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The Culture of Laughter in Khayri Shalabi’s Novels

Cristina Dozio

Abstract

Since the novel is canonized as high culture, its relationship with Arabic
popular culture is still understudied. Nevertheless, many novels are
adapted into films, TV series and comics, while best-selling books blur the
boundaries between highbrow and lowbrow culture. An element of Egyp-
tian culture that cuts across this divide is comedy, sinceaudab sakhir (satiric
literature) is a best-selling genre and some novels resort to humour as a
key stylistic feature. This paper aims at further investigating the interplay
of literature and popular culture through humour. In particular, it exam-
ines how popular culture is employed to elicit literary humour and create
a counter-narrative about history and society in two novels by Khayri Shal-
abi (1938-2011), Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagt (1991) and Salih Hesa (2000).

Shalabi engages with the culture of laughter in his literary representation
of marginal characters and places, linguistic registers, the community of
intellectuals he personally knew, and the transmission of turath (cultural
heritage). Firstly, he revives the stock character of the wise-fool to involve
the audience in his satirical criticism of society shattering some stereo-
types about Egyptianness. Secondly, he represents humour as a collective
experience and act of subversive creation. Thus, applying Bakhtin’s con-
ception, the hash den and the street in the two novels become carni-
valesque sites of resistance.

Keywords: humour, contemporary Egyptian literature, popular culture,
Shalab, identity, carnivalesque
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We only talk about things that will lighten the mood: films we’ve seen
recently, some interesting new music, tales of the wonders and odd-
ities recited by taxi drivers, the jesters of the city. [...]
Thab had with him the English translation of Khairy Shalaby’s novel
The Lodging House.
Ahmed Naji, Using Life
Ul otz o b o

Popular Culture and Egyptian Fiction

Humour is a key element in Arabic popular culture which operates sim-
ultaneously on a highly local and on a cross-cultural level. Among the Ar-
abs, Egyptians are known as awlad al-nukta (the sons of the joke) for their
ability to crack jokes and laugh in the face of adversity. Some Egyptian
cultural productions make fun of this talent, while suggesting that the
collective experience of humour contributes to the construction of na-
tional identity. For instance, this ambivalent attitude is expressed by the
protagonist of Beer in the Snooker Club, a novel written in English by the
Egyptian Waguih Ghali (Wajih Ghali, 192?-1969):

‘Why did you return, Ram?’
I lit another cigarette and stood by the window once more.

“You told me so many times you love Egyptians. I, too, Edna, but unconsciously, not
like you. Egypt to me is so many different things. Playing snooker with Doromian
and Varenian the Armenians, is Egypt to me. Sarcastic remarks are Egypt to me —
not only the fellah and his plight. Riding the tram is Egypt. Do you know my friend
Fawzi? He can never give an answer that isn’t witty... and yet he isn’t renowned for
it. He’s an ordinary Egyptian. Last week I was riding the tram with him when a man
stepped on his foot. ‘Excuse me,’ said the man, ‘for stepping on your foot.’ — ‘Not at
all,” said Fawzi, ‘I've been stepping on it myself for the last twenty-seven years’...
How can I explain to you that Egypt to me is something unconscious, is nothing
particularly political, or... or... oh, never mind,’ I said.’?

In his journey from Cairo to London after the 1956 Suez Conflict, the
main character challenges the fixity of Egyptian identity with his search
for cosmopolitan agency, which includes cracking jokes.? This novel in-
vites to further investigation of the interplay of popular culture and Egyp-
tian fiction through the lens of humour. In the expanding scholarship on

Naji, Using Life, 122 and 143. Naji, Istikhdam al-hayah, 147 and 172.
2 Ghali, Beer in the Snooker Club, 190.
?  Starr, “Drinking, Gambling, and Making Merry,” 271-85.
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popular culture in the Middle East and North Africa,* aesthetic innova-
tions are discussed more in relation to cinema and music, while literature
remains understudied. Nevertheless, literature contributes like other
fields of popular culture to wider debates about language, legitimation,
hybridity, memory, and ideology.

Firstly, literature interacts with other media for its mass dissemination.
Traditionally, novels were serialized in the press and turned into films,
while poems were transformed into lyrics for songs. Nowadays, this trend
exploits all the new possibilities offered by media transitions (such as pan-
Arab TV channels, promotion on the Internet, international literary
prizes), and emerging genres such as the graphic novel. For instance, po-
etry enjoys multi-modal dissemination,’ while two recent successful Ram-
adan series (musalsalat) were based respectively on Dhat by the Egyptian
Sun‘allah Ibrahim (b. 1937) and Saq al-bambii by the Kuwaiti Sa‘td
al-San‘tsi (b. 1981).° An episode of the afore-mentioned Beer in the
Snooker Club was turned into a comic, written in Arabic, published on the
leading magazine TokTok.”

