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List of Phonemic Symbols for Arabic Transliteration

A.Consonants

Consonant Symbol Description

b Voiced bilabial stop

t Voiceless dento-alveolar stop

Voiceless inter-dental fricative

j Voiced post-alveolar affricate

Voiceless pharyngeal fricative

x Voiceless velar fricative

d Voiced dento-alveolar stop

ð Voiced inter-dental fricative

r Voiced alveo-palatal trill

z Voiced alveolar fricative

s Voiceless alveolar fricative

š Voiceless alveo-palatal fricative

Voiceless alveolar emphatic fricative

Voiced dento-alveolar emphatic stop

Voiceless dento-alveolar emphatic stop

Voiced inter-dental emphatic fricative

Voiced pharyngeal fricative

Voiced velar fricative
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f Voiceless labio-dental fricative
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)( g Voiced velar stop

l Voiced alveolar lateral

m Voiced bilabial nasal

n Voiced alveolar nasal
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y Non-syllabic palatal approximant
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B. Vowels

Vowel Symbol Description

a Short low front unrounded

aa Long low front unrounded

u Short high back rounded

uu Long high back rounded

i Short high front unrounded

ii Long high front unrounded

)(
oo Long low back rounded

ee Long mid front unrounded
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Abstract

Alkinj, Marwa Mahmoud.  A Socio-pragmatic Study of Humor as an Effective 

Political Tool: The Case of the 2011 Egyptian Revolt.  Master of Arts in 

Linguistics, Yarmouk University, 2012.  (Supervisor: Prof. Yousef Bader).

This study investigates the use of humor as a political tool. It aims, on the 

one hand, at analyzing the linguistic and paralinguistic tools used to achieve 

political humor, and, on the other, it attempts to define the functions served by 

political humor in the recent Egyptian Revolt.  Thus, it explores the relationship 

between language, humor, society and politics.

       This study is significant since it is the first one to deal with political humor 

in recent Arab revolts like the Tunisian and Egyptian ones of 2011.  In addition, 

no studies have been done on humor employed to enhance political action; 

hence, this topic is worth investigating since studying it fills a gap in socio-

pragmatic studies by depending mainly on electronic media.  

        In order to provide authentic material, the slogans that indicated humor and 

were raised by the Egyptians during their recent revolt were collected from 

videos transmitted on electronic social tools such as Youtube and Facebook.

Then they were analyzed from linguistic, paralinguistic and pragmatic aspects.  

This study has come up with the conclusion that it is impossible to form a 

real synthesis of incongruity, superiority and release theories because each joke 
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has different devices to help escalate political action during the revolt calling 

for Hosni Mubarak’s stepping down.  Jokes consisted of an overlap of single 

criteria taken from these three theories.  The overall investigation of the data 

revealed that varied strategies of humor were used to achieve humor and 

political action.  Having dealt with the linguistic, paralinguistic and pragmatic 

structures of the slogans, the study has come up with the conclusion that most of 

the jokes analyzed create humor through the incongruity expressed by the punch 

lines which indicate the demonstrators’ intentions.

It has been found that there are six syntactic structures of jokes such as 

statements, imperatives, incomplete sentences, negatives, exclamations and 

interrogatives.  Structures mostly used were statements and imperatives.  

Semantically, jokes included four tools: punning, repetition, ambiguity and 

wordplay.  The analysis has identified eleven pragmatic functions for jokes.  

Order was the most dominant followed by the use of technology and news 

media which constituted (17.14%) of the overall number of slogans.  

Implication and allusion, hyperbole, threatening, determination, satire, 

suggesting, challenging and religious meaning follow in this order.

Key words: Humor, Political humor, Incongruity Theory, Paralinguistics.
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Chapter One
Introductory Background

1.1 Introduction 
     In observing the way we act in everyday life, we realize that all of us 

react with humor and laughter in most situations.  Therefore, humor 

represents a central aspect of our daily life and it is a fact that all humans 

naturally participate in a humorous way, which justifies Oring’s (2003: x)

point of view when categorizing humor as “cultural universals” that 

represents “a condition of our humanity” 

     Humor is a form of language which has multiple functions to serve: one 

function is to express emotions, and another is to communicate ideas as it is 

considered a social device.  T.S. Eliot says that “humor is a way for saying 

something serious”.  Humor has become the voice of people which can be 

used in different contexts and on different occasions, even political ones 

the way it was by the

Egyptians during the recent 2011 revolt at Tahrir Square, it may highlight 

solidarity and shared identity.

