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      Praise for Hammer and Tickle

      
      ‘An excellent anthology of anecdotes knowledgeably linked into the history of the Soviet period … very enjoyable to read’

      
      Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘Wonderful … this isn’t just a joke book. Instead, Lewis embarks on a deeply scholarly examination and analysis of the communist
         joke … an excellent job’ New Statesman

      
      ‘Explores the wealth of subversive humour during the long, bleak decades of communism’ Irish Independent

      
      ‘[An] entertaining and thoughtful study’ Evening Standard

      
      ‘Ben Lewis’s grimly entertaining study is no mere joke compendium’ Scotsman

      
      ‘A fascinating attempt to get to grips with communism’s rise and fall in Europe through its funny bone … their cultural significance
         shouldn’t be underestimated’ Metro

      
   

      Ben Lewis’s documentary film Hammer and Tickle: The Communist Joke Book was broadcast on BBC4, and on a score of other TV channels across the world, in 2006. His article on Communist jokes for
         Prospect magazine received the greatest number of hits on their website of any article that year. Ben Lewis has won numerous international
         awards for his documentaries. He is also a television presenter and writer, who contributes regularly to Prospect,  the Evening Standard and the Sunday Telegraph.
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      The higher the slavery, the more exquisite the buffoonery.

      
      Anthony Ashley Cooper, Third Earl of Shaftesbury,
Sensus Communis,  1711
      

      
      It’s the law of Faust: the worse the times, the better the jokes.

      
      Ernst Röhl, interview with the author

      
      The final phase of a historic political system is comedy.

      
      (Die letzte Phase einer weltgeschichtlichen Gestalt ist ihre Komödie).
      

      
      Karl Marx, Introduction to A Contribution to the Critique of

      Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in Deutsch-Französische
Jahrbücher,  February 1844
      



   
      
      The truth is forbidden, it is expelled;

      
      All the doors and the windows are closed to it now.

      
      And yet, I believe in the people’s instinct for the truth, 

      
      I still believe in common sense.

      
      An anekdot goes amongst the people
      

      
      Its way to the soul is through eyes and ears.

      
      Perhaps, this anekdot won’t reach our grandsons, 
      

      
      But at least our contemporaries will speak their heart in it.

      
      Great men, decorated with crowns or with wreaths, 

      
      May be flattered most cleverly and skilfully.

      
      But the people crack a good joke about them –

      
      And perish all the praise, be it written or verbal.

      
      The historians, digging through the archives, 

      
      May curse or glorify these people tomorrow.

      
      But our trial by anger or laughter, 

      
      Is by far fairer than latterday judgements.

      
      From ‘Impatience’, Lazar Shereshevsky,
Gulag survivor and poet, 1955
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      FOREWORD

      
      I have not taken many liberties with this book, but any book about jokes and Communism that reaches across countries and eras
         must take some. First I have chosen to use the Western term for the political system of the Soviet Union and Bloc, Communism,
         rather than the word they used themselves in this period, Socialism. Socialism is, I agree, a nicer word, but carries the
         second meaning of an ideology that is still extant in Europe. Second, I have given the term ‘Communist jokes’ to what could
         more precisely be described as anti-Communist or anti-Soviet jokes – this is because I think the looser term better captures
         the sense of shared culture. The jokes in this book are historically documented, but, since everyone tells jokes in their
         own way, I have permitted myself to rewrite many of them in my own style. There are a significant number of Communist jokes
         which rely on puns that cannot be translated into English from their various original languages and, since a joke loses most
         of its wit when it requires explanation, I have decided to omit these.
      

      
      The jokes in this book come from European Communist societies and Russia. For whatever reason the same phenomenon didn’t exist
         in the same way in South East Asia or China. I’ve made little mention of the Communist jokes of Yugoslavia, because they were
         identical to those told in the rest of Communist Europe. I’ve also left out Cuban Communist jokes because for the most part
         they weren’t produced by Cubans living in Cuba. This is not an all-encompassing compilation of all Communist jokes. I have
         used the jokes to illustrate my story and argument, and many, even some of the best, have been left out – like the one about
         the old Jew on his deathbed who asks the rabbi, as his dying wish, to be made a member of the Communist Party, because ‘It’s
         better that one of them dies, than one of us.’ I hope the reader will pardon these gaps, simplifications and short cuts in
         my text.
      

      
   
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      Remembrance of Jokes Past

      [image: image]

      
      Fig. 1. Carpet wall-hanging with Marx, Engels and Lenin, industrially produced by Halbmond, Ölnitz, Saxony, probably 1980s,
         Stasi Museum, Berlin
      

      
      Did you hear about the political system that was laughed out of existence?

      
      Many people who’d lived in the Soviet Bloc told me that humour had brought down Communism, but few could explain how. As I
         travelled round central and eastern Europe in search of the artefacts of a funny past, this grand claim hovered in my mind
         like the first line of a joke, and my journey became the quest for the punchline.
      