Secondly, the divide between highbrow and lowbrow literature is becom-
ing more blurred. The same reader, in fact, can read texts that enjoy dif-
ferent critical recognition, while the legitimation of a whole genre may
change over time.® In this respect, El Hamamsy and Soliman question the
fixity in the representation of reading practices: “And the consumers of
both types of culture are also expected to be intrinsically different. The
assumption is that the same person cannot appreciate canonized litera-
ture and equally enjoy reading a comics book on the subway.”® Further-
more, Richard Jacquemond exemplifies the complexity of cultural

+  El Hamamsy and Soliman, eds., Popular Culture in the Middle East and North Africa; Ham-
mond, Pop Culture in North Africa and the Middle East; Sabry, ed., Arab Cultural Studies;
Sabry, Cultural Encounters in the Arab World; Sabry and Ftouni, eds., Arab Subcultures;
Valassopoulos, ed. Arab Cultural Studies.

Casini, “Le poesie della rivoluzione egiziana.”

6 Tbrahim, Dhat; Na‘Gm and Aba Dhikri, Bint ismaha Dhat; al-San‘si, Saq al-bambii; al-
San‘tsi and al-Qaffas, Saq al-bambii. For the adaptation of Dhat, see Pepe, "Retour de
Dhat."

7 “Andil, “Bira,” 5-10. For comics and caricatures, see: Guyer, Oum Cartoon.

8  Jacquemond, Entre scribes et écrivains; Snirr, Modern Arabic Literature.

° El Hamamsy and Soliman, “Introduction: Popular Culture — A Site of Resistance,” 1.
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practices resisting dichotomy by focusing on the best-seller phenomenon
in Egyptian literature at the beginning of the 2000s. He examines the
changes in the book market (production), in which new publishers, au-
thors, and venues appear; this market influences the choices of the ex-
panding young audience (consumption), which looks for stories that mir-
ror its own experience with a mixture of realism and social criticism.
Jacquemond argues that these elements, consolidated by canonized nov-
els, are now rearranged in realist fiction, detective stories, thrillers, and
satirical literature (adab sakhir).1

Thirdly, everyday reality enters the realm of fiction with several references
to global and local culture, ranging from cinema, music, sport, politics,
digital communication, and mass consumption. Noting that such refer-
ences become an archive of popular culture, Peter Konerding suggests
examining Pop Literature as a new trend in Arabic fiction, to be compared
with this category in the English and German literary tradition.!!

Humour as Creative Resistance

While satirical literature remains a best-selling genre, some Egyptian
post-modern novels interact with popular culture to render the polyphony
of contemporary culture, often with comic or satiric effects. In doing so,
these works exploit the long tradition of humour in Arabic culture, which
comprises jokes, proverbs, anecdotes, ballads, dramatic sketches, poems,
and cartoons.’ In modern and contemporary Arabic literature, some
comic tropes and characters have circulated in written texts positioned in
a continuum between high and low culture, elite and non-elite consump-
tion, raising some issues about their aesthetic value.

For instance, the satirical press has received scholarly attention only re-
cently. In her seminal study, Marilyn Booth examines the early mature
production of Bayram al-Ttinisi (1893-1961), mainly written in ‘Gmmiya
and published in magazines.!> Booth links the author’s aesthetic

10 Jacquemond, “The Yacoubian Building.” Among these genres, Jacquemond has followed
the evolution of satirical literature after the 2011 Egyptian revolution: cf. Jacquemond,
“Satiric literature.”

1" Konerding, “Adab al-bab.”

12 Kishtainy, Arab Political Humour; Mahfouz, Cartoons, Satire, and Humour.

3 Booth, Bayram al-Tunisi’s Egypt.
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innovations in zajal poetry, dramatic sketches and neo-magama to his po-
litical and cultural mission, in the context of insurgent nationalism. Ac-
cording to Ziad Fahmy, the satirical press at the turn of the Nineteenth
century was one of the mass media that disseminated a collective experi-
ence of the nation among the ordinary Egyptians.!* Thus, the satirical
press was a venue for creative resistance against cultural and political he-
gemony. Its success was granted by its wide circulation among the elite
and non-elite alike, thanks to a humorous language that was immediately
understandable and resonant with everyday preoccupations.

These features of humour were activated in another moment of political
upheaval, i.e. the 2011 Egyptian revolution and its aftermath. The collec-
tive culture of laughter created an egalitarian space for voicing the peo-
ple’s claims and temporarily breaking the official discourse. El Hamamsy
and Soliman note that the revolution has led to a massive production of
popular culture with some innovations such as the close connection be-
tween art and the street, the incorporation of the people’s feelings as the
events unfold, new forms of dissemination through the media, the contri-
bution of youth culture, and the ‘activist’ participatory attitude.’ These
peculiarities are well-exemplified by humour circulating in that period. In
this respect, Salem and Taira illustrate the challenges of translating revo-
lutionary humour, which relies on immediacy and shared cultural refer-
ences, while Damir-Geilsdorf and Milich cover different forms of political
humour in the Arab countries as creative resistance.'®

The complexity of humour makes it an interesting case for the study of
popular culture.'” It is also a prominent stylistic feature in some Arabic
novels, from the great masters of satire such as the Palestinian Imil
Habibi (1922-1996), the Syrian Zakariya Tamir (b. 1931) and the Egyptian
Sun‘allah Ibrahim, to best-selling novels and what is labelled para-litera-
ture. When humour enters the realm of fiction, it exploits the heritage of
both high and popular culture. For the purpose of this study, popular cul-
ture is the set of practices, beliefs and objects with a broadly shared

1 Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians.