     Aristotle, Socrates, and Aristophanes put politics and humor in 

an opposition (Dmitriev 2006) that has been beneficial in the study 

of the bond between politics and humor (Schutz 1995; Speier 1998; 
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Rose 2001-2002).  Accordingly humor has been a familiar tool for 

expressing the feelings of hostility towards repressive regimes and 

because of this kind of regimes jokes are excluded from the mass 

media (Davies 2007b).  Despite the nature of the context through 

which political jokes appear, they can appear frequently in identical 

forms in different times and among different people (Speier 1998).

     Raskin (1985) (cited in Badarneh 2011: 306) also assumes the 

opposition in political humor “between the script for what the subject of the 

joke is supposed to be and the script for what it actually is”. What is so 

special about political humor is that it is considered as a “topical humor” 

since it deals with specific “topics that have no personal or social 

implications” (Ibid.). This notion is supported by Raskin (1985: 222):

The typical message of a political joke is that a particular 

leader or political figure, a political group, its ideas, or the

entire way of life are not what they are supposed or 

purported to be.  The opposition between the script for 

what they are supposed to be and the script for what they 

actually are is the opposition which forms the joke.  

Usually, the former script presents the target as “good”, or 

proper, and the latter script sees it as “bad”, or important, in 

a certain way.
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      Most people avoid talking directly about politics; therefore, they look 

for ways through which politics can be approached.  In the case of 

Egyptians and their recent revolt, they made use of humor to convey 

messages to the authorities.  Humor makes sensitive topics more 

approachable and it works in different contexts as it simplifies complex 

subjects and drives home points of view (Simpson 2003: 1).

     This study is a case study of contemporary Arab political humor, 

especially humor that was utilized by the Egyptians during their recent 

revolt which had started on January 25, 2011.  Egyptians are known to be

lovers of the social and the humorous, and their sense of humor is manifest 

in their social gatherings, tales, civil and religious celebrations, songs, 

jokes, cartoons and spontaneous wit.  One more time, they made use of their 

sense of humor, this innate device, to make fun of the previous president, 

Hosni Mubarak.  Making fun of “oppressive” authorities has been an 

essential part of Egyptian life since the Pharaohs.  While Egyptians may be 

powerless to change their rulers, they do have extensive freedom to mock

(Al Amrani 2011).  One joke one can tell was played off Mubarak’s 

decision not to appoint a vice president than himself to the presidency:

When Nasser became president, he wanted a vice president 

stupider than himself to avoid a challenge, so he chose Sadat.  

When Sadat became president, he chose Mubarak for the same 
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reason.  But Mubarak has no vice president because there is no 

one in Egypt stupider than he is.

      This thesis is intended to expand our understanding of people’s

especially Egyptians’ use of humor as a stimulus for some action by 

examining the stylistic and pragmatic characteristics of humor that was 

apparent at Tahrir Square in Cairo, Egypt, and how these characteristics 

help escalate political action and eventually met rebels’ demands.  There is 

also going to be room for discussing the linguistic and paralinguistic tools 

used to achieve political humor.

1.2 Theories of Humor

     This part surveys the most salient types of theories that studied humor 

according to different cultures.  What is worth mentioning in this regard is 

that it is difficult to find a theory capable of answering all questions any 

theory of humor should answer.  Some questions attempt at defining humor, 

whereas others attempt at modifying common features necessary for 

something to have so that it can be considered funny.  Other questions are 

tackled to mark the psychological features of humor (Smuts 2010).   Each

theory can answer some questions but not all.

     Attardo (1994: 1) lists three types of theories used in the study of humor: 

essentialist theories, teleological theories and substantialist theories.  
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Essentialist theories of humor provide necessary and sufficient conditions 

for a phenomenon to occur, i.e., they draw the lines that make the 

phenomenon. Identifying the goals of a phenomenon and how the 

mechanisms of each phenomenon interact with its goals is the business of 

teleological theories.  Whereas finding the unifying factor for the 

explanation of the phenomenon is the substantialist theories’ goal.