      
      I learned many punchlines over many years. What would happen if Communism triumphed in Saudi Arabia? Is it possible to wrap an elephant in newspaper? What has forty
            legs and four teeth? Is Marxism–Leninism a science? What is the prize for the best political joke? Why is Hungary the largest country in the world?
            How do you quadruple the value of a Trabant? Are the Russians our brothers or our friends? And why, despite all the shortages,
            was East German toilet paper always two-ply? The answers to these questions cannot be found in other history books, but they lie between the pages of this one, because
         they are questions raised and answered by Communist jokes, the strange, enticing, magical and unexpected cultural legacy of
         seventy-two years of Marxism–Leninism.
      

      
      I first fell in love with the Communist joke on Bulevard Dimitri Cantemir, one of the epic avenues of monolithic apartment
         blocks of unclad concrete that were built in Bucharest in the seventies. I was talking to Doina Doru, a beautiful blonde woman
         in her fifties, who had worked as a proof-reader for one of the state newspapers when Ceau[image: image]escu ruled Communist Romania.
      

      
      A colleague introduced me to Doina. I was in the city making a television programme about Ceau[image: image]escu’s propaganda. I had spent weeks in the film archive surrounded by piles of rusting 35 mm film canisters, looking through
         footage of the shows the regime staged to celebrate its own importance. I watched hundreds of factory workers, filling the
         stands around a stadium, holding up coloured cards, which would form a gigantic jigsaw revealing one minute a tractor ploughing
         a field and the next a picture of the dictator’s wife in a lab coat. Scores of dancers performed ‘construction’ and ‘battle’
         routines in the arena with toy rifles and uniforms made of paper. Then the dancers would withdraw and hundreds of choreographed
         children would swarm on and take up positions so that their thin bodies spelt the words ‘Long Live Ceau[image: image]escu’. On some days, I would traipse round Bucharest meeting former artists and poets who’d eulogised the incompetent Romanian
         despot in their work, and try to persuade them – usually unsuccessfully – to go on camera. ‘We used to tell a lot of jokes,
         ’ my Romanian friends would say to me; ‘Doina remembers them all.’ And after all the propaganda reels, the jokes seemed like
         the perfect antidote, so I went to see her.
      

      
      Doina sat in her tiny flat and tried to evoke what Romania had been like in the eighties for me, someone who had been growing
         up in a detached red-brick house in Hampstead Garden Suburb at the time. She recited the familiar list of the shortages in
         Communist economies in their death throes: no meat, no make-up, no toilet paper, no tampons, no heating. My mind dulled as I heard these
         familiar historical facts, which I had read so often in books. Then she said: ‘We used to have this joke back then: What is
         colder in Romania than the cold water? The hot water.’
      

      
      That was funny. We both laughed a particular laugh – the chuckle at unhappy truth which lies at the source of all ‘gallows
         humour’. Doina’s hot water is still my favourite Communist joke – as simple, beautiful and true as a Japanese haiku. ‘We had
         so many jokes back then,’ she continued; ‘I think they were tiny masterpieces, some of them.’
      

      
      Doina told me many that afternoon. Did I know this one? she asked me, and I must hear that one! … ‘I’ve just remembered …’

      
      ‘There was another joke that was almost true – true to life. Ceau[image: image]escu is very angry because he is not hearing any jokes about him. So he orders a huge mass meeting, and announces, ‘From now
         on you are going to work without pay.’ And nobody says anything. ‘Okay,’ he continues, ‘and from now on you are all going
         to work for me.’ Nobody says anything. ‘Tomorrow everybody is condemned to death by hanging,’ he adds. Nobody says anything.
         ‘Hey,’ he says, ‘are you crazy? Don’t you people have anything to say? Aren’t you going to protest?’ There’s one tiny guy
         who says, ‘Mr President, I have a question: do we bring our own rope or is the trade union going to give it to us?’ So that
         was the situation. He was hanging us and we were asking if we should supply our own rope. The situation was so desperate that
         this kind of joke was reflecting our reality. They were always like this.’
      

      
      She sat in a cheap wicker armchair. If she had been born on the other side of the Iron Curtain, her alert and articulate mind
         would have made her the editor of a topical magazine, but those job opportunities had never existed in late twentieth-century
         Romania.
      

      
      ‘Why, went another Romanian Communist joke, did Ceau[image: image]escu hold a mass rally on the first of May? To see how many people had survived the winter.
      

      
      ‘Do you know when the foundations of the Romanian economy were laid? As far back as biblical times – Jesus was put on the
         cross, they asked him to stretch out each hand and knocked a nail in. Then they said, “Please cross your legs. We only have
         one nail left.”
      

      
      ‘What is the difference between Romanian radio and Romanian newspapers? You can wrap a fish in the newspaper.’
      

      
      Sometimes I giggled and sometimes I groaned. At this historical distance not all of the jokes were funny, but I found I liked
         the ones that weren’t as much as the ones that were. Later, lying down in my pastel-coloured post-Communist hotel bedroom,
         I realised why: it was the same melancholic – almost Proustian – sense of pleasure I got entering a bar or nightclub in the
         morning. The dusty smell of stale cigarettes and ammonia hangs in the air and makes me think wistfully of another party I
         missed. The jokes that didn’t make me laugh reminded me of the words of the famous novelist L. P. Hartley in The Go-Between: ‘The past is a foreign country. They do things differently there.’ I should tell you now that my book is about why people
         laughed, not what makes people laugh. It is a history of humour, more than a humorous history.
      