15 E] Hamamsy and Soliman, “Introduction: Popular Culture — A Site of Resistance,” 13.

16 Damir-Geilsdorf and Stephan Milich, eds., Creative Resistance; Salem and Taira.
“al-Thawra al-daHika.”

17" El-Ariss, “Teaching humor;” Stewart, “Humor.”
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meaning in a community thanks to their mass dissemination. Character-
ized by its immediacy and connection to everyday life, it is enjoyed and
disseminated by the elite and non-elite alike. Its complex relation with
cultural institutions makes it oscillate between recognition and resistance.
This paper combines literary criticism and the study of popular culture in
examining the role of humour in the contemporary Egyptian novel. In
particular, it investigates how Egyptian fiction recreates the collective cul-
ture of laughter to elicit humour: which aspects of popular culture are se-
lected? Which language is used? Does humour shape alternative commu-
nities, voicing resistance? To answer these questions, the analysis focuses

on two novels by Khayri Shalabi (1938-2011) that exploit several comic
tropes.

Khayri Shalabi: an Archive of Popular Culture

Khayri Shalabi was born in a village in the Egyptian Delta. In his youth,
he dropped formal education and did manual jobs, while entering the lit-
erary circles in Damanhir and Alexandria. When he moved to Cairo, he
started working as a journalist and later was employed by national cultural
institutions.18 In his prolific career, Shalabi has cultivated his deep inter-
est for popular culture in many ways. Firstly, as a journalist, he got to
know many intellectuals and professionals of the media industry. In the
Sixties, he attended the Academy for Scriptwriters, wrote some radio dra-
mas, worked for Majallat al-masrah (Theatre Weekly) and Majallat
al-idha‘a wa-l-talfizyin (Radio and Television Weekly). Secondly, his em-
ployment in public institutions allowed him to conduct research in drama
and poetry. He was editor-in-chief of Majallat al-shi‘r (Poetry Review) and
the book series Maktabat al-dirasat al-sha‘biya (Library of Popular Studies),
attached to the Egyptian Ministry of Culture. These initiatives were part
of the institutional interest in folklore promoted by Nasserist cultural pol-
icies; at the same time, they stimulated a number of writers in archiving
other aspects of popular culture in their literary creations.

In fact, Shalabi set his novels in marginal communities in the countryside
and the city, shaping unconventional characters from the lower strata of

18 Bushnaq, Der historische Roman Agyptens, 495-99.
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society.!? The author was also passionate about Alf layla wa-layla (Aral?ian
Nights) and folk epics (al-sira), two popular genres based on storytell?ng;
this influenced his compositional style, which does not follow the straight
novelistic order and often reproduces orality. In particular, critics agree
that his trilogy Thulathiyyat al-amali (1990-1995, The Trilogy of Hopes)
revives the style of folk epics. This rediscovery of the popular hentage and
the use of various linguistic registers exemplify one trend of experimen-
tation within the Generation of the Sixties, to which Shalabi chronologi-
cally belongs. However, he followed his own path in his writings an’d life-
style: he frequented official intellectual circles as well as popular cafés and
marginal neighbourhoods; he also chose the Monumental Cemeter?f of
Cairo as his writing hub. Over his career, his novels were adapted 1nt.o
films and TV series, but his full recognition arrived in the 2000s when h1‘s
novel Wikalat ‘Atiya (1991; The Lodging House, 2006) won the' Naguib
Mahfouz Medal for Literature in 2003, paving the way to the Egyptian State
Merit Award for the same novel in 2004. English and French translations
of his novels followed. His latest work Istasiyya (2010, Ecstasy) was
longlisted for the International Prize for Arabic Fiction in 2011.

The two novels chosen for this study are constructed around a series of
comic episodes and include meta-narrative reflections about humoul.:. The
first one is Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagr (1991), translated into English as
The Time-Travels of the Man Who Sold Pickles and Sweets (2010).%° It follows
the time-travels of the first-person narrator and protagonist, Ibn Shalabi,
who travels back and forth between the present (1979) and the past. With-
out following a chronological order, he witnesses significant events under
the Fatimid (969-1171), Ayyubid (1171-1260) and Mamluk (1250-1517)
rule. He also visualizes the evolution of Cairene monuments over time,
since he remains fixed in the historical city centre (al-Qahira
al-mu‘izziya).”!

Humour is elicited by the frame narrative, which encapsulates each jour-
ney in a mechanism of repetition and variation. Furthermore, the narra-
tive device of time-travelling generates temporal incongruities and

Y Usfar, Zaman al-riwaya, 309-18; al-Faris, al-Ru’yd al-ibdaSys; Mehrez, “Kitabat
al-qariyya.” .