Linguistic theories of humor are either essentialist or teleological 

(sociolinguistic approach).  This way a scholar of humor can differentiate 

linguistic theories of humor from sociological, literary and psychological 

approaches from which the incongruity theories in psychology are excluded 

since its cognitive accounts of the mechanisms of humor are essentialist, 

otherwise, the psychological and sociological theories of humor are 

substantialist such as aggressiveness, superiority or inferiority (Ibid.).

1.3 Humor throughout History

Humor was first dealt with by the ancient Greeks.  It was considered by 

Plato as a bad or negative trait that must be avoided in his Republic since he 

classified it in the field of “ridiculous” and everything that “lacks self-

knowledge, is defined as ridiculous” (Attardo 1994: 19).  It is observed that 

Plato’s position on humor is identical to the “ambivalence theory” which 
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suggests that humor “arises from the perception of two contrasting feelings” 

(Ibid.).

     Aristotle’s definition of humor goes side by side with the superiority 

theories.  Aristotle takes in consideration the important and useful aspects 

of humor that is a “stimulation” of the soul (Attardo 1994: 20).  Moreover, 

humor has a practical function of defending the “argumentation of the 

orator” (Ibid.).  Aristotle’s position on humor matches the incongruity 

theories because when humor was defined by him as “something bad”, this 

was meant to be as something “unbefitting, out of place, thus not 

necessarily ‘evil’” (Ibid.48).

     Theophrastus is one of the major contributors to the theory of humor 

since he was the one who introduced the “comic of character” (Attardo 

1994: 22).  His theory, the “characters theory”, that analyses the characters 

in order to define its qualities and one of which is comedy (Ibid.), benefits

literary studies which involve character analysis, rather than it does 

linguistically.

     The Latins’ contributions to humor were represented by the works of 

Cicero and Quintilian.  The former, in the De Oratore (of the Orator), deals 

with different matters related to humor, its origin, and its appropriateness to

be used by the orator and questions the genre of humor.  Quintilian 
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attributes the difficulty of studying humor to its aggressive nature (Attardo 

1994: 30).  He also suggests a “tripartite division of the subject of humor” 

as follows “the others, ourselves, or a neutral […] category which involves 

neither of the above”.  When others are the subject of humor, they are told 

that they have done something wrong through humor or even they are 

praised or refuted (Ibid.: 31) and this reflects the multiple social uses of 

humor.  When concerning humor and the subject is ourselves, Quintilian (ca 

35- ca 100 AD) suggests that if the act is “done out of the imprudence”, it is

“considered a blunder” but “if we fake it”, it is funny (Ibid.).

     When moving to the Middle Ages, few were theorizing on humor but

John Tzelezes (1110-1185) tackled humor for pedagogical purposes in a 

poem that is all about comic poetry (Cooper 1923: 97-98).

     One of the most important treatises on humor is by Madius (1564) (cited 

in Herrick 1950: 41) who was concerned with the physiology of humor.  He 

points out the fact that laughter is related to the heart and genitals because, 

according to anatomy, they are the two parts of the body not connected or 

controlled by reason (Herrick 1950: 50-52).  Madius also questioned humor 

psychologically and found out that there must be an element of surprise or 

incongruity in humor (Attardo 1994: 39).
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1.4 Modern Theories of Humor

     The modern thought of humor was elaborated because of the division of 

disciplines, thus the methodology through which humor was examined was 

affected.  Humor was elaborated within the framework of a single discipline 

(Attardo 1994: 45).

     Both the Classical and Renaissance theories of humor did not explain the 

phenomenon of humor; what they did is considered a description rather than 

an explanation (Attardo 1994: 46).  Humor was not examined from a 

linguistic point of view until the 19th century and when scholars dealt with 

the linguistics of humor; they only included puns, but on the other hand,

Bergson and Freud were the pioneers in introducing humor with modern 

thoughts (Attardo 1994: 46).  There are three families of humor theories:

incongruity theories (Raskin 1985: 31-36), hostility/ disparagement 

(aggression, superiority, triumph, derision) theories (Ibid.: 36-38), and 

release theories of humor (sublimation, liberation).