      
      What mattered most wasn’t the jokes themselves; it was how the people who told them felt about them. Millions of former citizens
         of Communist states considered the jokes an act of rebellion. Doina insisted that joke-telling was ‘dangerous – you could
         go to prison for it’. And she even felt she had had a close call herself, participating in the riskiest of subversive activities.
      

      
      As a proof-reader, her most challenging task had been to check that the names of Nicolae Ceau[image: image]escu and his wife Elena were spelt correctly each one of the thirty-odd times they were mentioned in the daily gazeta (forty times, during Party conferences, she remembered). This was no small matter. It was Ceau[image: image]escu’s misfortune that his first name could, with minor alteration – to ‘Nicholai’ – mean small penis in Romanian. ‘You could
         go to jail for making that mistake.
      

      
      ‘It happened to me,’ she said emphatically, looking at me with her disconcertingly youthful blue eyes. But when I asked her
         for the exact details, it turned out to be another, lesser mistake with a less awful fate. ‘You also had to be very careful
         about the word “comrade”. If you missed out one letter of the Romanian word for comrade, you had a word that meant “wicked
         convict”. So one morning when I went to work my editor told me that I had to go to “the comrade in room such-and-such”, which
         was how he referred to the Securitate officer. I said, “My goodness what did I do?” And he said, “Look on the front page:
         you misspelt the word ‘comrade’.” I was questioned for several hours about the mistake. They asked me if I supported the Party, and then they interrogated all my colleagues – Did I ever say anything critical about the government or Ceau[image: image]escu? My only defence was, you know, I signed off the proof of this newspaper. If I wanted to undermine something or to fight
         against our illustrious President I wouldn’t have been so stupid as to sign it. But it took me more than four or five hours
         to convince them.’
      

      
      Doina’s story was not as horrifying as I had hoped, but the disappointment did not deter me. The culture of jokes she described
         cast an instant unshakeable spell. Almost twenty years after the fall of Communism, the nostalgia of the dispossessed and
         the gloating of the victors had made it difficult to get an objective sense of what it had been like to live then. I spoke
         a smattering of Romanian – enough at least to understand the taxi-driver who said, ‘Ceau[image: image]escu – Patriot,’ as he threw his eighties-model Dacia over the potholes of Bucharest’s main roads. Romania was full of poor
         people like him, on whom the trickle-down effect of Capitalism had not yet trickled down. They looked back at the old times
         with unappealing fondness. But I was equally unsatisfied by the smug line taken in the new right-wing histories of post-war
         Europe, which I had piled on my desk at home, in which the terrible litany of Communist crimes – its Gulags, purges and economic
         disasters – were recited as if Capitalism did not have its own counterparts (starting with the Belgians in the Congo, continuing
         with McCarthyism, South America’s military dictatorships and the economic shock medicine of the IMF). The jokes seemed to
         offer a third way. They came, anonymously and contemporaneously, from the mouths of ordinary people. At this time, they appeared
         to me untainted by the agendas of historians, the propaganda of state agencies, or the vagaries of personal memories.
      

      
      ‘Sociologically speaking,’ Doina said, assuming a momentary intellectual air, ‘these jokes were a state of mind and they
         represented a reaction of a segment of the population to something. So I think they did change something. They changed something
         in people. The jokes gave them courage. It was a way of standing up – of saying no, we don’t like this, we don’t agree to
         this…’
      

      
      Outside the window one of Bucharest’s decrepit trams clanked by, so noisy that it drowned out Doina’s words.

      
      Although I never married a Communist, I often woke up next to one. She had the most beautiful hair in central Europe – thick,
         curly, inky black. She wasn’t turned on by my fascination with Communist humour, but I found her antiquated political sympathies highly
         alluring.
      

      
      Ariane grew up in a boring town way down at the bottom of East Germany. In those days it had a population of a quarter of
         a million. Since the fall of the Wall, it’s shrunk to a hundred thousand. They built a new railway line from Leipzig to Munich,
         she told me, which bypassed her place of birth – ‘They just decided we were no longer on the map.’
      

      
      This small detail in the transport policy of the united Germany became a potent symbol to her of the way the West German state
         had ruthlessly eradicated the DDR. The slow dismantling of the East German parliament building in Berlin, with its cheapo
         copper-coloured reflective glass and asbestos-ridden core, was more evidence of the same. She said: ‘They have drawn it out
         as long as possible to rub our noses in it.’
      

      
      I had always wanted to be a Communist – all the coolest people at school were – but I had never been persuaded by their arguments.
         In the morning breaks I would sit in the common room, aged fifteen, and read the newspapers, homing in on the left-wing columnists,
         who explained why Pershing missiles should not be deployed in Europe. My best friend went on CND marches; I wanted to go too,
         but I thought democracy was worth defending with violence. Perhaps that was because I was Jewish, or because my parents voted
         for Maggie. On the weekends, while shopping for fashionable psycho-billy T-shirts in Camden market, I would pop into the alternative
         book shop and buy Class War,  an anarchist magazine, which urged the workers to seize power and kill the rich. Unlike many of my peers, I felt that my
         comfortable background and expensive education prevented me from supporting this cause. But I did, decades later, move closer
         to Communism in one way.
      