2 Shalabi, Riklat al-turshagi al-halwagi; Shalaby, Tlme-va.els.. ‘ )

21 Bushnaq, Der historische Roman Agyptens; Bushnag, “Reise im Zeitraum.
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hilarious misunderstandings. Michael Cooperson notes that the fictional
device of time-travelling, found both in canonized and popular writings
both in the Western and Arabic traditions, complicates the representation
of history.?? Like previous travelogues (al-rilila), Ibn Shalabi’s journeys al-
low an all-encompassing critique of society, highlighting the pitfalls of
both historical periods. Moreover, the time-traveller interacts with history
in a playful way, meeting his sources, debasing and popularizing them.
Another central comic element is the rogue-like nature of the protagonist,
who takes on different identities and manages to survive thanks to his
ruses.

The depiction of Egyptian society through eccentric characters is enriched
by the second novel examined here, Salih Hésa (2000), translated into Eng-
lish as The Hashish Waiter (2011).23 It follows a group of aspiring intellec-
tuals and friends who regularly meet at a hash den (ghurza) in a run-down
neighbourhood near Downtown (Wasat al-balad). At the hash den they
smoke, talk about their projects, discuss serious political as well as cul-
tural issues, and laugh. The relaxed atmosphere is provided by the hashish
waiter Salih, who is a repository of popular wisdom and street dialect;
when he reaches a status of rowdiness (hésa) through alcohol, he harshly
criticizes society with his puns. All the members of the clique try to emu-
late Salih, reproducing his way of thinking and talking. In their last meet-
ing, they watch the TV coverage of President’s Sadat visit to Jerusalem
(1977). Because of his vibrant protest, Salih is taken away by the police
and later found dead. The members of the group are scattered and the
police cracks down on the hash dens.

As regards humour, Salih Hésa revives the anecdotic tradition about in-
toxication induced by wine or drugs, which may lead to a euphoric mood.
The link between hashish and humour, well-established in classical and
Mamluk literature,? is still alive in Egyptian popular culture. The novel
recreates this cultural practice and its containment by government insti-
tutions by focusing on the collective experience of humour. Frédéric La-
grange remarks that Shalabi elaborates on various aspects of marginality

*2 Cooperson, “Remembering the Future;” Cooperson, “Safar.”
2 Shalabi, Salih Hésa; Shalaby, Hashish Waiter.
2+ Marino, “Raconter l'ivresse.”
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(location, characters, language) to capture the essence of Egyptian life,
whereas Mara Naaman argues that the author inscribes spatially the
group’s negotiation for an alternative access to modernity, especially in
comparison with established intellectuals.?

Khayri Shalabi was an archive of popular culture, respected by his peers
for his wit and wisdom. Reflecting this attitude, Rihlat al-turshagi al-hal-
wagi and Salih Hesa are full of references to Egyptian popjular .cultu.re. to
elicit humour. The first strategy, illustrated in the next session, is reviving
stock characters to challenge the authenticity (asala) of Egyptian identity;
the second strategy is portraying the collective experience of humour as a
site of creative resistance.

Stock Characters and Their Double

Both novels revive the stock character of the wise-fool who speaks the
truth in face of power, without fear of being punished thanks to his am-
bivalent nature. In Arabic folklore, this character is epitomized by the
trickster Juha.2® In Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagi, Ibn Shalabi shows his
double nature when he meets the rulers, contemporary writers and clas-
sical historians, such as al-Maqrizi (d. 1442) and Ibn Taghribirdi (d.
1469/70), all of whom travel in time as well. Besides meeting popular
icons of literature, journalism, and television,?’ the narrator popularizes
classical historians by treating them as friends and mocking their flowery
prose with colloquial idiomatic expressions and wordplay, as in the fol-
lowing passage:

AU e cply L) ke iy @Sl e ol Jal g LS JBo T IS g gl o e
B gandl il oSl s sk, @t s U il 62 2 8 Rl

There I spotted all my important friends: Ibn Abdel Hakam, Ibn Abdel Barr, Ibn
Abdel Zahir, Ibn Taghribirdi, Ibn Iyas, Ibn So-and-So, Ibn Whoever, and Ibn
What's-His-Face[.]

% Lagrange, “Le marginal comme modele national;” Naaman, Urban Space, 71-104.

%6 Corrao, Giufa: il furbo, lo sciocco, il saggio.

27 Among others, he mentions Najib Mahfiiz for his uproarious laughter..

28 Shalabi, Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagi, 86. Ibn al-fartiis is an insult deriving from the word
meaning ‘to sow,’ ibn al-markib means ‘you son of an old boot’ and ibn al-madriib refers
to a scoundrel.

