
late Soviet era, the sadistic verse has created an original generic
model — a model that is extremely compact, intonationally rich, for-
mally stable and, at the same time, transparent, which makes it very
attractive and convenient for the construction of ever new texts. To
date, the attempts to conduct a consistent structural analysis of these
verses is not limited to the detection of ideological focal points, to the
search for intertextual connections, and to social and psychological in-
terpretations, etc. (Lyskov 2003). However, this does not exhaust the
possibilities of formal and poetic analysis of the artistic characteristics
of this genre. The study of the morphology of sadistic verses, i.e. the
description of the systematic combination and interaction patterns of
the elements in the structure of the text is, in our view, the most ur-
gent and promising direction of future efforts to research this genre,
which is one of the most vivid poetic phenomena of the Soviet humor-
ous folklore of the end of the 20th century.
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Notes

1.

See, for example: Anecdote 1989; Belousov 1996a, 1996b, 1996¢; Kurganov
1997; Shmeleva & Shmelev 2002; Arkhipova 2003; Krikmann 2004 and
many others.

. On the topic of children’s anecdotes, see the few existing articles: Muk-

hlynin 1990; Dmitriev 1996; Lurie 1998a; Arkhipova 2001; Utekhin 2001.

. The texts of the anecdotes, except for the two specifically identified cases,

were written down by the author in the 1970s —1990s either by hand or
from memory from the children aged 6-9 and are rough renderings of the
oral texts that were elicited.

. “The Thief of Bagdad” (1940) is a famous English film inspired by oriental

tales which was extremely popular in the USSR in the 1940s — 1970s.

. When pronounced one after another without pauses, these names form the

phrase O6ocpycs nupozamu which can be translated into English as: “T'm
going to shit the pasties out”.

. If you switch the sound R for the sound G in the Russian phrase Mne acé

pasHo — 2a8Ho, you turn a neutral expression into a very rude one: ravno
— ‘all the same’; gavno — ‘shit’.

. All texts of children’s burlesques and remakes quoted here were taken

from the following article: Lurie 1998b.

. On these and other seminarist remakes see Nadezhdin 1908.
. Written from Vera Lurie, born in 1997, and Nina Lurie, born in 1999, in

Saint-Petersburg in 2008.

10. Here and hereafter, the texts of sadistic verses, except for specifically

mentioned cases, are cited in accordance with the most complete and rep-
resentative of all existing articles, the one by A. Belousov (Belousov 1998),
compiled mainly on the basis of notes made at the end of 1980s, i.e. repre-
senting the cross-section of oral verses circulating among teenagers in the
Soviet era.

11. Here and hearafter, the text of the remakes are cited according to Lurie

1998b.

12. Written down as told by Nadya Mirgorodskaya (born in 1983) in 1997 in

Saint-Petersburg.
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CONCLUSION
Liisi Laineste

In the globalising world, there is an increasing necessity to “know thy
neighbour”, and alongside other things, to know their tastes in hu-
mour. In this respect, not much is known of Eastern Europe, the for-
mer socialist bloc. The best overview of the present status can be pro-
vided by studies which do not underestimate the historical context,
and address this in terms of a process, of change and continuity. An-
other argument for researching post-socialist humour is embedded in
the opportunity presented by the exceptional context of a transitional
period where different types of government and societal contexts have
followed each other in a short period. It is informative in describing
the way political, economical and other conditions (or changes of con-
ditions) have shaped folklore. There is also an evident need to point at
the main features of contemporary humour in order to see to what ex-
tent international jokelore has filtered into the post-socialist region,
e.g. how deliberate and willing is the adaption of (mainly Western)
joke scripts and targets in post-socialist humour. As spheres of influ-
ence have also varied in the region (from sovietisation to globalisation,
see argumentation below, cf. Kovacs 2003), it is interesting to see if
these new translated Anglo-American jokes fill the void of the post-
1990s jokelore.

There has been substantial support from the Estonian Science
Foundation for researching contemporary jokes in Estonia (the four-
year project was titled “Contemporary Jokelore: Post-socialism —
Internet — Cognitivity”). Since the beginning of the grant period in
2006, Arvo Krikmann and I have made efforts to gather a body of ex-
perts from former Soviet Republics and carry out initial research on
some aspects of post-socialist humour. Up until now, the cooperation
project between several Eastern European countries! is only in its first
phase. Starting with the symposium on post-socialist humour (in
January 2007), the Eastern European network of scholars has at-
tracted new members, and the list of common themes has taken a
more concrete form. We have begun to expand the scope of research to
never-socialist countries (as Christie Davies names the type of society
in his article, this volume, and which we have adapted to the title of
the compendium), because this offers a valuable point of reference for
a more substantial discussion of what has changed in Eastern Euro-
pean jokelore and what is unique about it. Totalitarian jokes differed
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distinctively from humour in democratic societies, but post-socialist
jokelore seems to share features with both of these types of society,
and in addition to that, display some unique characteristics of its own.
Though the current compendium of articles was designed as an out-
come of the symposium, it received some informative and interesting
collaboration from researchers not present at the event as well, and
grew in scope and insight.

AIMS

We can define four areas that qualify as general aims sought to be met
in the volume of articles.

1. The first aim of this compendium is to bring together two worlds of
research that have existed separately for quite a long time: that is the
entire versatile realm of humour research in Eastern Europe, and the
ideas concerning the sociology and folkloristics of jokes in Western
scholarship. For example, the research of humour in Russia has been
much more fertile than usually perceived by the West, but much of the
articles, joke collections and monographs are in Russian which makes
them largely inaccessible to Anglo-American scholars (e.g. Borev 1990,
1992, 1995; Vassiliev & Slavov 1990; Slavov 1991; Sarnov 2002; Shme-
leva & Shmelev 2002; Shmelev 2002, 2003a, 2003b; Razuvaev 2002;
Kozintsev 2002, 2007; Dimitriev 1998; Arkhipova & Melnichenko
2007, 2008, etc.). Western scholarship has attempted to describe So-
viet humour and jokes (e.g. publishing collections of Eastern European
jokes during the cold war), because this offered unforeseen insights
into the nature of joke-telling in general (e.g. the joke collections by
Winick 1964; Kolasky 1972; Brenton & Loomes 1977; Draitser 1978;
Beckman 1980; Dolgopolova 1983; Lukes & Galnoor 1985; Ruksenas
1986; Telesin 1986; Rosenbusch 1987; Harris & Rabinovich 1988;
Banc & Dundes 1986/1990). Some studies provide comparative or
other analysis on the subject (e.g. Davies 1998 and 2007; Rose
2001/2002; Graham 2003; Oring 2004; Adams 2005; Bryant 2006). To
a great extent, the practice has been to use the few sources that are
available in English, which undermines the richness of the most ver-
satile humour tradition of the Soviet bloc. Numerous Soviet jokes that
remained untranslatable or were not included in the Western collec-
tions for other reasons remained out of their reach. Though some of
these researches have been excellent and thorough (e.g. Draitser 1998,
who was a former humorist in the Russian satirical magazine Croco-
dile; the historical overview of political jokes in Adams 2005, etc.), the
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others often present the material without sufficient cultural and other
societal background, which may result in faulty reasoning and limited
results (e.g. Rose 2002). This volume offers a thorough analysis of the
contemporary jokes in Eastern Europe, contextually embedded in
their past and present.

2. The second equally important aim of the volume is to define the
kind of humour that is prevalent in Eastern Europe after the 1990s.
Even if it is not possible to point out clearly delineated patterns and
similarities of the diverse post-socialist countries under observation,
some general processes, features and functions do emerge above oth-
ers as more important and noteworthy. The authors of this compen-
dium analysed their specific fields of interest (most of all jokes, but
also anecdotes, political satire, etc.), and described the tendencies of
post-socialist humour within specific genres. This future research ori-
ented conclusion aims at generalisations and the opening of new re-
search horizons rather than re-addressing the details. The articles
give a fairly good glimpse into the possible issues that arise while
dealing with the genre in post-1990 Eastern Europe. Comparing the
popularity, content, modifications and other aspects of specific joke
texts remains an issue for further studies, described in the final sec-
tion of the conclusion.

3. The third objective is to capture the change in a decisive moment.
Transitional societies are going through a process that will not last for
long, as the terms used for describing the region also imply (¢ransition,
transformation, post-, all pointing at the temporality of the stage).
This change is more intensive than any of the changes that the West
has witnessed for decades. Folklore is certainly deeply influenced by
it, reflecting the societal transitions and providing a commentary on
the process.