      
      There were so many arguments. ‘Don’t you ever question democracy?’ Ariane asked me. ‘Why question only Communism?’

      
      ‘If you question Communism, you end up with democracy,’ I replied. ‘If you question democracy, you end up with’ – deliberate
         ironic pause from me – ‘more democracy.’
      

      
      Sometimes I texted her on my mobile phone with the latest jokes I’d read:

      
      Why did elections in East Germany always last two days?

      
      So every citizen could decide for himself or herself whether they wanted to vote on Friday or Saturday.

      
      Before the great October Revolution, how did the poor oppressed Russian people endure their terrible fate under the Tsar?

      
      They just thought what things would be like afterwards, and then they could bear it for a while longer.

      
      She generously accompanied me to the major DDR tourist attractions, like the old headquarters of the East German political
         police, the Stasi. She had never been a fan of the grey state itself, and had joined the protests in 1989; but she resented
         the way the country she grew up in had been dismissed. ‘This is the history of the victors,’ she told me.
      

      
      On some afternoons she led me back into her past, through the inner courtyards and stairwells of the apartment blocks where
         she used to live as a squatter in Berlin in the nineties – they were covered in luminous graffiti and cartoons. Ariane had
         made an effortless transition from teenage Communist punk to anti-Capitalist. After the Wall fell, she had moved into one
         of the scores of empty buildings in East Berlin. At this time, hundreds of young East Germans occupied these crumbling blocks,
         whose masonry was often still peppered with the bullet holes from the closing moments of the Third Reich. The most famous
         was Tacheles, an enormous former department store, four storeys high. Its staircases remained intact, but at the rear it was
         completely open, so that it resembled a series of caves cut into a cliff face. When you looked up, you could see people living
         there. Nineteen-ninety was a halcyon year; but in November, the West German police arrived with batons and water cannon and
         emptied the main street in the ‘Battle of Mainzer Strasse’.
      

      
      ‘The West German police used a level of violence that I had never seen in East Germany,’ she said.

      
      Now, fifteen years on, Ariane was a successful ‘emerging’ artist, with galleries in Berlin, Cologne and London. She’d been
         in group shows in the Pompidou and Tate and was working on her first solo show in New York. Ariane was surfing the contemporary
         art boom of the early twenty-first century, with her own – highly marketable, rather expensive – brand of Communist nostalgia.
         She made large collages based on old propaganda images, which she overpainted with abstract modernist stylings. She watched
         Communism fading into the distance through a haze of paint, a set of awkward poses and impossible dreams.
      

      
      ‘Why are you still a Communist, after all your country suffered at the hands of Stalin?’ I asked.

      
      ‘What else is there to be nowadays,’ she replied.

      
      But with her it was more than a fashion statement. She had used the proceeds of one of her shows to renovate an old sixties,
         Soviet-era neon, perched on top of a building in an East German town. An arabesque of multicoloured light traced the outline
         of a female athlete throwing a ball. It made me think of the damaging performance-enhancing drugs that Communist Olympic trainers
         fed to child athletes, but Ariane’s gesture was so tender that I’d never brought this up. Her love for Communism reminded
         me of the old joke:
      

      
      A schoolgirl is asked by her teacher to write an essay for her homework, entitled: ‘Why I love the Soviet Union’. The girl
            goes home and asks her father, ‘Daddy, why do you love the Soviet Union?’

      
      ‘I don’t love it, I hate it,’ her father replies.

      
      The little girl goes to her mother and then her brother and she gets the same answer from both.

      
      Then she goes upstairs and does her homework. She writes: ‘I love the Soviet Union because nobody else does …’
      

      
      Ariane and I were proof that opposites attract: she with her images, I with my words; she with her state propaganda, I with
         my underground jokes. Something, I knew, would have to give. But what? I calculated there were three options. Number one:
         our relationship would be destroyed by the jokes. Number two: her politics would not survive the jokes. Number three: my interest
         in the jokes would not survive our relationship.
      

      
      Today there are few certifiably Communist regimes left in the world. The Chinese say they are Communist, but they are, in
         reality, an autocratic Capitalist society with strong central direction. North Korea and Cuba are the only states that still
         play by the economic and political rules of Marx and Lenin. Yet once upon a time Communism looked like a serious competitor
         with Capitalism, and one that might actually eventually triumph over it. By the early 1980s almost one-third of the world’s
         population lived in Communist states.
      

      
      Communism had many ancient precedents. If you define it as the common ownership of property, it started life in monastic communities and was imagined by Sir Thomas More in his Utopia. But it was first articulated as a political ideology by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in The Communist Manifesto published in 1848, itself a year of revolution. Marx and Engels were horrified by the appalling living conditions, the ‘naked,
         shameless, direct, brutal exploitation’ and lack of political freedom of the new urban proletariat – ‘the slaves of the bourgeois
         class’ – which had been generated by accelerating industrialisation in Europe. Directed against these phenomena, their Communism
         was a socio-political system, a revolutionary strategy and a prophecy, all at once.
      