2 Shalaby, Time-Travels, 76.
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This direct approach to the historical sources turns history into something
familiar, a mirror to understand contemporary life. In fact, after reporting
official historical events, he relates them to shared knowledge about eve-
ryday life in Egypt including traffic, poverty, corruption, overpopulation,
and political oppression, as in the following example:

Sy wlladdly il cle &padl Gkl &3 e oS (AN o3l dob usb Gk a
S A L) sl o b il e s T Ly G0l G e S (bl
oAl Gk (B 3pasell Al ads Jts 530 oy (il e T s b e oY

. il IS = 5 Y = b e b Gyl cya
The road was as long as eternity, and it was filled — like all Egyptian roads — with
potholes, bumps, manholes, and sewers, not to mention dust, animal droppings,
and the like. Even on your way to the luminous places of Mu 'izz, where the ground
is covered with a verdant carpet of grass and rare plant species, the flower gardens

along the path of time (or times past) tend to transform themselves — not that it's
anything to boast about — into an Egyptian roadway full of holes.?!

In his anachronistic comparisons, Ibn Shalabi refers also to contemporary
consumption culture:

e M 0N B il s Jon B S0 (Ll G it s S o2 1)
32‘&9_}’5‘@'”

But then the earth began to shake like the escalator at the Omar Effendi department
store of the fourteenth century after the hijra.?

In this familiar context, Ibn Shalabi reveals his duplicity: on the one hand,
he is a journalist, a writer who instructs his public and a social observer:
on the other hand, he is the representative of the ordinary Egyptians, a
naive participant, whose weapon of last resort is entertainment. The pro-
tagonist’s attempt to identify with the ordinary people is proved by the
extension of his name to all the Egyptians, collectively called bani Shalab
(Sons of Shalaby). Since belonging to a group allows a certain degree of
self-mockery, the narrator makes fun of himself and the stereotypes at-
tached to the genuine Egyptian (al-misri al-asli or ibn al-balad). He mocks

Shalabi, Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagt, 30.
Shalaby, Time-Travels, 21.

Shalabi, Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagt, 212,
Shalaby, Time-Travels, 21.
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their patience tending to passivity, their meddling in one’s aff.airs and
their opportunism. Among the various flaws and virtues of Egyptians, Ibn
Shalabi makes fun of the social role of comedy when dealing with the au-

thorities: R
ink_;fmﬁ,@

QMJ@BW&C}AM‘MULM .mk_;‘e,l;z Y ip g paall Laes Of L
us.oj;y@@»i ol OUaldIS I3ty et Ly Laind ’@Juan O gy o BN
50 Ul dpaadl JLl T Wy o Y Ly By e & G ete ] u\ ol @i 3
el i R[N YOG PR IOR UiE R A—‘.ﬁi\.“—r‘tﬂb,yy&‘;’;ﬁ St
a1 g Spmtanll S lall (A8 (20 2 1 b o b A1 Bl 5505
e o iy e (K59 <o lla)) by oo o LW IS Jow iy sl (el o 2!
RyeHEn] u)\kmﬂjé;\nyg\d}@;ruzwpy]djsi[s;)m,szu?utﬁ.fw
S Jiss 5 .‘@‘wq,ﬁ;\ﬂjwws‘ﬁ: Lagyho ol Lldl e o T
G e i Y e Y U Vsl Gpaadl JL1 (5 Jrdt e Gy (Al g adl
3* ol

Crying When It’s Time to Laugh: A Genuine Egyptian Talent

There’s no doubt about it: Egyptians weep easily. When saying goodb}_/e, especially,
they’ll cry a river, even when the person leaving is a debauched 101‘156 like the merry
Sultan Ahmad ibn Qalawun. What [ had really wanted to say to him by'/ way of fare-
well was, ‘Good riddance, and may God never bring you this way again, or debase
the Land of Egypt with anyone like you!” Instead of saying that, thoug}'l, 1 err.lbra.ced
him: and even worse, I cried. Was I really sad to see him go? Or was it the instinct
for flattery, so deeply ingrained in the poor and miserable Sons of Shalaby? Tl"le fact
of the matter is that we Sons of Shalaby of the Egyptian branch. laugh and distract
ourselves with jokes even as the boot-heels of our oppressors grind us down. Then,
when the bad times are over, we weep, as if our love for good company were.stronger
than the need for revenge. Our servile ancestors used to say, ’Put up with a ba.d
neighbor and wait for some calamity to carry him off, or for him to legve on his
own.” Throughout the ages, the historical reality of life here has done its best to
apply this dictum as literally and unfailingly as possible.®®

This passage describes humour as a safety-valve to endure oppression,
while mildly criticising the political passivity of Egyptians. In a pov.el
based on the satirical criticism of society, the narrator cannot avoid

3 Shalabi, Riklat al-turshagt al-halwagi, 205.
3 Shalaby, Time-Travels, 188.
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tackling a central element in the construction of Egyptian identity such as
humour. As in the previous examples, he resorts to a shared knowledge
about what is considered authentically Egyptian in popular culture, often
crystallized by the official discourse. r

Similarly, an episode of Salih Heésa reveals the circulation of humour
across cultural productions. In the novel, the members of the clique are
fond of theatre and cinema; one of them is an aspiring actor who becomes
a TV star at the end of the story.’® As mentioned above, they construct an
alternative intellectual community, whose central reference is popular
culture as embodied by the hashish waiter $alih. The first-person narra-
tor, who is a member of the clique, notes that they all imitate Salih, grad-
ually tending toward an artificial imitation. Then a female‘ ch.’;lracter
Hayah, goes to the theatre to watch Madrasat al-mushaghibin (The Schooi
for Troublemakers),”” a successful play which featured many comedy stars.
She notices that also professional comedians appropriate popular culture
especially the stock character of the simple-minded: ,
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. This character is called Zaki Hamid to recall the famous actor Ahmad Zaki.