1.4.1 Incongruity Theories

     This kind of thought was adopted mainly by Kant (1742-1804) (Morreal 

1987: 45-50) and Schopenhauer (1788-1860) (Morreal 1987: 51-64).  

Incongruity theories indicate that “attention is usually drawn to the 
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suddenness of the transformation into nothing” (Attardo 1994: 48).  

McGhee’s straightforward definition of incongruity is as follows:

The notion of congruity and incongruity refers to the 

relationships         

between components of an object, event, idea, social expectation         

and so forth.  When the arrangement of the constituent element            

of an event is incompatible with the normal or expected pattern,           

the event is perceived as incongruous (Ibid.).

Incongruity theories focus on the cognitive element of humor.  Many 

researchers see incongruity as the essential element in eliciting humor.  

Wilson (1979: 9) explains the term “incongruity” in that the components of 

a joke are in clash, conflict or contradiction and, therefore, humor results 

from what the recipient expects to happen and what actually happens.  

Consequently, incongruity involves a time of surprise that results from the 

clash of two contrastive meanings.  Nerhardt (1977: 47) considers humor to 

be the “consequence of discrepancy between two mental representations, 

one of which is an expectation and the other is some other idea or a 

percept”.

     According to Raskin (1985) and Attardo (2001), incongruity refers to the 

cognitive consequences of humor and the emphasis is on the contrastive 

meanings of the joke. Things are incongruent per se; they must occur in 

situations that the joke itself indicates (Attardo and Chabanne 1992: 169).  
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Morreal (1987: 52) states that laughter is the result of this incongruity, and 

this agrees with Schopenhauer who indicates that the greater the incongruity 

is, the greater the ludicrous is (1987: 52).

     Among the researchers who have dealt with the element of incongruity 

in jokes are Willman (1940), Koestler (1969), Suls (1972, 1977), Shultz 

(1972, 1976) and McGhee (1972).  Willman (1940: 72) states that humor 

results from the union of two ideas that involve some sort of contradiction 

or incongruity.  Shultz (1972, 1976) and Suls (1972, 1977) debate whether 

incongruity is a sufficient condition for humor or whether its resolution also 

plays an important part in it.  To them, incongruity represents only a first 

stage which must be followed by the resolution of this incongruity in order 

to elicit humor on the recipients’ parts.  It is obvious that a good joke tries 

to put the recipient on the wrong track in order to surprise him\her through

the revolution of the punch line.  After realizing the incongruity, the 

recipient tries to resolve it in order to be able to make sense of the punch 

line.                  

1.4.2 Hostility Theories

     Thomas Hobbes proposes the notion that “laughter arises from a sense of 

superiority of the laugher towards some object […]” (Attardo 1994: 49) and

Bergson is one of the proponents to this approach.  This theory, on the one 
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hand, stresses the aggressive element of humor and, on the other, highlights 

the “interpersonal, social aspect of humor” (Raskin 1985: 36-38), thus, this 

kind of theory is interested in the “sociolinguistics of humor” (Attardo 

1994: 50).    

Hostility theories are also known as disparagement theories (Suls 1977), 

derision theories (MacHovec 1988), superiority theories (Morreal 1987) or 

disappointment theories (Allen 1998: 10).  When going back to Plato’s and 

Aristotle’s early work, we notice that they viewed the negative side of 

humor which is used to disparage and humiliate specific opponents.  They 

emphasize that laughter is a means of power which causes superiority when 

it addresses the faults of other people who consequently become inferior.  

Plato said that amusement is “a kind of malice toward powerless people” (in 

Morreal 1987: 10).  Aristotle’s definition of humor indicates the element of 

hostility as he defines humor as “enjoyment of the misfortune of others due 

to a momentary feeling of superiority or gratified vanity that we ourselves 

are not in the predicament observed”.  For Hobbes (1999) (cited in Eastman 

1922: 33), who was a political philosopher, humor serves as a means of 

expressing power and control in social domains such as politics.  Humor is 

also used in the same sense when it is thought of as a regular means of 

expressing power and superiority over those we dislike.
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     Bergson (1911) can be considered one of the strongest proponents of the 

hostility theory.  According to him, “the purpose of laughter is to remove 

encrustation through humiliation, and thus promote free, well-adapted 

behavior” (in Morreal 1987: 117).  Disparagement theories are “those 

theories of humor based on the observation that we laugh at other people’s 

infirmities, particularly those of our enemies” (Suls 1977: 41).  To 

conclude, laughter can be used as a means of expressing superiority over 

the inferior people and accordingly replaces a physical violence with a 

verbal attack (MacHovec 1988: 31).  In general, humor increases when the 

target of the joke is someone or group of persons we do not like.        

