Of God and Ayatollahs: Contemporary Iranian Jokes and the Cutting Edge of Popular Epistemologies
One of the results of political oppression in contemporary Iran has been the proliferation of common jokes about Islam, God and the ruling clergy.  This paper takes humor as a political category and explores the nexus between everyday jokes and their political/theological contexts.  These “religious” jokes express more than politically subversive ideas that are censored by normative socio-political mechanisms.  They express popular views with implications reaching far into not only the theological realm, but also the national Iranian psyche.  I will argue that these seemingly simple jokes mobilize a cognitive versatility that serves three functions. 
  

First, on a political/social level they make participants smarter about the ruling clergy’s hypocrisy while providing some relief from the daily burden of oppressions imposed by the regime.  Contrary to the usual formulation of the Bakhtinian carnival (with its subversive theatrical performances, temporary suspension of social norms, hierarchy and religious dogmas) these jokes are quite serious – hence quite dangerous.  They demonstrate that it is actually the Islamic regime that is a big permanent carnival where the rules of decency, meaningful piety and even traditional Shii doctrines are indefinitely suspended.  With specific jokes from popular Iranian culture I will argue that it is the carnivalesque nature of the regime’s ideology that forces the population into performance of grotesque rituals (like the compulsory hijab).  In fact the regime’s visions of “the Mahdi’s revolution” with its promise of world-domination is nothing but an apocalyptic carnival.  What is the regime’s interpretation of Qur’anic paradise but an eternal orgiastic carnival of permanent suspension of rules and prohibitions? 

  

Second, these jokes probe Islam’s religious/spiritual claims, something that has its historical roots in Perso-Islamic cultures.  In other words, these jokes and their functions are not new phenomena, many similar examples can be found in the archives of Islam and Persian culture.  Hence, this paper will offer some historical background for these “religious” jokes that date back to the inception of Islam.  Highlighting inconsistencies in Islam’s religious worldview was historically limited to isolated satirical works of some renegade literary figures.  Even in the modern context political satire is the dominion of savvy literary and journalist figures.  However, contemporary Iranian religious jokes are unique in their popularization of humor.  More importantly they also popularize the critique of faith and belief, something that was the privy of the polemicists and theologians is now common among people.  Therefore, I argue that these jokes are not simply carnivalesque parodies of an otherwise somber façade of Islamic beliefs and practices represented by the ruling clergy.  They point to the absurdity at the core of literal conformity to these beliefs and practices. 
  

My third argument is that these jokes are indicative of a shift in the millennium-long narrative of the Persian national identity.  The irreverent insurrectional hermeneutics of these jokes are indicative of a shift in the overriding character of Persian collective memory from tragedy to humor.  Historically the political landscape of pre-revolutionary Iran was shaped by heroic figures whose lives were tragically torn apart not by a conflict between good and evil but by a conflict between two equally good claims.  Whether in myth, religion, literature, or theatre (for example figures like of Rustam, Siavosh and Hussein), or in politics (figures like guerrilla fighters of anti-Shah political groups), the tragic hero always reconciled opposing moral claims through his redemptive suffering.  These overdetermined heroic figures were universal and archetypal, but their imposing figures often limited representation to reductive narratives of redemptive suffering.  In post-revolutionary Iranian society, however, the limits of representation imposed by the universality of the archetypal actors of tragedy are overcome by the immediacy of the comic figures’ singularity.  There are no heroes to emulate or worship, no learned literati to prophetically open critical spaces, these popular jokes are loosely re-produced and fluidly deployed by ordinary nameless people (workers, taxi drivers, etc.) according to the very specific context of the time, depicting figures who are actual identifiable political/religious/mythical persons.  Tragedy used to wrap itself in the shroud of mystery and fate, for example, we never know why the death of Hussain or that of Suhrab in the hands of his father Rustam was inevitable.  However, in these jokes that mysterious shroud of the past is rent and cultural epistemological biases are undermined.  These jokes indeed point to the emergence of popular fluid epistemologies that are indicative of a shift toward democracy and increased awareness of other political systems.  