Madrasat al-mushaghibin (1973) was written by ‘Ali Salim, produced by Samir Khafaji (b.
1930), and performed by the Troupe Artists United (firgat al-fannanin al-muttahidin). It

starred ‘Adil Imam (b. 1940), Sa‘id Salih (1938-2014), and Ah 1
*® Shalabi, Salih Hesa, 207-8. o e Ahmad LI (1945-2003)
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They strolled around backstage, saying hello to Adel Imam, Saeed Saleh, Younis
Shalaby, Ahmad Zali, Suhair al-Babili, Hassan Mustafa, and Hadi al-Gayyar. The
most important thing about that fun, uproarious evening for Hayat — besides, of
course, showing Dalia and her mother a good time — was that she discovered some-
thing very peculiar, something she’d never noticed before: Saeed Salih and Adel
Imam — in particular - had a certain air about them, which, granted, was only fleet-
ing, but was clearly modelled on Rowdy Salih, whom she was pleased to have got to
know very well. So, it wasn’t only Qamar al-Mahruqi who’d been influenced by
Rowdy Salil’s personality. As a matter of fact, she simply couldn’t tell whether it
was Rowdy Salih himself who was this new, widespread, highly influential trend
that had an entire generation in its throes or whether it was the people he’d influ-
enced who'd gone out and created this trend, especially as every single comedian in
the country played the part of the idiot, or the fool, or the guy who acts an idiotic
fool so that he can get out of following any rules. They talked like Rowdy Salih,
repeated some of his funny expressions, they thought like him when they were up
on stage. There was no doubting that they’d all gone and smoked hash at Rowdy
Salih’s, but all they’d taken from him was an attitude and some cutting remarks,
which they dropped into serious contexts to cause hilarious dissonances, but to
Hayat, Rowdy Salih the man was himself a great deal more valuable than that when
looked at from a certain angle.*

In the last part of this passage, Hayah defines humour as incongruity,
when “funny expressions” and “cutting remarks” are “dropped into seri-
ous contexts.” Her overall opinion about professional comedy is not neg-
ative, since it absorbs popular culture to encourage the audience’s identi-
fication; only when it silences its original sources, it becomes a farce.
Looking at the interplay of art and society, this episode exemplifies the
dissemination of humour in various forms of art, including the novel it-
self, whose protagonist Salih embodies popular culture’s creativity and
immediate resonance.

The Hash Den and the Street: Sites of Creative Resistance®

Another feature of popular culture is its collective process of production.
Producers are often anonymous and the evolution of cultural practices
and objects is not always recorded. In this respect, the members of the
clique in Salih Hesa enjoy humour together: each of them contributes to
crafting jokes, feeling that hashish blurs the barriers of class, age, and
religion.

3 Shalaby, Hashish Waiter, 186.
40 Eor a full discussion of humour generating strategies in Shalabi's novels, see Dozio,

Laugh like an Egyptian. Humour in the Contemporary Egyptian Novel.
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In the following episode, the group composes a poem for S$alih. The ver-
nacular poet al-Jamal improvises the first three lines, then Ibrahim adds

the fourth one, Qamar suggests a variation which is rejected, and Mustafa
adds the final line: )
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Al-Gamal snapped his fingers excitedly:
‘I've got a new poem:
Rowdy Salih went charging into history
On a horse without reins or saddle
He prods the joyful people in the castle.
Ibrahim al-Qammah added, ‘And their cash drawers he swindles. We laughed.

‘Their ‘saddlebags’ would be better,” said Qamar.

‘No, ‘c.ash drawers’ is more on the mark’ said Zaki Hamid. ‘More poetic. It’s a sym-
bol of ill-gotten gains.’

With faked glee, in a cracking voice, Mustafa Lami added,
‘And their cash drawers he swindles,

handing out what's in them to the disabled.’
We giggled uproariously[.]*?

The poem praises Salih for fighting injustice by comparing him to a folk
hero or knight who steals from the rich and gives the poor. Arabic poetry
has a long tradition of invective, both in fusha and ‘ammiya, against the
excesses of the rulers; this poem achieves this effect through its short
length, assonance and fast rhythm. The use of ‘@mmiya in this

1 Shalabi, Salih Hésa, 198-99.
2 Shalaby, Hashish Waiter, 177.
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composition reflects the preference for this linguistic variety in modern
satirical poems and songs, but the author also refers to the broader devel-
opment of ‘Gmmiya poetry in Egyptian literature since the late 1950s. This
poetic trend revived the heritage of poetry written in the colloquial by fill-
ing it with modern concerns about the life of ordinary people and socio-
political issues.*’ Its main representatives (Salah Jahin, Sayyid Hijab,
Fuwad Qand and ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Abnadi) were known both for their
nationalist poems and for their criticism, expressed with touching or sa-
tirical images. Shalabi, who studied this current in his poetry review, ex-
pressed his appreciation in other passages of this novel.