1.4.3 Release Theory 

     This theory is mostly a psychological theory of humor that could be 

traced back to Freud who asserted that there is a bond between the 

unconscious and jokes.  The core of this theory is that humor “releases 

tensions, psychic energy, or that humor releases one from inhibitions, 

conventions and laws” (Attardo 1994: 50).  This also applies to linguistics 

because humor indicates relief from the constraints of language and this is 

actually the business of puns.  Because of Freud’s great contribution to 

humor and linguistics, his position of humor which matches the release 

theory is going to be talked about in an independent section of this study.                              
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     There are also other theories of humor, like the literary and 

physiological, that are less related to linguistics because they are concerned 

with the physiological causes of humor and laughter rather than what is 

funny (Ibid.: 52).

1.4.3.1 Freud

     Freud was the first to work on real humorous texts and he started to 

formulate the psychoanalytic theory of humor since he considered laughter 

to be “an outlet for psychic or nervous energy” (Morreal 1987: 111).  

According to the latter, Freud distinguishes three situations in which 

laughter might be revealed: jokes or wit, the comic situation, and the 

humorous situation, which all contain a psychic energy which releases 

emotions.  Freud also comes up with twenty different categories and details

the humorous techniques they employ.  Besides, he introduces two forms of 

joking: innocent and tendentious jokes.  The latter has two functions: either 

to express hostility and aggressiveness or obscenity and exposure.  He 

defines tendentious joke as a joke that displays aggression.  He lists three 

different categories of tendentious jokes: “exposing or obscene jokes, 

aggressive (hostile) joke, [and] cynical (critical, blasphemous) jokes” 

(Freud, cited in Morreal 1987: 137).  Hostile jokes can be used to attack 

other people and express aggression, defense and dominance.  Whereas 
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tendentious jokes display aggression, innocent jokes never threaten their 

listeners but rather elicit enjoyment (Ibid. 147).  

1.5 The General Linguistic Theories of Verbal Humor

     Raskin (1985) deals with the semantic script-based theory of humor 

(SSTH) which paves the way for Attardo a few years later to formulize the 

general theory of verbal humor (GTVH) (Attardo and Raskin 1991).  Both 

theories are influential in the analysis of verbal humor. 

1.5.1 The Semantic Script-based Theory of Humor 

     Raskin (1985) introduces the concept of the script and defines it as the 

meaning of the text of the joke.  This script provides information about an 

object, an action, or an event and reveals the structures of an entity by 

dealing with its parts, describing how an activity is done, or how a 

relationship is organized (1985: 81).  Raskin also explains his theory as 

follows:

A text can be characterized as a single- joke- carrying text 

if both of the conditions […] are satisfied.  1)  The text is 

compatible, fully or in part, with two different scripts.  2) 

The two scripts with which the text is compatible are 

opposite […].  The two scripts with which some texts is 

compatible are said to overlap fully or in part on this text.  

(p. 99)
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The first condition means that the joke consists of an initial part which can 

be subject to two possible explanations.  For the recipient- a reader or a 

listener- one of these interpretations seems to be more obvious than the 

second one.  In a quite surprising way, the last part of the joke brings the 

second possibility of interpretation closer to the recipient’s consciousness.  

The second condition means that the two scripts must be opposed and this 

contrast which can be achieved by situational, contextual, or local antonyms 

plays a central role in the joke.  Therefore, a funny text to Raskin is that one 

that has two different or contrasting texts that stand in opposition to each 

other.