4. The fourth aim is to find out common issues and points of interest
among the humour researchers in Eastern Europe, and lay down tar-
gets of future research (see also Laineste 2009). A starting point of
this project could be an international database of ethnic and political
jokes, first and foremost covering the Eastern and Central European
region, and later also reaching other interested contributors and ar-
eas. The database would be organised in a way to minimise the subjec-
tivity of categorisation and is equipped with a meta-language that
would make cross-cultural comparison possible. But some of these
common issues are already evident in this volume, addressed in cor-
pore in the following sections of the concluding chapter.
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DEFINITIONS
Post-socialism

Post-socialism has been the subject of numerous books and articles,
but economical and sociological accounts have pervaded the other, e.g.
anthropological, cultural or folkloristic ones (Svasek 2005: 2). Even if
the transition — or, rather, the diverse transformation process — seen
in the recent history of the post-socialist countries is mostly political
and economic by its nature, the axiological component or the public
opinion (in part explicated through jokes and other forms of humour)
is also worth studying. The term post-socialist is used here to charac-
terise and emphasise the dialogue between the old and the new, and
delineating the region under examination. The question is, whether
the term is a semantic one that can encompass all the specific features
that there might be in the new democracies of Eastern Europe, or
should it be regarded as a purely formal term referring to a region
that is going through a specific transformational stage after the down-
fall of the Soviet Union (or only a few years of transition during the
post-1990s, as suggested by Davies, this volume). The latter would
mean that there are no characteristic similarities in the jokelore, and
jokes in each of the countries of the former Eastern Bloc have already
developed specific features of their own. The problem with the prefix
“post-” is its unability in defining the temporal limits of this period.
For many scholars, it is most suitable for a short stretch of time after
the change has occurred (e.g. between 1989 and 2001 in Holmes 2001,
see also Kennedy 2002). This may well be true for most areas of a soci-
ety (economy, politics etc.), but folklore — including jokes — is slower to
change, tends to fuse, and does not disappear completely and start
anew from the scratch. The authors of this compendium also challenge
the term post-socialism in some articles (see Davies; Chlopicki, this
volume). The focus on post-socialist in Eastern European humour de-
scribes namely the change, its implications to the past period and pos-
sible lines of development for the nearest future.

Our task here is to pinpoint the common grounds and features as
well as uncover the most essential differences, in order to analyse folk-
lore in transition and justify the overarching term of post-socialist
humour. A discussion about the necessity and suitability of the term is
in order. With the help of the material and results concerning post-
socialist humour we will be able to adjust the terminology to the mate-
rial. The immediate post-Soviet period, a transitional moment be-
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tween the waning Soviet and the emerging post-Soviet cultures, pre-
sents a unique opportunity for exploring the complex relationship be-
tween jokes and their socio-cultural contexts.

Soviet and post-Soviet in the research material

There are many aspects involved that blur the notion of post-socialist
humour. The most relevant of these is the nature of the available ma-
terial, which in many cases mixes the old and the new, socialist and
post-socialist. The majority of the authors in the compendium are folk-
lorists, though the list of contributors also includes linguists, sociolo-
gists etc. In folkloristic research, the centre of the studies has long
been the material (pure text, or context included) — it is the material
that guides the researcher. In the analyses in this volume, the mate-
rial mostly consists of the jokes published in joke collections or on the
Internet (though in some cases it is taken directly from oral communi-
cation, most notably in Lurie, this volume), available to the researcher
directly or mediated by a database. The nature of a database forms a
point where the question arises: in the interaction of oral and written,
the jokes become independent of their archival and printed sources
and “happen” or “are being told” constantly again, whenever somebody
opens the book or web-page and reads it. In some sources (e.g. Lai-
neste, this volume), the temporal context of the joke can be recon-
structed and studied. But in other cases (e.g. static or context-free
forms of joke websites, undated jokes in a joke collection; see also the
explication of this categorisation in Krikmann, this volume) the only
argument at the disposal of the researcher is that the joke was rele-
vant at the point of publication, and at the time it was chosen in the
online joke collection. The interactions of written and oral in contem-
porary joke-telling are not well studied, especially taking into account
the function of the Internet in the process. That means if we study
humour found on the Internet and in printed books, we assume that
this material, which may live its n-th life cycle, is revealing of its time
of (re)appearing only because it was chosen by the joke-teller to be re-
produced in this form and at this point of time. There is certain inertia
in the jokelore of post-socialist republics and that makes it difficult to
discriminate between the socialist and post-socialist (and post-post-
socialist; see Graham 2008). Being aware of all this, it is still informa-
tive to analyse how the transformation from one political system to
another has affected the tradition in general, and leave the influence
of the means of dissemination (oral, electronic, etc.) open for the next
studies.
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Globalisation

Globalisation as a process in contemporary folklore is intricately en-
twined into the topic of this study. Any material on the Internet must
acknowledge its global reach, but also its influence on other (local)
texts in terms of form and content. Whereas the generally neutral
definitions of globalisation stress the rapidly developing interconnec-
tions and “balanced” mutual influence (e.g. Tomlinson 1991: 170), this
has been highly contested on ideological grounds for primarily
strengthening the Western hegemony (e.g. Liebes & Katz 1993; cf.
Storey 2003 with a discussion of the process in terms of hybridisation
which gives rise to a global melange). A massive diffusion of the global
cultural and material products has always been a fusion rather than a
straightforward adoption of traditions. Also in folkloric traditions, the
process of adaption (versus straightforward adoption) of new plots and
genres has been the rule rather than an exception. Thus cultural glob-
alisation implies a series of compromises, including compartmentali-
sation alongside with, or even instead of homogenisation that would
mean diffusing into one undistinguishable type of culture. In humour
research, the global spread of some joke cycles (about WTC, for exam-
ple: Ellis 2001; Csazsi 2003; Kuipers 2005, and others) and targets
(such as Scots or Jews) offers evidence of these processes.

Already in the 1960s, Sovietisation of Estonian jokelore was evi-
dent in the massive use of Soviet jokes of mainly Russian origin. The
Soviet Estonian ethnic jokes targeted the Chukchis, a faraway nation
imported from the Russian jokelore, and several other targets quite ir-
relevant in the cultural and historical context. There was a certain
preference in adapting the pan-Soviet targets, for example jokes about
the (stereotypically homosexual) Armenians were very popular,
whereas the Georgians did not acquire much attention as a target.
Studies on the cultural inclinations of the Estonians could lighten the
matter (in the vein of Davies 1998). The Soviet joke tradition may be
viewed as a wave of globalisation in Estonian (and the whole Soviet
Eastern European) jokelore because of the increase of new (and for-
eign) targets. But even then the globalisation was not hegemonic, as
the preference of some targets over the others refers to.

In post-1990 Eastern Europe, globalisation is only one albeit note-
worthy aspect of a general opening up. The fall of the Soviet bloc re-
sulted in de-Sovietisation, a reactionary denouncement of the previous
aims and official programmes. Both socialist and post-socialist times
exhibit an acute influence of the centre on the peripheral culture
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space. Jokes during Sovietisation on the one hand and in post-socialist
globalisation on the other were both deliberately adapted and express
the interest focuses of the periphery. There are also visible trends of
de-globalisation in the post-socialist era that promise a rebirth of op-
pressed national / ethnic cultures (Kovacs 2003) — just the opposite of
the worldwide homogenisation stressed in contemporary culture stud-
ies. Inside the post-socialist cultures, one sees a large repertoire of re-
sponses to global influences, which reflect resistance, simulation, com-
promises in a continuum between the extremes (ibid. 172), some using
irony or parody as its vehicle. Most of the articles in this volume deal
with continuity and change as reactions to outside influences and the
way the old and the new are mixed in folklore. It is exactly this inter-
textuality that forms the core of the “new” tradition that we could call
post-socialist. The presence of the previous period is felt in either open
acceptance that is seen in reciting or referring to the old jokes, or in
the hidden denial expressed through a vigorous search for something
simultaneously “new” and “own”. Citing the old jokes as well as oppos-
ing or trying to break away from / ignore them are both ways of com-
ing to terms with the previous tradition and the history.