      
      They imagined a new society in which all property was publicly owned, class divisions had disappeared, government ceased to
         exist, there were no longer any wars, religion was ‘abolished’ and there was free education for all. Individuals would be
         free to pursue whatever kind of work activities they wanted and wealth would be distributed ‘from each according to his ability,
         to each according to his needs’. The way to realise this new society was revolution: the working classes, represented by the
         Communist Party, were to seize power – ‘Let the ruling classes tremble at Communist revolution. The workers have nothing to
         lose but their chains.’
      

      
      For a time the new rulers were to bypass democracy with ‘the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions’, abolishing
         private property and appropriating and then managing businesses, farms and factories in a ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’,
         in which they also established ‘industrial armies, especially for agriculture’. This transitional phase was renamed ‘Socialism’
         by Lenin, who followed Marx arguably with considerable fidelity. (Fig. 1) Even Lenin’s great innovation – to assert that Russia
         could bypass a bourgeois phase and leap from feudalism to Communism – had been considered by Marx. After an unspecified period
         Marx and Engels imagined that the socialist state would develop into the Utopia of Communism – an end-phase that Soviet leaders
         often claimed was approaching, but never claimed had been reached.
      

      
      All this historical development, Marx and Engels surmised, was inevitable, since the development from ‘feudal’ government
         by the upper class of the monarchy and aristocracy was giving way in the nineteenth century to government by the middle class,
         and the logical next step was the final one, down the social ladder, to the working class.
      

      
      In 1917 this theory was put into practice in Russia by Lenin and his political party, the Bolsheviks. For the next seventy-two
         years they would try to realise Marx and Engels’ vision in a state they named the Soviet Union. Shortly after 1945, when the
         Soviets had occupied most of central and eastern Europe, many new countries were compelled to join this doomed project – the
         Baltic states, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Hungary, Albania, half of Germany and, further afield,
         half of Korea, then China, Cuba and half of Vietnam.
      

      
      Communism was a theory for a rational Utopia enforced by some of the greatest historical figures of the twentieth century,
         imposed on people on a large and small scale. It produced the big ideological struggle of the twentieth century. There are
         tens of thousands of books on the subject. Yet little serious historical consideration has been given to one of its most distinctive
         products: jokes.
      

      
      In certain cultures specific cultural forms rise to prominence and become the defining way they express their ideas and values.
         The Greeks had their myths, the Elizabethans had their plays. In the postwar period, pop music defined Western culture in
         Britain and America. The Communists had political jokes. Of course there was every other kind of imaginative activity under
         Communism – films, rock, punk and classical music, plays and novels; everything except hip hop. And of course the Communists
         told the usual gamut of jokes – including ones about sex, stupid people and racial minorities. Yet political jokes were the
         dominant form.
      

      
      Communism is the only political system to have created its own international brand of comedy. It was a brand defined as much
         by the loyalty and enthusiasm of its consumers as by the constant supply of alluring new products and carefully constructed
         rebellious images developed by its (mostly anonymous) creative team.
      

      
      ‘Anecdotes were our way of speaking the truth,’ Gulag survivor Simon Vilensky told me. ‘I met people in the camps arrested
         for just listening to anecdotes.’
      

      
      ‘You can tell the whole history of Communism in jokes,’ said another Gulag prisoner, Lazar Shereshevsky.

      
      ‘Every day there was a new joke. No one knew where they came from or who invented them, but everyone told them,’ explained
         Ernst Röhl, whose sense of humour earned him half a year in solitary confinement in 1961.
      

      
      Jokes were not confined to opponents of the regime. The apparatchiks loved them too. Guenter Schabowski, the East German newspaper
         editor and Politburo member, told me: ‘At the paper Neues Deutschland we told each other jokes in the canteen. We weren’t blind to the failings of the system, but we convinced ourselves that
         this was only because it was early days and the class enemy was perpetrating sabotage wherever he could. One day, we thought,
         all problems would be solved and there wouldn’t be any more jokes because there wouldn’t be anything left to joke about.’
      

      
      The dissident Vladimir Bukovsky, who was imprisoned in Soviet psychiatric clinics in the sixties, wrote:

      
      
         One day someone ought to erect a monument to the political joke. This astonishing form of creation is especially popular in
            the socialist countries where people are deprived of information and a free press, and public opinion, banned and suppressed,
            finds expression in this form. Packed to the hilt with information, a Soviet joke is worth volumes of philosophical essays.
            The simplification of the joke exposes the absurdity of all propaganda tricks. The jokes have survived the hardest times,
            stood their ground, multiplied into families of jokes and in them you can study the entire history of the Soviet regime …
            In the jokes you can find the thing that has left no trace in the printed sources: the people’s opinion of events.
         

      

      
      There are a handful of reasons why Communist political jokes were special. They had a unique homogeneity: the monopoly of state power meant that any joke about any aspect of politics,
         the economy or media was a joke about Communism. The Soviet state gave the jokes more unity by banning them. They criminalised
         all political jokes as ‘anti-Soviet propaganda’ and they attempted to replace them – unsuccessfully, most people claimed –
         with their own brand of dull official humour, which they disseminated in satirical magazines. After the Second World War,
         Communist jokes crossed borders and were told in each Soviet Bloc state, showing once again how shared this culture was. As
         the historian of everyday life in East Germany Stefan Wolle writes: ‘The political joke was one of the defining phenomena
         of the East German state, specific to and inseparable from the system. The collections published in books are valuable but
         they are merely a pale ghost of the thriving culture of joke-telling, which has now been lost for ever.’
      