1.5.2 The General Theory of Verbal Humor 

     The General Theory of Verbal Humor was developed by Raskin and 

Attardo in (1991) and it is a follow-up of Raskin’s SSTH.  It indicates that 

a joke is a construction of six knowledge resources which are:

1) Script opposition which Raskin introduced in SSTH.

2) The logical mechanism which embodies a local logic and deals with 

the way in which the two scripts in a joke are brought together.

3) The situation which describes the people playing roles in the jokes, 

the objects, and the location of the joke.
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4) The target which describes the person or group of people at whom 

the joke is aimed and who or which are ridiculed or attacked.

5) The narrative strategy that identifies the style used to represent the 

joke (e.g. a dialogue, a riddle, a narrative, etc.).

6) The language which represents all the words and other linguistic 

units used in the text.                                                    

1.6 Definitions of Humor

     There is abundance in the terms used to refer to humor just like “humor, 

laughter, the comic, the ludicrous, the funny, joke, wit” (Raskin 1985: 8).  

Raskin also states that researchers haven’t come to a terminological 

agreement, where they try to set a taxonomy depending on the differences 

that occur among the previously mentioned terms (Ibid.: 2).Moreover, there 

has been little consensus about what humor is because of its 

interdisciplinary nature, since it can be tackled from a philosophical, 

psychological, sociological or literary aspect.  Thus, each discipline 

attempts at defining humor according to its principles (Smuts 2009).  

Morreal (1987: 54) also has a distinction: “laughter results from a pleasant 

psychological shift, whereas, humor arises from a cognitive shift”.  

Laughter is a psychological process that has some characteristics.  The 

comic is a professionally produced source of humor, “a generic element of 
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various art forms” (Smuts 2010).  Kant (quoted in Arnold 2009: 9), defines 

laughter as “an affect”- an affect means a feeling of pleasure or displeasure-

“resulting from the sudden transformation of heightened expectation into 

nothing”.  Ross has stated in her straightforward definition that humor is 

something that makes a person laugh or smile (1998: 1).  Canestrai (2010)

approaches humor in terms of linguistics and considers humor a “feature of 

the text expressed through determined semantic and pragmatic parameters” 

(329).                                                                             

      Humor to Raskin is a “universal trait” (1985: 2) although people differ 

widely in their tastes of what kind of humor they favor. The cartoonist 

Joaquin Salvador Lavado who is better known as Quino says as an answer 

to a question on the universality of humor in an interview of his that he 

believes that humor is universal though local connotations vary:

I’ve heard it said that a North American actor became so 

enamoured of a certain form of Japanese humor that he 

decided to learn Japanese and export it to the United States.  

When a Japanese joke mentions cherry pie, he talks about 

pizza instead so that his audience can get the point (Kuntz 

2000).

Humor is also the tendency of particular cognitive experiences to 

provoke laughter and amusement.  Arnold sees humor as “pleasurable 

effective responses to the contingency of experience, an affect which can 
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infuse political judgment and open the possibility of a more affirmative 

democratic politics” (2009: 7).  

      On the other hand, Schutz (quoted in Badarneh 2011: 306) believes that 

humor is a “reaction to the greatest concentration of power in society and as 

a sublimation of aggression”.  The former description of humor prescribes 

the case of the Egyptian demonstrators who used humor as a tool which 

helped achieve several goals; to them humor was a last resort because of 

many social and political factors.  The present thesis is looking attentively 

toward highlighting these factors (Marquez 2010: 468).  “Humor can be 

regarded as an important weapon in conflictive interpersonal relationships” 

(Ibid.: 469).                                               

1.7 Types of Political Humor

      The target of political humor is “political leaders, professional 

politicians, or elected representatives as well as political institutions, 

groups, and parties” (Raskin 1985: 222). In addition, it takes the form of 

jokes, anecdotes, satires, cartoons and caricatures (Schutz 1977: 24).  