Humour reflects on and helps to outline the specific cultural, politi-
cal, economic and other social processes, features and functions that
are characteristic to the whole period or region. Some authors have
supported the idea that of all the phenomena and traditions in cul-
ture, it is precisely jokes and other forms of humour that offer a
unique topical prism for a boarder discussion of post-socialist culture
(e.g. Mesropova 2008). This implies that there is something specific
about humour in the way it informs the researcher about its environ-
ment, and it may depict the context that gave rise to it even more
sharply than investigations in other areas of culture. In Soviet times,
humour in general (and the joke in particular) was more than a pas-
time. Anekdot was a symbol of the Soviet way of life. It was a distinc-
tive tradition in all Soviet countries, and the way it flourished during
the period is unquestionable and often gets mentioned as the most fer-
tile time for joke-telling (Davies this volume; Krikmann 2006). Deriv-
ing from this, one can assume that some of its previous qualities have
rubbed off to the contemporary humour of the post-socialist region,
and that there might be something distinctive about post-socialist
humour, and it is not just a random adaption of the globalising
jokelore, translated from the Anglo-American cultural space.
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THREE ASPECTS OF POST-SOCIALIST HUMOUR:
PROCESSES, FEATURES AND FUNCTIONS

* Process is, in this context, an aspect that concentrates above all on
the changes that jokes have gone through, and the forces that initial-
ise or regulate these changes. The focus of this section is the shift of
interest in joke targets, the change of popularity in some more domi-
nant themes, and other issues that describe the period in question
from the view-point of longitudinal comparison. For the most part,
changes in jokes are fuelled by more general trends on the global
arena — questions of the suitable elements of the genre (e.g. punch
line), ideas about humour or sense of humour on the whole are di-
rected not only by the local context but more global trends. Post-
socialist jokelore has moved quickly towards the adaption and straight
translation of Western European (Anglo-American) jokes (see Brzo-
zowska; Davies; Laineste, this volume). Globalisation, target choice
and attitudes towards the genre, to mention just a few, are some of the
societal processes worth addressing through the study of humour.

* Features are understood here as the common qualities of jokes
viewed at one certain point of time. Regarding the features of humour,
the Eastern European example offers excellent material for analysing
the question of joke categories (e.g. features of post-socialist ethnic
jokes as mocking a nation per se and not its political inclinations), but
even more the inevitable intertextualities that arise in different forms
of humour, e.g. local televised comic shows. The mixing of genres and
topics for comic purposes has a long history in the form of parody, but
has attained a greater array of implications and also a greater signifi-
cance in the contemporary world (Hutcheon 2002: 95).

* The functions of humour brought out in previous studies are posi-
tive social (control, relief, cohesion), negative social (resistance, exclu-
sion), and psychological (coping). Even though humour does not have
the same function to everyone, it is still one of the main questions that
a research eventually leads to: why do certain types of jokes appear in
certain types of societies, what causes the regularities in target choice,
that is, why are some themes / targets etc. preferred over the others.
This can equally be regarded as an example of societal processes as
well as a functional choice, and in many cases these two aspects are
difficult to tell apart. Addressing the function of jokes directly requires
focusing on the performance rather than the text, that is why an
analysis concentrating only on a large corpus of jokes is not directly fit
for discussing the purposes of humour, though it allows for some con-
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clusions when the material is representative enough. On the other
hand, discussing audience responses (e.g. Kavaliauskaite, this volume)
is informative and insightful regarding the different social and psycho-
logical functions that humour possesses. Ideas about the function of
jokes can also be addressed through a careful analysis of all contextual
aspects of a joke tradition (e.g. Stanoev about the social functions, this
volume). In a more indirect way, addressing the role and status of
humour throughout the Soviet and post-socialist periods through the
rise and fall of the popularity of specific targets and jokes in general
can be carried out. Analysing how joke-telling is evaluated in the con-
temporary world (a measure of that is also the intensity of sending
jokes on the Internet) will show if humour has remained the same or
lost (or perhaps gained) its role and status in the society. This can
vary in a different context, not only between the types of society but
also from one (cultural) region to another. In some cases, the differ-
ence in the status of jokes can be ascribed to perceptions about the
importance of having a sense of humour. For example, for Poles, being
“the funniest barrack, only in a different camp now” (Brzozowska, this
volume) is obviously an identifying remark. Accordingly, there is a
constant new supply of jokes in Poland, and no decrease (noted in
some other post-socialist material, see e.g. Belin 2002; Davies 1998;
Adams 2005).

Main issues

Discussing jokes in a comparative context points at many differences
and specific trends in different post-socialist countries, but it helps to
locate and frame some commonalities in the jokelore of these coun-
tries. We will approach these from the three aforementioned aspects:
processes, features and functions of post-socialist jokes.

Processes

There is some change with respect to the general nature of jokes,
which some observers now describe as “lame” (e.g. Gorny 2006: 314, in
his analysis of a Russian joke site on the Internet). This is certainly a
subjective perception, though it seems to be shared by many who are
acquainted with both Soviet and contemporary jokelore in Eastern
Europe (Graham 2008: 234).

A process more easily accessible through empirical studies is glob-
alisation and its various manifestations and influences. Humour is ex-
emplary of how globalisation operates in local culture. The changes
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that for example Russian popular culture has undergone since the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union are immense (Barker 1999: 4). During the
transitional period, the region has gone from rapid Westernisation to
(a simultaneous and counter-reactionary) the quest for national and
local specificities. Looking for nationally relevant, ‘emic’ targets, joke
scripts and joke modifications can be seen for example in Estonian
jokelore (Laineste 2008).

The patterns of target choice is an issue that guides us to a number
of important questions of post-socialist humour. We need a compre-
hensive model of target choice that describes and explains other ex-
amples besides the joke targets in the Western cultures. The studies
on post-socialist material present a notably different pattern. For ex-
ample, what is striking in Estonian ethnic jokes (from the pre-Soviet
times until the present time, see Laineste 2008) was that there seem
to be at least 3 different models / patterns which only partly coincide
with Christie Davies’s long-standing model for targets of stupidity
jokes. Davies’s model applies to pre-Soviet jokes of the 1900s (when
the geographical and/or economic close periphery was mocked), and
his alteration of the model (described in 1998) applies for Soviet times,
when the target was the undeservedly powerful centre rather than the
powerless periphery. But the abundance of post-socialist targets can-
not be accounted for within this theory, and that is where collecting,
comparing and analysing the post-socialist material can be of use.

The diversity of post-socialist traditions may be seen exactly as a
result of the counter-reaction to the socialist period. Up to the point
when all the Eastern European countries were still in the socialist
camp, there were stunning similarities in their joke repertoires as
well. The pan-Soviet targets travelled well and far, getting entrenched
even in the most faraway corners of the large country and even beyond
that (see Banc & Dundes 1986). This can be taken as evidence of a cul-
tural hegemony (that was attempted besides the political and linguis-
tic one), part of which was intentional and performed through politics
and propaganda, and part of which was spontaneous, visible in adapt-
ing folklore and other phenomena of anti-socialist character. But the
main reasons for this might have also been rather practical — the jokes
fitted well into the lifestyle as these were the main issues of all the
Soviet people. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the changes (eco-
nomic, political, etc.) that each of the post-socialist republics has gone
through are huge, and they vary from country to country. There are
totally new problems that are tackled in jokes as well. Some of the cy-
cles or joke targets are known in many post-socialist countries — e.g.

380



Conclusion

the New Russians (Shmeleva & Shmelev, Brzozowska, Davies, this
volume). The nature of the new ethnic targets and the direction of
mockery depend on the present perceptions of self and other, which is
different throughout Eastern Europe. What remains the same is the
history, although as Davies remarks (this volume), the ways of coming
to terms with it also differ to some extent.

In some cases, it seems that the identity of the target is not as sig-
nificant as assumed in most studies. In every tradition, there exist a
limited number of very popular targets, and even though there are
preferences in whether to assign positive (e.g. witty, clever etc.) or
negative (stupid, sexually dysfunctional) characteristics to this target,
these can change with time (Brzozowska on the image of the Germans
in Polish jokes, this volume). The image of the “other” can also vary
within a limited period (e.g. the stereotype of the canny can evoke ad-
miration and dislike at the same time, visible for example in the jokes
about the Jews). It can be because the joke script balances on the bor-
derline between ridiculous and witty or clever and stingy remarks /
behaviour (the border between ridiculous and witty being especially
well represented in jokes about “Jewish logic”). But as a general rule,
more productive characters tend to “draw” all kinds of joke scripts to
be adapted to them, not because the script reflects on a real (e.g. po-
litical) faux-pas but namely because the target itself carries a comic
potential contagiously ready to link to any joke, be it stupid or canny
(jokes about Nasreddin are a good example of this; for political targets,
see Laineste, this volume).