      
      Along with homogeneity, Communist jokes had other qualities, such as ubiquity, longevity and variety. The jokes encompassed an unusually broad range. They covered every aspect of daily
         life – the queues, the personality cults of the leaders, the propaganda of the media, the theories of Marx. They described
         the characters of each Soviet leader from Stalin through Khrushchev and Brezhnev to Gorbachev. They covered many major political
         events – including the Great Terror and Gulag, Sputnik, the invasion of Czechoslovakia, and the anniversaries of the Revolution
         and Lenin’s birth.
      

      
      Many jokes were recycled to apply to situations decades apart, indicating the continuity of the experience of Communism. At
         the same time, new jokes were constantly emerging. One explanation for the sheer quantity of jokes is the utopian ambition
         and prophetic nature of Communism (Fig. 2), which meant that jokers were constantly able to point out the ‘disconnect’ – to
         use the parlance of our times – between what should be, and what was, happening. The jokes changed their tone and content
         according to each era of Soviet history – from the novelty of post-Revolutionary Russia, to Stalin’s bureaucracy of repression,
         to the economic failures of Khrushchev, the apathy of the era of stagnation, and then the growing sense of irresistible change
         in the eighties.
      

      
      Nowadays, looking back, all former Soviet citizens tell the same mythical tale about the jokes: Once upon a time, in a land
         far, far away, people lived under a very different political system, now lost in the mists of time. It was called Communism.
         The Communists said there would be more of everything under Communism, and they were right. The party conferences were larger,
         the queues were longer, there were ten times as many secret policemen; and there wasn’t just one Germany, there were two.
      

      
      But there was one thing there was more of than anything else under Communism, and that was jokes.

      
      At night, after work, when they sat around the kitchen table with their friends, when they had parties, when they met in a
         bar, people whiled away the hours telling Communist jokes. In the world of Communism there was a joke for every aspect of
         the people’s lives and every event.
      

      
      The rulers of Communism were wicked and they hated many things – the bourgeois, the liberals, imperialists, free elections,
         wealthy farmers and Capitalists, but there was one thing they hated more than anything else and that was Communist jokes. Whenever they heard
         someone telling a joke they threw them in prison. But the people were very brave and refused to stop telling them. Many years
         passed in laughter and suffering. Slowly but surely the jokes eroded the strength of the leaders of Communism. Then, one day,
         people had enough of joke-telling and they rose up against their cruel rulers. The leaders quickly admitted the jokers had
         been right all along and Communism ended.
      

      
      But sadly the joke-telling ended too. Life wasn’t as funny as it used to be, and people didn’t live quite as happily ever
         after as they do in other fairy tales.
      

      
      They dropped through my letter box at an average of two a day for a couple of months. I enjoyed the meticulous ways many of
         them had been wrapped – not just in a cardboard envelope or Jiffy bag, but often also in tightly folded sheets of grey tissue
         paper, like clothes bought from a designer shop.
      

      [image: image]

      
      Fig. 2. Wood inlay scene depicting the construction of Socialism in the DDR, inlaid precious imported wood, Maria Wild, Intaglio
         Master, Leipzig, circa 1970s, Stasi Museum, Berlin 1875
      

      
      Although Communism was famously backward and the parcels were charmingly handmade, I was making use of the latest technology.
         On the internet thousands of second-hand-book shops from North America, Germany and the EU, Australia and New Zealand had
         uploaded details of their stock to a communal website. I typed in keywords: ‘Communism + joke’ in all kinds of languages,
         the names of eastern European countries and the term ‘humour’, and the titles of the satirical magazines published in the
         Soviet Bloc. I ordered everything I could. The Political Joke in East Germany by Clement de Wroblewsky (Hamburg, 1986) arrived from a book shop in Eicklingen, in the German province of Lower Saxony.
         Hammer and Tickle: Clandestine Laughter in the Soviet Union (The Golem Press, 1980) – whose title I have borrowed for my book – was sent to me from Tulsa, Oklahoma. And Look, Comrade: the People Are Laughing – Underground Wit, Satire and Humour from Behind the Iron Curtain (Toronto, 1973) was dispatched by a bookseller in Derbyshire, England. Soon I had an international collection of books on
         Communist humour such as would have been impossible to assemble any earlier in human history, and which was also more exhaustive
         than anything in the world’s copyright libraries.
      

      
      All these books presented the Communist jokes as the patrimony of central and eastern Europe and of Russia. The Chinese have
         a great sense of humour but neither they nor the Vietnamese and Cambodians appear to have expressed their experiences of Communism
         this way. The Cubans told many jokes about Castro, but these weren’t Communist jokes in the same way as the European ones
         were – that is, clearly invented by people living inside the system. Many European Communist jokes were adapted into Cuban
         ones, and the new ones were invented as much by Cuban exiles and right-wing Americans as they were by Cubans. For this reason,
         it’s very difficult to study them as genuine expressions of Communist citizens.
      