The poem’s intertextuality allows the clique to criticize-the political sce-
nario of the Seventies in an oblique creative way. Their collective creation
blurs the boundaries between performers and spectators, while the hash-
ish waiter Salih is crowned as the king. In his motto, Salih defines himself
as the king of the rundown (malik al-kahyanin).** These features make the
hash den a site of the carnivalesque, defined by Mikhail Bakhtin as the
carnivalization that takes place in normal life and literary texts. Bakhtin
argues that the carnival culture allows a “temporary suspension of all hi-
erarchic distinctions and barriers”®, and has a central moment in the
crowning of the carnival king who may be a slave or a jester.

In other passages of the novel, the first-person narrator describes the hash
den as a stage in which performers and spectators overlap. This perfor-
mance sheds light on $alih, who is otherwise ignored by the official insti-
tutions (for example, he does not have an ID); at the same time, it provides
the crew with popular wisdom and wit used to legitimate themselves as
counter-intellectuals:
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43 Radwan, Egyptian Colloguial Poetry.
4 Shalabi, Salih Hesa, 40, 111, 271; Shalaby, Hashish Waiter, 37, 98, 243.
45 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 15.
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[Alfter we got to be like that, that was when Rowdy Salih really came on to the scene.
It wasn’t simply because we’d started fixating on him, because he’d become our
amusemer‘lt, our topic of conversation, the star of our jokes and stories; rather it was
because - in addition to being all that - he also possessed something of each of us,
more tha.n just one thing. [...] Everything he did and said made us laugh because we
thought it was a slice of utter insanity, but we soon realized that it invigorated us; it
was e.verythmg we wished we could do or say. We obsessively repeated the things
he Sfl71d no matter what they were and claimed them as treasures of a living herit-
age.
Another carnivalesque site in Shalabi’s novels is the street in Rihlat al-
gthrshagi al-halwagi. The protagonist moves back and forth between two
sites of political power, i.e. the Citadel where the Mamluk sultans rule and
the Storehouse of Banners (khizanat al-buniid) where the prisoners of a
previous war are detained and build a state within the state. When the two
authorities clash, the underprivileged Cairene population exploits the
chaos to invade the streets pillaging the buildings. As carnival unites the
opposing poles of life/death and above/below, Shalabi’s depiction of the
street combines destruction with vital creativity thanks to humour. In the
last chapter, the wine stored in the Storehouse invades the streets, creat-
ing an upside-down world:*®
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6 Shalabi, Salih Hesa, 33—4.
47 Shalaby, Hashish Waiter, 30-1.

48 : ;
Aflothfer example of the carnivalesque is the episode in which the Chief Judge is attacked
with kitchen tools on the street near the mosque (Shalaby, Time-Travels, 161-62).
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I saw men emerging from the storehouse carrying limp and battered corpses, as
well as casks of wine. They poured the wine out, flooding the streets in all directions.
The wine was mixed with dirt, blood, animal droppings, but the nasty mixture had

its takers: men of all ages were coming out with pots and pans and covertly scooping
up what they could. [...]

As in my Cairo of the fifteenth century A.H., when a little rain or a burst sewer pipe
can turn the streets into a sea for human microorganisms to swim through, the
torrent of wine made it impossible for the people to walk. Even so, the harafish in
all their motley dress were smiling as they rolled up their pants and performed ac-
robatically impossible tricks to get around the puddles and the mud, all the while
making fun of themselves, mocking their lot, and jeering at everything in existence.
The earth was feeling no pain, said one. It didn’t even mind being stepped on, said
another. ‘The fun should last until dawn,” said a third, ‘and that's a long way off. It
might not come at all’

‘It’s already here,’ said a fourth. ‘It started when we began knocking down the store-
house and pouring out the wine.’

“True,” said a fifth, ‘but we don’t recognize dawn as observed by the government.’
“We don’t recognize it because it's cracked,” said another.

‘So the dawn’s cracked too?” called another from the end of the street. ‘I thought we
were the only ones who were cracked.’

“Wise-cracked, maybe,” said another from atop a little hill he had managed to reach.
‘Or just wiseass,” retorted another through an open window.