Therefore, there is reason to believe that economic and cultural
(and at times political) statuses are not the only factors determining
target choice — some characters with greater comic potential get all
the “honour” of getting to be called either too stupid or canny. Fur-
thermore, in the post-socialist situation, there is no politicised centre,
yet no consensus about the “right stupid character / peripherian” has
been reached. This may be because the forces of globalisation (and
Internet in general) affect the tradition. There are so many different
joke targets and less motivation to “translate” these in a cultural
sense, e.g. replacing the target with the local numskull. In many ways,
the development of each of the post-socialist countries is unique (see
also the argumentation by Davies, this volume), having gone through
profound transformations on all levels of the society. The only certain
commonality is their past, which they are also relating to more or less
directly in jokes. We can also assume that the post-socialist jokes dif-
fer from other joke traditions through their distinctively similar past
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and their reactions to that past. Thus, the post-socialist model has
something in common with both the socialist and never-socialist joke
traditions, but there are also some unique features with respect to
target choice.

The direction of mockery in jokes is another revealing topic of in-
terest. The accounts on the direction and symmetry / asymmetry of
joke relationships have been quite vague and even contradictory.
Christie Davies (mostly in 1990), and others point at the asymmetry
and “top-down” tendency in choosing a joke target not only on ethnic
but also on a social and economical basis (more developed centre
mocks the less developed periphery, socially higher positioned mock
those with a lower status in the society, the better-off make fun of the
worse-off etc., not the other way round). Others (e.g. Knuuttila 1992)
present numerous examples that refer to the opposite direction, where
the ones on the lower position mock the ones from a higher social
class. In old folk jokes, the low-status and worse-off character is al-
most always the “winner” (see also Krikmann 2002). The social (ethno-
political) tensions of the Soviet world were also directed upwards.

It is possible to make conclusions about the direction of joking from
the articles of Shmeleva & Shmelev, Stanoev, Krikmann, Davies, and
Brzozowska (this volume). Estonian (including Soviet-era) jokes show
that Davies’s postulates stating the direction of joking relationships
may work for some ethnic, social and political configurations (Anglo-
American culture, for example) but in other situations (like authori-
tarian socialist regimes) they cease to be universal (see also Laineste
2005). Stanoev addresses the Soviet (ethno-) political targets to find
that it was those in power (both local and Soviet leaders) whose stu-
pidity is laughed at. Both Shmeleva & Shmelev and Krikmann (this
volume) describe the targets in contemporary Russian jokes, showing
that the Estonian (often confused with other “Pribalts”, and mainly
derived from earlier jokes about the Finns) is one of the preferred
newcomers. Here, the direction of mockery targets an economically
rather well-developed neighbour, accused of slowness and a bad com-
mand of Russian. Brzozowska names some more popular Polish tar-
gets from the post-socialist period and shows that as the neighbouring
Germans (and Russians) as well as the local minority (the Jews) are
becoming less colourful characters of jokes, other targets (and usually
those not perceived as inferior to the Polish — e.g. the American, the
Frenchman, the Dutchman) are successfully taking their place. Da-
vies’s review on the general post-socialist targets addresses primarily
the most popular of them in many countries, the image of the oppor-
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tunist arriviste (New Russian, Wessi) better-off than the joke-teller. It
is significant to note that this type of bottom-up joking arises in a pe-
riod sharp societal changes and economic insecurity. The inherent in-
justice dictates an alteration of both the totalitarian (bottom-up, po-
litical) as well as the democratic (top-down, ethnic) model of target
choice. Both directions presume the “normality” of the joke-teller and
at the same time assume the “abnormality” and subsequent lower
status of the “other”. Anything different is perceived as “wrong” or
even dangerous for the in-group (for general overview, see Yzerbyt,
Judd & Corneille 2003). For the joke-teller, the justification holds, but
when we look at the claim from the viewpoint of the target (who by no
doubt considers himself as normal and has his own “other” who is tar-
geted in the jokes), each targeted group should have its own target,
who in turn has another target, and so on. Thus, the only solution to
this could be the recognition of the subjective and constantly changing
quality of the category of the “worse off” (and also those who are too
well off). This makes the distinctions between “top” and “bottom” seem
quite conventional. It changes depending on the viewpoint and the
perspective (including the aspect of whether the present situation was
deserved or not) of the parties involved.

The merging of ethnic and political qualities in Soviet jokes is an
issue pointed out in the research project (ETF grant No. 6759), but
clarifying the relationships of the mentioned categories and comparing
countries with different socio-political backgrounds to map the phe-
nomena as a process is incomplete so far. The fact that socialist
jokelore mainly exhibited one category of jokes, the notorious and di-
versionist category critical of the society and regime, has inspired
many studies about humour in hindsight (Graham 2008; Draitser
2004 and elsewhere; Brooks 2000; Milne 2004, etc.). The political-
ethnic category (or political-vocational, or -sexual or -absurd, or com-
bined with any other sub-theme) shows that the social aspects were of-
ten entwined in jokes, as politics penetrated every walk of life. The
tendency is followed in the analysis or examples in Raskin 1985 and
Draitser 1998, but is also visible in the global motive of the “Big
Brother” in the jokelore of socialist countries (see Banc and Dundes
(1986/1990); Laineste (2005) etc.). This compendium refers to the
changes in the content of the contemporary political jokes in different
post-socialist countries. Specific patterns of change account for differ-
ent targets, as it is not only the social and political background of the
joke-teller that matters, but the history and current perceptions of in-
ternational relationships. That is to say, in the case of some specific
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target, the ethno-political joke may still be used (and in many cases,
ethnic degradation is combined with sexual scripts, etc.) — if the rela-
tionship between the two countries is unsettling, if it involves a per-
ceived threat on the nation (Russia, e.g. in some examples in
Chlopicki, this volume) or if the liberties taken by the target are per-
ceived to be unjustified or too ambitious (USA, see also Brzozowska,
this volume). Consequently, in some cases, the primarily socialist fea-
ture of the intertwined character of ethnic and political joke categories
can still be seen. That in turn leads us to conclude that it is not the so-
cialist regime per se that elicited that feature. Instead, there are some
essentially similar social conditions involved that may depend on the
political regime, but also may not — this is not their defining attribute.
The more important quality seems to be the unjustified / undeservedly
acquired nature of power the target nation (but in earlier layers of folk
jokes, also stereotypic representatives of a social class, e.g. mansion
owners) imposes over the joke-tellers, the feeling of being switched
into a large system alienated from the instances of power (Stanoev,
this volume), and seeing the other as the source of the decreasing
quality of life, economical crises, or more global unrest.

Another aspect concerning global influences into the post-socialist
jokes is the attitude towards (ethnic and political) jokes and the issues
of censorship. The pendulum has swung from censorship to an exten-
sive freedom of expression to another style of censorship once again,
this time termed as “political correctness”. The censorship in the two
political contexts applies mostly to the use of the jokes: who uses
them, under what conditions and in what purpose the text is allowed
to be used. In Soviet times, the existence of the jokes was an uncon-
tested reality, but a joke-teller needed to be sure his audience and the
occasion was right or else he might end up similarly to the heroes of
numerous jokes about Soviet leaders who collected joke(-teller)s. It re-
quired an intimate group of people and even functioned as a social ad-
hesive, creating close ties based on mutual trust (Stanoev, this vol-
ume). Commentary on the censorship of Soviet leaders is brought to
absurdity in jokes about over-reacting to seemingly innocent things
(e.g. children’s poems, see Neklyudov, this volume). At the same time,
a meta-level is addressed in these jokes when pointing at some poets’
willingness to cooperate with the ones in power. It also shows how
censoring was strong on some minor issues (repressing literature and
other expressive freedom on the public arena), deliberately overlook-
ing more substantial confrontations. Censorship in post-socialism (but
also in democracy) attempts to control a wider area than just the pub-
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lic space, while trying to define any kind of dissemination of poten-
tially harmful jokes as a violation of social and ethical norms. That is,
the responsibility of telling politically incorrect jokes is vested on the
citizen, on the individual conscience, as there is no general law against
telling jokes. The absence of a common enemy also attenuates the mo-
tivation for telling a racist or other politically incorrect joke. Censor-
ship has been a particularly controversial point for the post-socialist
societies as the freedom of speech there is regarded as something
fought for and gained together with independence. The idea of censor-
ing thoughts or speech evokes unpleasant memories from the Soviet
past. The ethnic focus, and sometimes the political focus as well, are
beginning to be banned from public display, bringing forth arguments
about the need for political correctness. This is especially fore-
grounded since the beginning of the “European Union era” in many
post-socialist countries, as multiculturality and friendly co-existence is
among its primary issues. However, jokes on post-socialism have re-
mained uncensored (though Brzozowska, this volume, describes an in-
creasing neutrality in some ethnic jokes — which is counterbalanced by
the more straightforward and even aggressive depiction of other
themes, e.g. in gallows humour about children or the elderly), which
provides another good reason to study them before political correct-
ness steps in.