Raskin (1985) also suggests two major classes of political humor: one

“denigrates a person, a group, an idea, or the whole society” (Ibid.); the 

other is targeted toward “a political regime as a whole and contains a 

reference to an event or series of events which are not widely publicized, 
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and quite often actively suppressed by the regime” (Ibid.).  The first type of 

political humor is given the name “denigration jokes” and the second type is 

given the name “exposure jokes”.  Denigration jokes are of three 

subclasses.  Exposure jokes are of four subclasses depending on the kind of 

the “exposed material” (Ibid.).  There are some motivations for denigrating 

some politicians.  One motive is the unsuitability of the person; he/she is 

not the proper person for the proper place because of “ignorance or 

incompetence” (Ibid.: 223).  Another reason for attacking politicians is their 

corrupt personalities. One may think that the incongruity is the reason for 

considering this act humorous since politicians are supposed to be people of 

good moral characters where in reality they are the opposite.  One different 

way for denigrating and making fun of politicians is the use of the “sexual/ 

nonsexual opposition”. What is humorous in this is that political figures are 

not thought of in a sexual way.  Introducing the political figure who must be 

a profound figure as unknown is another style through which politicians can 

be denigrated.  We have to notice that the target here is treated as a non –

private person.                                                            

     When moving to the other class of political humor that aims at 

denigrating the entire political regime, a group of types that can fulfill this 

goal are mentioned here.  One way is similar to that one used in denigrating 
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one particular political figure; that is, the political group is not what it is 

supposed to be; it is allusive.  Politicians and leaders should act the role of 

the custodian to the people, who they are in charge of, but when they start 

killing, torturing and victimizing their people, here falls irony.  The target in 

this specific type of political humor is not meant to be an individual (Raskin 

1985: 226-228).                                                  

    Furthermore, an idea or slogan could be denigrated and the target in this 

case is not personified because it is an abstract idea.  The characteristics of 

this kind are a combination of the characteristics of the two previous ones.  

Therefore, the idea denigrated is the exact opposite of what is purported to 

be.  This kind is “allusive” (Ibid.: 229).                                                                                    

     One more type of political humor pops out when the nature of repressive 

regimes is exposed.  A feature of repressive regimes is the “lack of political 

freedom and civil liberties” (Ibid.: 233) and this contradicts the image they 

introduce as good fulfillers of people’s demands. They initiate promoting 

this lie as an attempt to conceal reality (Ibid.: 234).                                          

1.8 The Role of Political Humor

     Political humor is a reaction to the concentration of power in society and 

it is “a sublimation of aggression, a safe release for aggressiveness against 

superior force” (Schutz 1977: 8), and since politics is a war of words (Ibid.),
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and in this sense it is similar to humor; in that wordplay is the essence of 

humor, it becomes a home for humor.  One of the theories that have studied 

humor is the release theory that makes of humor a way to vent restrictions, 

social or economical because of the strict laws imposed upon them by the 

aggressive regimes.  Therefore, a natural reaction towards these restrictions 

is to make fun of politicians as they are the ones who practice these 

aggressive acts over their subjects (Schutz 1977).  Ziv (1984: 360) refers to 

political humor as “an instrument of self-respect and the spirit of freedom” 

that is used by a nation that “finds itself under occupation or oppression 

without any means of fighting back”.  Political jokes have one feature in 

common; that is, they question the “legitimacy of the political system” 

(Badarneh 2011: 307).  Furthermore, many studies on humor have found 

that this kind of humor is considered as a kind of “protest that seeks to 

affect political and social change” (Ibid.: 307).

     The works of Dundes (1971), Pi-Sunyer (1977), Draitser (1978),

Kishtainy (1985), Harris and Rabinovich (1995), and Oring (2004)

collectively point out the effective role of political humor that leads to a 

political and social change.  On the other hand, Billing (2005) suggests an 

opposite point of view.  He believes that political humor succeeds neither in 
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leading to change nor in demolishing the commonest social and political 

norms.

1.9 Paralinguistic Tools

Jokes can be made in linguistic or paralinguistic ways like cartoons, 

videos and body language.  This section sheds light on certain aspects of 

paralinguistic tools. Paralinguistic features can be defined as the “features 

of the spoken language found outside the actual sounds being made” (Aliyu 

2008).  These features include facial expressions, head movements, hand 

gestures and eye movements.  Quast (2001) defines paralinguistics as the 

signals of affective information through regulations. According to Quast

(2001), information in the speech signal is communicated on three different 

channels; the linguistic, paralinguistic, and extralinguistic channels.  The 

actual meaning of the words is thought of as linguistic information.  