Thus did the Egyptians chew up the tragedy and spit it out as if nothing had hap-
pened.*®

49 Shalabi, Riklat al-turshagi al-halwagt, 261-62.
30 Shalaby, Time-Travels, 241-42.
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Firstly, the sea of wine breaks the religious prohibition of not drinking
alcohol and the reference to the bodily fluids (“dirt, blood, animal drop-
pings”) reinforces the grotesque effect. Secondly, the narrator compares
the absurd circumstances with an ordinary situation in his times, stress-
ing the familiar element that encourages laughter. Thirdly, al-harafish, a
category broadly corresponding to the riffraff, have no limits in their hu-
mour. This corresponds to Bakhtin’s conception of laughter, which “is
directed not at one part only, but at the whole. One might say that it builds
its own world versus the official world, its own church versus the official
church, its own state versus the official state.”>! Finally, the perform-
ers/spectators collectively craft a joke about the possibility of fooling the
government all night long until dawn. Told in ‘@mmiya, the joke revolves
around the double meaning of bahim as ‘livestock’ and ‘dark colour,” but
the English translator has recreated its effect playing with the words
‘cracked’” and ‘wise.” This scene ends, once again, with the wise narrator
remarking the continuity of a supposed Egyptianness across history.

Conclusions

This paper investigates the interplay of popular culture and humour in
two novels by Khayri Shalabi, a writer who had a great interest in Egyptian
dialect, cultural heritage, and aesthetic innovations. While the novel is
usually canonized as high culture, his works containing several jokes and
meta-narrative reflections about the culture of laughter creatively re-elab-
orate popular culture. Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagi and Salih Hésa exploit
familiar characters and stereotypes to enhance literary humour, since the
familiarity of the situation allows the readers to lower their defences and
enjoy the reading. These novels also depict humour as a collective experi-
1e'nc.e, ;haping alternative communities, albeit temporally and spatially
imited.

Shalabi engages with the porous nature of popular culture by putting side
by side marginal characters and intellectuals, high and low linguistic reg-
isters, classical historians, and contemporary writers that he personally
knew. In this context, he focuses on the stock character of the wise-fool or
simple-minded, embodied by Ibn Shalabi and Salih. This familiar

51 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 88.
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character challenges some stereotypes attached to the genuine Egyptian,
including his attitude towards laughter. Furthermore, its duplicity (Ibn
Shalabi has a double personality and Salih is imitated) reveals how artistic
productions may appropriate popular culture for its resonance with the

audience.

Another feature of popular culture elaborated by Shalabi is its collective
nature, which brings together people of different backgrounds in a coun-
ter-hegemonic discourse. Salih Hesa contrasts the established intellectual
circles with a community of aspiring intellectuals meeting at the hash
den. They are glued together by the culture of laughter and by the hashish
waiter, who is an archive of popular culture, especially in his knowledge
of Egyptian dialect and subversive attitude. Rihlat al-turshagi al-halwagi
presents the street as a carnivalesque site where the poles of life/death,
destruction/creativity join. It highlights the people’s gillat adab (impolite-
ness) since they break the rules for the sake of a funny subversion.

Khayri Shalabi consciously appropriates popular culture as part of his aes-
thetic project, aiming at redefining the Egyptian identity at times of socio-
political and cultural change since the Seventies. With his interest in his-
torical writing and the mass media industry, he attempts to rewrite history
from below, focusing on the Egyptian ordinary people and some in-be-
tween communities. He oscillates between a strong interest in political
issues and his characters’ denial of any political engagement. This choice
of topics is accompanied by a thorough experimentation with linguistic
variation, interpolating fusha, ‘@mmiya and slang with comic effects.

On a final note, popular culture is deeply rooted in the local dimension
but absorbs global elements and circulates transnationally. The same is
true for humour, even though translating it is very challenging. While
preserving its immediacy, the translator struggles with word play and
shared cultural knowledge between the author and the intended audience
in the source language. Yet, when the joke does not fall flat, humour pro-
vides fruitful encounters with global audiences.
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Popularising the Political: Jihadi Chants as a Popular Medium
of Communication in Jihadi Circles

Kurstin Gatt

Abstract

Over the past decades, political chants in Arabic have played a unique role
in the youth culture of several anti-establishment movements in the Arab-
Islamic world. Islamist movements such as Hamas and Hezbollah, and
jihadi organisations such as the self-named ‘Islamic State’ organisation
(henceforth, ISO) and al-Qa‘ida have skilfully resorted to this popular me-
dium to spread their ideology. From a literary and discourse-analytical
perspective, this study examines how jihadi chants are deployed to incul-
cate a political worldview in the Arabic-speaking environment. More spe-
cifically, this chapter deals with four main issues related to this artefact:
firstly, it examines the genre’s popular appeal in the light of the Arabic-
Islamic culture. Secondly, it investigates the chants’ socio-political con-
text. Thirdly, it locates jihadi chants within the vast poetic tradition, and
finally, it exemplifies how chants are put to jihadist use on the battlefield.
The overarching argument made in this work is that ideological chants
are attractive and influential among the youth culture because of their res-
onance with popular traditional practices. By providing multiple examples
of jihadi chants, this chapter argues that this genre should be acknowl-
edged as a chief tool of ideological transmission among jihadi groups.

Keywords: jihadism, jihadi chants, nashid, jihadi propaganda, jihadi cul-
tural artefacts, psychological warfare
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