Among others, the articles by Arkhipova and Neklyudov (this vol-
ume) point at the intricate interconnection of joke content and the sur-
rounding social reality. Certain themes are valid at particular periods,
and do not work well outside of it (e.g. Arkhipova on the continuity
and change of a single joke plot from Peter the Great to Putin). They
absorb their contemporary political and social details, as is exemplary
in jokes where Soviet leaders comment on a children’s poem (Neklyu-
dov, this volume). Jokes adapt to different social, economical, cultural
and other contexts. Jokes display motivated transformations of con-
tent and form, dealing with the most salient and prevalent issue of
their contemporary everyday life (e.g. in the way ethnic jokes dealt
with political issues during Soviet times, choosing respective targets).

All in all, the way that jokes change shows changes in the society,
the way targets are chosen shows relations in a society, and the way
jokes are directed at different social / ethnic groups at different times
shows the constant adaptation of folklore to their surrounding social
reality (or, even more, to the relative perception of it).
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Features

Contemporary jokes represent certain features that the postmodern
society is known for: intertextuality, pastiche, and parody (Francese
1997). The turn of aesthetic preferences towards the fondness of ludic
formats as such is not specific to Eastern Europe, though the tenden-
cies to mix genres / topics from different eras in order to amuse is also
notably frequent in post-socialism. The ‘postmodernist discourse’ per-
vades: the remaining clichés of socialist realism still exist, and the
playful context in which they are re-inscribed, as well as the ironic-
wistful distantiation from the past (Kondakov 1997, cited by Kelly &
Shepherd 1998: 396). The availability of references from quite differ-
ent periods, both in societal and folkloric aspects, creates a possibility
for an even greater network of citations, allusions and metaphors in,
for example, the comic discourse evaluating its contemporary politi-
cians.

Humour is an important part of the “infotainment” that the Inter-
net is out to provide. Recent studies maintain that over a third of
Internet users in the United Kingdom use the medium to find jokes,
cartoons and other humorous material (Dutton et al., 2005), although
regional and social differences in Internet use exist (Chen, Boase &
Wellmann 2002: 23, Tables 4 and 5). Humour is involved in various
manifestations of online citizen participation, for example a study ana-
lysing the U.S. 2004 presidential elections showed that sending and
receiving jokes was the prevalent online political activity (Coleman,
2005).2 Humour studies should recognise that the Internet is becom-
ing the leading media for producing, sharing and consuming humour.
Collecting jokes on the Internet is becoming more usual and even un-
avoidable, because much of the oral joke-telling has carried over to
that media.

The Internet in turn has had a profound influence on the genre.
The renewed nature of jokes (short, electronically distributed in addi-
tion to oral circulation, specific jokes created only for electronic media
— for example, lists and video / picture jokes (see Ellis 2001) etc.) re-
quires renewed methods for collecting and processing the data, and by
now the researchers are also becoming more aware of that need. As
accessibility to the Internet is becoming easier or in some countries
taken for granted (e.g. those introducing e-services for its citizens),
concerns about the representativeness of Internet users are now
largely neglected as irrelevant. A few scholars have started to focus on
the subject of Internet jokes, drawing our attention to the fact that if
Internet-based humour is studied, it usually focuses on specific topics

386



Conclusion

or cases and does not attempt to provide an overview of valid method-
ologies, not to mention formulating unified methodological principles
for future studies (Shifman 2007: 188). Humour is often used in the
most active contemporary media, the Internet, but the dominant fea-
tures of it have changed alongside with its context. Whole texts, cita-
tions and fragments of jokes appear in different discourses, both seri-
ous and comic.

Citations of jokes are sometimes used in non-ludic discourse in or-
der to clarify a point or illustrate journalistic articles. The issue is ad-
dressed in Brzozowska (this volume), describing the productivity of
“winged words” in the Polish press. The preference of a light and hu-
morous style in journalism followed the fall of communism very
quickly, which can be seen as an adjustment to a globally spread jour-
nalistic tendency towards exaggerations of news events, scandal-
mongering and sensationalism. This includes using jokes and puns
also in non-ludic contexts, which downplays the seriousness of the is-
sue in question, but at the same time creates more vivid allusions to
the text (and the event itself). Jokes are attractive and enable the con-
densation of the message. The same tendency is brought to its extreme
in the comic TV-news shows e.g. in Poland and Lithuania (analysed in
Chlopicki; Kavaliauskaite, this volume), where the use of humour
combined with (mock) journalism is the end in itself and not just the
means. Citing old jokes and using known stereotypes is relevant here,
but they are all in the service of something else: to ridicule the vain
and the visible of the society.

Humour tends to reveal the emptiness of its contemporary slogans.
Jokes have long ridiculed the meta-narratives and attacked the sacred
texts or actions. Another way of doing it is through parody, and this is
cleverly fulfilled in the format of TV comedy shows that imitate differ-
ent discourses. This makes a point above the obvious: it is no longer
only about mocking the target, but also about laughing at the (serious)
discourse itself. Combining different and at times contradicting genres
reveals the inherent pretensions and highlights the absurd. In the ar-
ticle describing the viewership of Lithuanian spoof news (Kavaliaus-
kaite, this volume), the genre is described as playing with both the
content and the form of the show for an innovational approach to so-
cial satire. There is no straightforward definition about the serious-
ness / funniness of the show. In a serious form (the news, interviews,
etc.), it makes fun of the public figures and simultaneously mocks
journalism on the whole. It also warns the viewer to take everything
in the mass media with a grain of salt. Similarly, it does not prioritise
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any issues and thus results in an implosion of themes and an inherent
generic ambivalence which further stresses the idea of playing with
norms, rules and narratives. At the same time, this laughter is not
only destructive. Stanoev (this volume) stresses that the idea that
carnivalisation is a universal strategy that at once criticises / re-
organises the existing power relations but also helps to maintain
them. Also in the (mostly Soviet-era) examples of poem parodies
(Lurie, this volume) there was a need to treat the object of parody with
a certain respect, retaining its metrical and syntactic structure and al-
tering only a few though crucial words. This is a technique that sub-
verts the authority from the inside and still acknowledges its reputa-
tion by choosing to address it in the first place.

The previous lines of argument may well give support to the idea
that post-socialist humour has developed much in the lines of the
global tendencies, producing hybrid genres and topics. It is appropri-
ate to account for the more unique features that are mentioned in the
articles of this volume. When comparing the socialist and post-
socialist periods, Chlopicki finds that the same techniques (mocking
irony and reduction to the absurd) are prevalent in both the pre- and
post-1990s. The style of humour has remained the same, although the
topics and focuses have changed. At the same time, Brzozowska no-
tices a decrease of “Polishness” in the contemporary jokes. The ques-
tion remains whether the post-socialist quality is evident in a specific
humorous discourse, or is it a solely formal characteristic to remember
or use the old Soviet jokes (or fragments of these) without much emo-
tional involvement in this type of humour. A specific feature of Rus-
sian post-socialist jokelore is certainly the existence of popular charac-
ters with their specific speech characteristics. The popularity of these
targets even seems to depend on whether it has been established in
the tradition as someone with a peculiar accent or use of vocabulary.
Arkhipova (in her article on jokes about Putin) describes the speech of
the Russian Federation’s former president Putin as a combination of
formal and colloquial registers which gives a possibility to use a wide
range of creative puns in jokes about Putin. Krikmann, but also Shme-
leva & Shmelev (this volume) investigate the character of the Esto-
nian (or more general, the image of the “Pribalt”) in Russian jokes and
describe the slowness of their speech as one of the identifying features.
Slowness in turn indicates the dullness of the mind and other negative
stereotypes, but the main attraction seems to lie in the possibility to
play with the speech of the joke character. Shmeleva & Shmelev ad-
dress the issue directly and come to an ambiguous conclusion that in

388



Conclusion

many cases, the joke targets about whom certain agreed stereotypes
and speech characteristics exist, can become popular (Chubais, Zhiri-
novski, Boris, Moisseev), and there are also those that still have not
aquired a ready conventional character or portait (e.g. Gryzlov and
Fradkov), but appear in numerous jokes. In other post-socialist re-
gions, the few existing speech characteristics are not stressed, which
may point at the tendency that playing with accents and styles is not
so common in the rest of Eastern Europe — an issue which will need
further attention.