Information about the speaker’s basic state includes the size of the 

speaker’s body and vocal tract, and the culture of the speaker, such as the 

use and range of pitch movements throughout an utterance.  The 

paralinguistic channels carry information about changes that last for a very 

short time in the usual extralinguistic baseline, such as whispering in a 

situation that calls for silence.
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     Since paralinguistic features have an impact on the efficiency of spoken 

messages, this study devotes some of its space for decoding such 

paralinguistic features used in this revolt.  Therefore, one should understand 

these features in order to obtain the right messages conveyed; otherwise, the 

purpose of communication fails (Shams and ElSaadany 2008).  These 

features are important communication tools and all human beings and some 

animals employ them.  In addition, these are the tools that many people fall 

back on when other forms of communication breakdown, sometimes quite 

amusingly, especially in situation where human beings do not speak the 

language at all.  Thus, effective use of these features will enhance fluency, 

and perhaps these features may be what one relies on when other 

communication tools fail (Aliyu 2008).

1.10 The Egyptian Revolt

     The eighteen-day protest that was predominantly peaceful in nature, 

though it was not totally without violence, sat in Cairo, Alexandria and in 

other cities in Egypt on January 25, 2011 until February 11, 2011 when

President Hosni Mubarak resigned from office.  The revolution was a result 

of many factors, most of which were political and legal issues including 

police brutality, state of emergency law, lack of free elections and freedom 

of speech, and uncontrollable corruption.  Economic issues included high 
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unemployment, food price inflation, and low minimum wages.  

Demonstrators’ demands were the end of Mubarak’s regime, end of

emergency law, freedom, justice and a responsive non-military government.  

Mubarak’s early reaction was dissolving the government and appointing 

Omar Suleiman, a military figure and former head of the Egyptian General 

Intelligence Directorate, as vice-president in an attempt to “appease the 

demonstrators” (Rabbani 2011), and Ahmad Shafik, aviation minister, to 

form a government.  But these efforts did not succeed to appease the 

demonstrators, who were only satisfied when Mubarak resigned on 

February11.

1.11 Statement of the Problem

     Humor serves a wide range of functions which have been investigated 

from various social and linguistic perspectives; however, political humor in 

the Arab World is a new phenomenon which has mainly arrived with the 

recent 2011 Arab revolts and has not been fully researched. The uses of 

humor in political life during the January 2011 Egyptian Revolt against the 

regime of the former President Hosni Mubarak constitute the problem this 

study attempts to investigate.  As fully noticed by many, this revolt was 

accompanied by many jokes and anecdotes published mainly on Internet 

sites like YouTube and Facebook.  Let us consider the following jokes:
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1) Some make fun of Mubarak’s persistence in holding to power, so a              

protestor holds a sign saying “Mubarak, leave so I can go home and get my 

hair cut”.

2) Another sign read “Since you, Mubarak, are a Pharaoh, we are 

writing you in hieroglyphics, so that you might understand and leave”.

These and other jokes need a social and pragmatic analysis to determine 

their political significance. 

1.12 Purpose of the Study

The objectives of this study are the following:

1) Analyzing the linguistic and paralinguistic tools used to achieve 

political humor.

2) Defining the functions served by political humor in the recent 

Egyptian Revolution.

3) Exploring the relationship between humor, society, culture and 

politics.

4) Indentifying the extent to which the banners create humor out of 

incongruity (by means of a clash of contrastive meanings) and 

disappointment (by means of a surprising ending that the recipient does not 

expect).
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5) Identifying the extent to which the jokes express aggressiveness and 

disparagement.  In other words, to what extent are the jokes covered by the 

superiority theories? 

1.13 Significance of the Study

     This is the first study that deals with political humor in the recent Arab 

Revolts like the Tunisian and Egyptian ones of 2011.  Previous studies have 

dealt with aspects of humor from a sociolinguistic point of view.  However, 

to the best of the researcher's knowledge, no studies have been done on 

humor that is employed to enhance political action; hence, this topic is 

worth investigating since it fills a gap in socio-pragmatic studies.  The study 

is also significant because it opens the door for analysis of humor and 

slogans raised in the recent Arab uprisings like the Yemeni and Syrian ones.  