      
      The most famous of all the joke collections was 1001 Jokes by the Slovak writer Jan Kalina, published in 1969 in Bratislava. Kalina had actually delivered his manuscript three years
         earlier, as the political liberalisation that culminated in the Prague Spring gathered pace. Typically, there wasn’t enough
         paper to print the book on at the time, even though the printer had no other work to do. Consequently it only came out after
         Soviet tanks had invaded and brought the ‘experiment in democratic Communism’ to an end. The edition of 25, 000 was sold out
         in two weeks.
      

      
      For several years Kalina was permitted to continue his life. It was only when he discovered a listening device in his flat
         and began to make loud jokes about it, finally photographing it and sending the prints to the President, that the state arrested
         him. In the course of his trial, on 23 October 1972, the prosecution asked, ‘What did you show the writer P.B. in your flat
         on the sixteenth of July 1970?’ Kalina replied with the well-known joke:
      

      
      You remember the police investigator who asks the accused: ‘What were you doing five years ago on 23 October at 17.15?’ The accused replies promptly: ‘I remember exactly. I had one eye on my clock and the other on my calendar.’

      
      Among the evidence of disruption presented by the state were testimonies from the printer’s employees that the typesetters
         laughed so much when they set the book that people from other desks got up and went over to see what was so funny. The prosecution
         also maintained that the listening device, which Kalina had found under his floorboards, had been planted by Western secret
         agents.
      

      
      ‘I never told that joke!’ Kalina responded.

      
      The case lasted three days and he was sentenced to two years ‘for collecting and disseminating inflammatory audio recordings
         and texts with content hostile to the state … and for preparing to publish a humorous–satirical book which crudely insulted
         the state and society of the Czechoslovak Republic and its solidarity with the Soviet Union’. Following his release he moved
         to Germany. In 1980 the story of his joke book and trial became the subject of a British television drama, Tiny Revolutions.

      
      In total, I acquired around forty compilations of Communist jokes, mostly from small, long-defunct publishing houses, spanning
         the sixties to the present day. Among the earliest was Humour Behind the Iron Curtain,  written in German by one Mishka Kukin, which was a pseudonym of Simon Wiesenthal. I imagined the Nazi-hunter putting together
         his jokes on a card file on aeroplanes as he flew missions to capture Nazis. The jokes from the other side of the political
         spectrum would have provided some much-appreciated light relief from his day job, while still relating thematically to his
         battle against a cruel dictatorship. In the seventies, sociologists found the jokes diverting too, a wonderful subject for
         an end-of-term lecture, which they could also publish in books. Émigrés in Germany and North America formed another, third
         subgroup of authors: no sooner had they escaped from the Soviet Bloc than they began writing down all the jokes they remembered.
      

      
      In the introductions to these books the authors would often recall the culture of joke-telling, as Alex Beam, Leningrad correspondent
         for McGraw Hill’s World News describes in the city in which he was posted:
      

      
      
         Jokes, or anekdoty,  are the home-made glue that binds together all Soviet citizens in their dislike for the empty falsehoods of the government’s long-playing propaganda machine. In company,
            the first few jokes emerge after several rounds of drinking, like little secrets. By the time tea is served, the jokes start
            to flow, and flow, and flow. During one drunken evening, I remember our Armenian host hadguided us through several broad categories
            of jokes: Stalin jokes, Brezhnev jokes, emigration jokes and jokes about Georgians (a local treat). At three in the morning,
            he rose, swaying, to announce a new round of anekdoty: ‘And now…jokes about camels!’
         

      

      
      Perhaps I was reading through these yellowed paperbacks in a spirit of excessive seriousness, but I quickly observed major
         shortcomings in the existing literature on Communist jokes.
      

      
      One obvious vice of the joke books was their nationalism. They all contained roughly the same jokes, yet each author claimed
         that most of the jokes originated in their own country. If I read a book by a Czech, it would say that the Czechs, with their
         long tradition of humour typified by The Good Soldier Schwejk,  made the best Communist jokes. If an American sociologist had visited Romania, then she would state that it was there that
         the best jokes were told. If I was reading a Russian book, I learned that it was the Russians with their culture of the witty
         story, the anekdot,  who made the most significant contribution to the corpus of Communist jokes. The only country where joke-book authors did
         not make this kind of boast was East Germany, and there was an obvious explanation for that: they knew no one would believe
         them. The claims of origin extended beyond nations to cities and religions. There was Political Jokes of Leningrad (1977) and The Book of Soviet Jewish Jokes,  which reversioned the gags so that they all became Jewish, which, given the large number of hilarious bona fide Jewish Communist
         jokes, seemed a little greedy.
      

      
      There was one advantage to all these competing claims and overlaps: they revealed the limited number of Communist jokes passed
         around the Soviet Bloc. There were a total of around a thousand to fifteen hundred, a relatively small number, perhaps, given
         the fame they have achieved.
      