A specifically post-socialist characteristic of humour is the above-
mentioned intertextuality created by the availability of different
frames of reference — though the old Soviet jokes are not topically
relevant, allusion to them may make a subtle point about contempo-
rary politics or other issues. For example, radio Yerevan jokes about
omitting or silencing the truth get recycled in the new context to con-
vey the essence of the contemporary propaganda language (Brzo-
zowska, this volume). In the case of old and widely known joke cycles
or types there is even no need to remind the listener about the whole
text of the joke, and an economic use of only the punch-line already
conveys the whole rich field of associations. Jokes are seen as being
recycled into a new context, resulting in a wider variety of interpreta-
tions, as also seen in a Polish TV-show (Chlopicki, this volume) or Es-
tonian political jokes (Laineste, this volume).

Functions

The function of jokes is not addressed directly in most of the articles of
this volume. From a more general perspective, most of the studies
suggest that jokes are a purposeful means of communication. The
most obvious regularity in joke patterns that refers to a functional
choice is the way jokes comment on the social reality, providing a rele-
vant ironic commentary to it (Arkhipova; Shmeleva & Shmelev; Nek-
lyudov; Laineste, this volume), but also approaching playfully to the
information in the daily news (Laineste; Kavaliauskaite, this volume).
The role of the jokes is revealed through their status and popularity in
the society. Jokes often target a group that is of some relevance to the
(ethnic or other) group telling it, reflecting ethnic, economic, cultural,
etc. tensions between those groups. Jokes may be used for the nations’
self-asserting behaviour, e.g. defining their “other” and hence feeling
superior, better and stronger as a nation.

Jokes can function as texts that enable self-identification and, si-
multaneously, the identification of the “other”. Ethnic jokes are often
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banned or sneered on because of their alleged hostility, a theme also
mentioned above in the section concerning the changing notion of cen-
sorship in Eastern Europe. Bringing them to the international arena
in the global society where every action can potentially gain interna-
tional voice and impact is risky indeed. But the existence of the global
audience has become inevitable due to the means of electronic com-
munication, the Internet. People have to get used to, and learn how to
cope with international slurs or different national styles of humour
(Ziv 1988: xii; Kuipers 2008). This dialogue is attainable if society is
informed and aware of the potential of ethnic, political and other
jokes, and if there is a felt need to deal with the differences in taste.
The main obstacle is the political discourse which evokes fear of “the
other” and implicitly fosters opposition between ethnic groups. In the
recent years, the politicians in the post-socialist region tend to stress
community values, insider-attitudes, and thus support nationalist
feelings (cf. Lokk 2003). That is visible especially in Eastern Europe,
where nationalism has historically acquired an almost mythical and
definitely positive value among its native inhabitants.

Stanoy Stanoev gets the closest of the current authors in describing
the function of jokes. He states that when looking at the specificity of
jokes in post-socialism, we must first start with Soviet jokes as the
most complicated example of the functional interaction of jokes and
the society. Not completely denying the most widely held belief that
Soviet humour was a “safety valve” or a diversionist act against the
regime, Stanoev stresses the communality factor of humour (see also
Arkhipova on jokes about Putin, this volume). Jokes also contribute to
(political and other) self-identification. People tell jokes to regain
power, especially in the context of greater alienation from the political
authority. Jokelore of the post-socialist period cannot be described
without taking into account the previous, socialist joke tradition be-
cause practices as well as their functions seem to merge and create a
unique fusion. The joke traditions from the two periods are in many
aspects very different (target choice, categories, politicised versus de-
politicised content, etc.; see also Laineste, this volume), but the way
they combine is specific only to the countries that have experienced
both of these periods.

The early post-Soviet years witnessed a renaissance of Soviet po-
litical humor, in which the uses and meanings of politicheskie anek-
doty changed, as it became a part of the past, a victorious rejoicing
over the present freedom, and a bit later, an expression of nostalgia.
In addition to that, there were translated / created jokes that invaded
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new areas, and laughed at things not possible in the Soviet era. Jokes
that flourished in the immediate post-Soviet context were a popular
attempt to reflect on the meaning of the Soviet experience (Krylova
1999: 247). Jokes also changed in the way of expression: no longer did
they have to be whispered, they were heard on big stages and publica-
tions. Dima Verner (cited in Gorny 2002: 304, Table 3), the founder of
the immensely popular joke site anekdot.ru, also notices the huge
popularity of all jokes, including the “bearded political jokes” being
sent to that web page during the first decade of its existence, which
was followed by a decline (and being replaced with something Gorny
terms as “personal stories” of comic quality, not political in essence,
ibid. 305). The articles here mention the more easy-going and enter-
taining atmosphere that accompanies the contemporary jokes and
draws them closer to the joke tradition from democratic countries. Da-
vies (this volume) even states that the similarities between post-
socialist countries are smaller than the differences, and their jokelore
bears an overall resemblance to that of democratic countries.

The abundance of jokes on the Internet shows that there must be
certain functionality in using the particular environment for sharing
humour - it is a tool for processing information, for discussing issues,
for expressing the otherwise inexpressible or unpermitted, etc. It is
also useful to point at what are the other things that jokes can inform
us about (e.g. forwarding jokes in e-mail as a form of bonding, Shifman
2007; Aro 2003; Salo, Zimmerbauer & Suutari 2005). Humour is also a
frequent “visitor” in other discourses to draw the interest of the audi-
ence. Advertising for example uses humour to make the product more
appealing, evoking positive emotions of the potential consumer. This
does not usually mean the exploitation of an entire joke text but in-
stead puns, humorous metaphors, fragments from known joke texts,
or other humorous syntactic or semantic features (see also Sutherland
& Silvester 2000: 168—177).

The post-socialist jokelore is, together with tightened rules for po-
litical correctness, approaching the democratic model of jokes in terms
of being an entertainment (be it on the Internet or elsewhere), as seen
in the analysis of humour on television (Chlopicki, this volume). Nev-
ertheless, the analysis of viewership by Kavaliauskaite (this volume)
suggests that to some extent, humour also carries an empowering, in-
formative and bonding role in contemporary comic broadcasting as
well.

*

391



Liisi Laineste

In order to bring together the previous paragraphs, the main lines of
development for Eastern European humour in terms of process, fea-
ture and function are broadly the following:

* Processes

1. The variety and amount of different joke targets / ethnic characters
has widened. It is also more globalised and in that way more similar
to the rest of the world. Though Chukchi jokes are still remembered,
their popularity was at its peak decades ago, and there is no reason for
it to be restored. The direction of joking (top-down, bottom-up) is an is-
sue that still needs to be studied, though it seems that mocking the
better-off pervades in this region, sometimes still intertwining the
ethnic and political dimensions in one joke.

2. As a parallel trend, there is an increase in the popularity of some
ethnic targets which usually are social / ethnic / other groups from the
same country (New Russians) or close neighbours (Estonians for Rus-
sians). This may well be taken as an example of de-globalisation in
folklore: jokes get translated literally, but almost as often as that they
are also translated culturally, by adjusting the plot to a locally known
target.

3. In the socialist context, just one dominant feature governed all
walks of life. The political control infused everything from work to
home, and this caused the jokes to primarily target the system
through pointing at its daily appearances in everything people got in-
volved with. This provided an endless supply of jokes. As a contrast,
the post-socialist societies display a diversity of equally important
themes or dominants instead of one — as a way of finding their
uniqueness, specificity, and identity as a nation and as a country.
Jokes have changed too, as there is great variation in targets and
themes. Both old Soviet (be it in the form of citations or other) and
new (translated etc.) jokes are present in post-socialist jokelore. This
provides a description of how jokes correspond to the society that tells
them. Folklore reflects not only its immediate social reality but may
also refer to the general mentality / atmosphere. We might even as-
sume that the post-socialist jokelore can be characterised by a greater
diversity of content than jokes in democratic societies where a certain
balance and focal points have been achieved.

4. Jokes in post-socialism still remain largely uncensored, and there is
a severe public opposition to censorship. Exercising censorship on
jokes can have controversial results, especially in post-socialism, be-
cause most still remember the fierce control over speech and thought
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from the Soviet period. The public arena for criticism was non-existent
and that fuelled jokes even more (see also Stanoev; Davies; Brzo-
zowska, this volume). Consequently, post-socialism is extremely sensi-
tive to all kinds of threats on nationality, independence, and personal
freedom.

* Features

1. Post-socialist jokelore displays intertextuality both in terms of form
and content. Humorous discourse cites (parts of) old Soviet jokes,
these may also be used in journalism or comic TV-shows; at the same
time, new (translated or recycled / updated) jokes are also popular.
Punch-lined jokes are used side by side with other formats, e.g. hu-
morous news programmes. Generic ambiguity in the service of the
comic effect is perhaps not specific to post-socialism as a period, but
this (in addition to mixing old and new lore, or extending the frames of
reference by citing punch-lines of old jokes) may be assumed to be
more visible in contemporary Eastern Europe as there is a fast-
developing acceptance of post-modern comic practices, but also the
reminiscence of a rich socialist joke tradition.

2. Through the same device, jokes fulfil their continuous role in de-
constructing the meta-narratives considered sacred or sincere, which
is a common feature in all humour.

3. In some cases the punch-lines are not meant to be funny but instead
illustrative. In this case, the original context of the joke matters, but
the citation aims not to remind the joke itself, but the more serious
frame of reference where the joke stems from. This mainly applies to
the (re-)use of old Soviet jokes. Fragments of jokes become frequently
used expressions (figurative speech) and continue their lives detached
from their original context.

4. On the basis of the articles, the most prevalent common feature of
Russian jokelore is the practice of using specific speech characteristics,
which in turn guarantee the popularity of these jokes. Using irony and
reduction to the absurd may be a unique aspect, displaying continuity
between Soviet and post-Soviet humour.

% Functions

1. The most general and obvious function of the joke is that it reacts to
its context in the most relevant way, searching out the themes that
are of most concern. The primary function of a joke seems to reflect
the attitudes of those who tell the jokes, perhaps in an attempt to
point at the shortcomings and in a way discuss these with others who
share the same worries. It allows a common language and creates
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close ties, especially in a society of high alienation from politics (like
the Soviet society was) where the distinction between “us” and “them”
divides the same society by their access to power.

2. Jokes from different (political) contexts differ. This leads us in turn
to their function: democracy is a relatively mild and easy environment
for jokes and as a result, the entertaining function of the joke starts to
dominate the scene. On the other hand, a totalitarian society (but also
other contexts where the conditions were severe and dominated by
fear and / or hatred) have bred and continue to breed jokes that were
not primarily entertaining, but carried multiple other functions (e.g.
criticism; described by Stanoev, this volume). The post-socialist
jokelore is, together with tightened rules for political correctness, ap-
proaching the democratic model of jokes in terms of being an enter-
tainment.

3. The cognitive function of jokes is the implicit element in many of the
studies in this volume, stating that jokes carry a role of coming to
terms with everyday reality, for example with troubling events in poli-
tics or information overload from different media (e.g. the Internet),
and change according to the needs of their contemporary environment.
They are a comment on the events and guide the members of the soci-
ety to a more playful understanding of the issues. Post-socialist hu-
mour also carries a strong entertainment quality and is used in differ-
ent contexts to draw the attention of the audience.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Observing continuities and change in post-socialist jokelore is opera-
tional for describing several societal phenomena. Some of these have
eclectically been addressed in the articles of this volume, and the pri-
mary direction for further research is thus to create a better designed
and integrated research project that would give more substantial re-
sults. This in turn will allow us to take the next step and compare not
only post-socialist societies, but include insight into other cultural and
political regions.

Our most important concern is that humour researchers are still
missing a comprehensive database of contemporary jokes, which
would contribute to validating the results of previous studies, give an
impulse for further studies, offer material for an international over-
view of developments and tendencies in post-socialist jokelore, etc.
Thus the primary task is to constitute a cross-cultural database that
should at first include the relevant publications, archive and Internet
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material from those post-socialist countries that by now have shown
their interest in the project (e.g. Russia, Estonia, Poland, Hungary,
Romania, Lithuania and Bulgaria). The international database of
jokes should include brief English summaries or abstracts of joke con-
tent as well as local cultural-historical information related to the joke
in order to conduct an informed comparison. This contextual data is
divided into two: 1) the immediate context (in the chatroom or other
environment) that gave rise to the joke, and 2) more general informa-
tion (the cultural data) that surrounds the joke on the societal level,
e.g. the topical news that explains its content etc. We must take into
account that, first of all, too rigid content-based categorisations are of-
ten quite unhelpful or can even obstruct the query. Recent theories on
humour categorisation (e.g. GTVH, General Theory of Verbal Humour;
Attardo & Raskin 1991, Attardo 1994) are too preliminary to be of
much use. However, some levels of joke attributes could be taken from
the GTVH, e.g. object of the joke (target, TA), genre or text type (nar-
rative strategy, NS). Upper level dimensions of joke texts (script oppo-
sition, SO and logical mechanism, LM) are still to a great extent
poorly defined and remain objects of scholarly discussions and empiri-
cal studies (see Davies 2004 and other contributions to the special is-
sue of Humor 2004, No. 4). And secondly, folkloric material poses im-
plicit temptations to treat the similarities of texts as a quality situated
above linguistic differences (and to analyse the redactions of a certain
plot unit, to trace the etymology and diachronic paths of the dissemi-
nation of joke texts, or to differentiate between prototypical and mar-
ginal versions, etc.). Nevertheless, we find it necessary to discriminate
the material first of all on the basis of language / country and only sec-
ondly on the level of distinct plots. Our previous experience with this
kind of material shows that according to the “Zipf rule” (cf. Krikmann
1997), there are only a small number of very frequent / productive
plots, and a large number of infrequent / “weak” ones. With respect to
database development, we should first specify the state of the sources
(printed and online). Then, a body of material with special attention
on plot items that are known in at least two languages will be col-
lected. This step will involve the digitalisation of printed sources and
creating a password-protected database management interface for in-
dividual partners which allows for adding and editing the material. A
proto-database that establishes the unified requirements and a list of
attributes for joke texts as well as a preliminary list of plot items can
be formed on the basis of the existing Estonian database, which still
lacks the English summaries for major plots. The database is both
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semantically and formally organised, using multiple relational tagging
in order to simplify both categorisation and retrieval later on. Both the
structure and the scope of the database must allow constant updating.
The database must be connected to a web site that provides the de-
scription of the project, its purposes and background, user-friendly en-
vironment for sending jokes to the database, and an open forum mod-
erated by project participants for discussions on related topics of hu-
mour and jokes, e.g. interethnic relations. For project members, a
newsgroup option will be designed, in addition to a medium for online
meetings and conferences. The portal could also provide a means for
contacting and getting feedback from the tradition-bearers directly, if
any gaps should appear in the database.

Deriving from the fact that there is no such cross-cultural source
for comparative research to date, we have an inconsistent overview of
the social and psychological functions of humour in different contexts.
The three basic topics of jokes (political, ethnic and sexual, as already
mentioned in Winick 1976) need to be analysed in socialism and post-
socialism (and later, also in Western democratic societies for compari-
son).

The search for local characteristics of jokelore and subculturalisa-
tion of jokes is happening simultaneously with the move towards glob-
alisation. This synchronic and two-directional movement is a univer-
sal trend that also needs closer examination in the context of the in-
creasingly multicultural Europe. This raises questions about the
status, content and main categories of jokes in post-socialism. Belin
(2002) and many others describe the diminishing tendency of telling
jokes compared to Soviet times. Jokes seem to merge into other cul-
tural phenomena (televised comedy shows rarely use the genre of
jokes, as was shown by Chlopicki, this volume), including advertising.
We can assume that there is a constant increasing drive towards indi-
vidual creativity (as opposed to anonymous collective creativity), a
move also referred to by the semiotician Yu. Lotman in his theorising
on the change in aesthetics (culture of synthesis versus culture of op-
position, Lotman 1964: 172 and onwards). Research on jokes has
shown that post-socialism has allowed an influx of innumerable trans-
lations and loans into local jokelore (Laineste 2005; Brzozowska 2007).
But at the same time, jokes about distinct groups of people (e.g. youth
subcultures) are becoming more culture-specific, using citations, un-
translatable puns etc. in their electronic (presumably also face-to-face)
communication (Lurie 2007; Shmelev & Shmeleva 2007). An analysis
of these trends can be done through analysing the Internet jokelore of
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specific subcultures (e.g. jokes of right-wing neo-Nazi movements, re-
ligious groups etc.), finding out the degree of globalisation (global joke
types and specific and/or untranslatable joke types) present in their
humorous online communication. The same steps can also be applied
to the database in order to find out the share of globally less (and lo-
cally more) frequent and thus more characteristic scripts of individual
post-socialist countries.

It is equally important to validate and explicate the alleged social,
political, and most of all ethnic intolerance in jokes. A recent change of
attitudes towards ethnic humour as being politically incorrect makes
this a highly relevant issue in humour studies, social psychology, poli-
tics etc. Existing literature has viewed ethnic humour as an aggres-
sion / mirth / indicator of mutual (cultural) awareness and contact.
Western European press has implicitly viewed ethnic humour as un-
desirable and inappropriate (Lewis 1997; 2008). Russian press (as de-
scribed in the research summarised at http://www.hro.org/editions /h_
speech/) publishes ethnic humour, pejorative ethnonyms and the like
with almost no reservations. Obviously what we are dealing with here
is a wide scale of texts, each positioned somewhere between intoler-
ance / hate and tolerance / mirth. We are still lacking (cognitive, social
psychological) instruments to assess the intensity of the hate compo-
nent that is dependent on a cultural-political context, demographic
and personal features of the joke-teller and the audience, content of
the humour, etc. It will be possible to analyse the compiled database,
giving a quantitative multi-dimensional overview of post-socialist
jokelore in all the relevant countries involved in the project regarding
the social (ethnic, gender, etc.) and political incentives to jokes, topi-
cality of jokes, changes in jokes (comparing socialist and post-socialist
period), proportion and characteristics of translations and loans be-
tween the jokes from the socialist and post-socialist periods (incl. pro-
portion of Soviet jokes in the material, new incentives and subjects of
jokes), and the intersections and overlaps of oral and Internet joke
traditions. All in all, after going through the initial phase of inserting
a representative amount of data in the pan-post-socialist database, the
primary outcome would be substantial scholarly research on Soviet
and post-socialist jokes in Eastern Europe (1950s — 2009). In addition
to semantic and ontological issues in post-socialist jokelore (e.g. waves
of popularity of different plots etc.), the problems of measuring the in-
tolerance of joke texts and other methodological questions concerning
the assessment of jokes, as well as the creation and maintenance of a
folkloristic database with international users, its advantages and bot-
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tlenecks should be addressed in front of an international academic au-
dience.

The future research attempts a step towards fulfilling the gaps in
research on the issues mentioned above (no comprehensive register of
contemporary jokelore from different countries which would attract in-
terdisciplinary research, and messy relations between public opinion,
jokes and hate speech) through the following tasks:

1. Create an international Internet portal of contemporary jokelore,

compiled by professional humour scholars, which will:

a) Include as many post-socialist countries as possible. The political
and ethnic categories of the jokes will be covered during the first
phase of this comprehensive database.

b) Provide an online platform for a dialogue, concerning the issues of
ethnicity, identity, multiculturalism, diversity, conflicts springing
from that etc. Interested public, interdisciplinary scholars, school-
children interested in jokes, etc., could be the primary participants
in the forum.

2. Analyse the compiled database, giving a quantitative multi-

dimensional overview covering the following factors:

a) Ethnicity (of the targets), geography (general geographical distribu-
tion of individual plots);

b) Political context and timeline (socialist versus post-socialist (versus,
in time, never-socialist countries);

¢) Source of the material (archive / publication / the Internet);

d) Text parameters (using the elements from the General Theory of
Verbal Humour and established archiving principles): genre, target
of the joke, other characters, situation, context, demographic data
of the joke-teller (if available).

Through these measures, the following questions can be addressed:

a) Has the popularity of joking (either oral joke-telling or spreading
through other means) increased or diminished, and what are the
respective situations in different countries?

b) If such tendencies can be identified, does the popularity tend to be
medium-specific, e.g. jokes are being “told” more likely in the
Internet and are disappearing from oral use (Internet-based joke-
telling should be analysed through questionnaires and interviews
with different age and social groups)? What is the situation in
other countries / contexts?

¢) How has the transition from socialism to post-socialism affected the
categories of ethnic and political jokes in general and in each coun-
try? Are ethnic jokes a diminishing genre?
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d) How has the transition from socialism to post-socialism affected the
power relations of different ethnic and political joke targets? (We
might propose that there is a clear difference between Russian and
other jokelore — the old Soviet jokes of Eastern Europe combined
and merged ethnic and political implications while Russian Soviet
jokes retained a difference between ethnic and political scripts in
jokes, and this has changed only in other countries and not in Rus-
sia). Has the situation altered in post-socialist Eastern Europe so
that ethnic and political aspects are becoming more differentiated?
What are the new political and ethnic targets of these countries
and in Russia? Are some post-socialist countries more inclined to
remember and recycle the old Soviet plots and how is it connected
with their contemporary political condition?

e) Russians now enjoy the jokes depicting New Russians, but what are
the relevant traditions and cycles in other post-socialist countries?
Who are the targets and what does it say about the conflicts or im-
balances of the society?

3. Point at interconnections and dependencies between tradition and
its cultural, political, demographical, and economic contexts, which
will help to give substantial explanations to processes in tradition and
cultural practices, e.g. the changes that jokelore has gone through dur-
ing the transition from socialism to post-socialism. The following ques-
tions should be addressed: What is the distribution and scope of differ-
ent joke scripts and has this changed alongside societal transforma-
tions? What are the proportions of loans, translations and untranslat-
able (punning) jokes and is it connected to specific subcultures or lan-
guages / cultural spaces (e.g. Russia)? What can we say about the
globalisation of traditions in this context? What are the tendencies to-
wards searching local specificity?

4. Get a more valid overview of jokes as an expression of hate, intoler-
ance or racism. Methods for assessing the possible hostility in humor-
ous material must be found, e.g. by using cognitive linguistic tools,
axiological analysis, psychological measures based on interviews and
tests, controlling the demographic variables (ethnicity, age, sex) in the
evaluation of humour.

Through the international database, made usable to international re-
searchers with the help of the English plot summaries, cross-cultural
(psychological, sociological, folkloristic, etc.) humour studies will get
an invaluable comprehensive and comparative material that allows for
making generalisations on jokes and the attached value systems,
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stereotypes and other factors that are reflected in jokelore. Ethnic and
political jokes mark only the start of the database and delineate its
primary structure as the final aim is to incorporate all themes and
categories of jokes in the region. The research will cast light on the so-
cial function of jokes that has by now only remained an issue of emo-
tional and largely subjective dispute.

We can predict that some “centroids” of similar development can be
detected in a more substantial and extensive study of the post-socialist
region. If we focus on only certain material (e.g. political jokes) and
analyse all the available countries from the perspective of that sub-
category, while standardising the questions asked from each contribu-
tor, the chances are high that we can see patterns of a different kind
in different parts of the region (Baltic countries, Russia, Central and
South-Eastern European countries etc.).

In considering how this body of work can be generalised to give an
overview of the present state of post-socialist research and most of all
the phenomena of post-socialist humour, we are only tentative. Espe-
cially concerning the general characteristics of the phenomena under
observation, the preliminary results are too varied and touch upon too
many different aspects to say anything substantial about the tradition
as a whole. But this being the first attempt on characterising the re-
spective region in terms of jokelore, we believe that the compendium
does give a noteworthy picture about the current trends in jokes (and
humour research in general) in Eastern Europe. This result should not
be underestimated, as such cross-cultural research in post-socialist
humour is among the pioneers in the field (for research in Russian
post-socialist humour, see Graham & Mesropova 2008, and the forth-
coming special issue of the Russian Journal of Communication, sum-
mer 2009).

Notes

1. Russia, Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Lithuania, Estonia.

2. Other studies state that the role of the Internet in promoting active and
informed citizenship is minimal. In fact, those who use the Internet fre-
quently for entertainment purposes are less likely to feel efficacious about
their potential role in the democratic process (Kenski & Stroud 2006).
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