      
      Dating is another issue the joke books tended to gloss over. The first ever book of Communist jokes, The Kremlin and the People by émigré Yevgeny Andreevich, was printed in Munich in 1951. The author outlined, for the first time in print, the myth of the Communist joke, which has remained mostly uncontested:
      

      
      
         A political joke is often the only weapon available to those who live under a totalitarian regime … Their content is practically
            always anti-Soviet, an excellent indication of the real frame of mind of people under Stalin … For disseminating these jokes
            innumerable people have been arrested and sent to camps by the secret police. The usual sentence for joke-tellers has been
            five years.
         

      

      
      Andreevich’s small book is highly useful, because all the jokes in it can, of course, be verified as belonging to the era
         of Lenin and Stalin. But within that time-frame, 1917–51, it’s difficult to know what got invented when, except by roughly
         ascribing the topic to events – collectivisation jokes to 1929 – 31, Terror jokes to the 1930s, and so on. Occasionally greater
         precision is possible when the jokes are mentioned in memoirs of the time, like those of the writer Mikhail Bulgakov.
      

      
      Several Western joke-compilers have taken their dates from The Soviet Union Through the Prism of the Political Anecdote written by two Russian émigrés, Dora Shturman and Sergey Tictin. This book was printed up in Jerusalem in 1985 by a Cold
         War publishing house bankrolled by the Americans, and claims to date hundreds of Communist jokes to the decade, from the twenties
         to the eighties. But the data on which the chronology is based is laughable: it’s when the authors or their friends remember
         hearing them. Furthermore, in their introduction the pair admit that no joke in their collection was heard or written down
         by them before 1956.
      

      
      When the jokes began to pall, I turned for some light relief to the small number of sociological texts on the subject, mostly
         written by Germans. The first of these appears to have been an article published in an obscure periodical in 1972, Joerg K.
         Hoensch’s ‘On the Phenomenology and Sociology of the Political Joke in East Europe’. I made my way slowly through another
         academic paperback called The Culture of Joking in East Germany: A Contribution to Linguistics [Sprachkritik],  written by a husband-and-wife team, he a university lecturer in German philology, she a highly qualified pharmacist. Perhaps
         I missed the subtlety of the concepts in a foreign language, but, despite the pleasurable crunchiness of the German terminology,
         I was left with the sensation of having chewed a lot but eaten little: ‘In every instance, the joke corrects an official appearance [Schein] insofar as it counters with an alternative presence [Sein]. The appearance is constructed through the buttress of an exaggerated language; the opposing construction of the presence
         makes use of the de-ideologised language of everyday speech.’ Which means that Communist jokes presented a hidden truth.
      

      
      Yet I wasn’t outraged by the pretentiously expressed platitude, which is par for the course in the human sciences. Instead,
         the more I read, the more alarmed I became by one giant lacuna: neither the compilers of the joke books nor the authors of
         sociological texts had made any attempt to define the Communist sense of humour. Of course there were obvious differences
         in subject matter, the product of a new political situation. There were new jokes about the Gulag and long queues for food,
         because neither the Gulag nor long queues had existed in this way before; but were these new kinds of jokes? Were Communist jokes simply the application of pre-existing kinds of humour to a new social order, or did something
         new arise?
      

      
      No one dared say. There were too many pitfalls. It was difficult to differentiate what was being joked about from how it was being joked about. There was such a diversity of jokes that it seemed impossible to find an over-arching commonality.
         And there was too much continuity between our sense of humour in ancient times and now. But if Communist jokes were such an
         important cultural phenomenon, then, it seemed to me, there had to be qualities which made Communist joking different.
      

      
      This was a question that I would be prepared to leave my sofa and books to answer. It would require a journey of investigation
         across central and eastern Europe and Russia, but that would only be half of my mission.
      

      
      Until now, there has been broad agreement about the first part of the urban myth of Communist jokes. The consensus has been
         that the jokes constitute a ‘body’ of literary creation directed against Communism and that the state fought a war with the
         joke-tellers. But beyond that, thinking on Communist humour has divided into two different schools, minimalist and maximalist,
         each supported by joke-collectors, novelists, theorists and historians.
      

      
      The minimalists argue that the jokes were a way of countering propaganda and preserving a sense of truth. They find their
         intellectual roots in Freud’s Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious (1905), in which he argued that jokes unmask hidden truths and thereby offer a moment of ‘release’ for the mind. Freud saw
         the implications of this theory in the political sphere, where ‘tendentious jokes are especially favoured against persons
         in exalted positions who claim to exercise authority, a liberation from its pressure’. But jokes, Freud and the minimalists
         say, can do nothing more than offer a moment of personal gratification.
      

      
      There is invariably some reference to jokes in the great Russian literature of the period. In Vasily Grossman’s novel Life and Fate one of the characters reflects:
      

      
      
         He remembered looking at his assistant’s face after making a thoughtless joke about Stalin’s having formulated the laws of
            gravity long before Newton. Why, why, why all these jokes? It was mad to make such jokes – like banging a flask of nitroglycerine
            with a hammer. What power and clarity lies in the word! In the unfettered, carefree word! The word that is still spoken in
            spite of all one’s fears.
         

      

      
      Few history books on Communism do not contain a couple of sentences about the importance of jokes, yet they all tend to follow
         the minimalist line. The Russian historian of Soviet first secretaries, Dimitri Volkoganov, slips them into his grand narrative
         in a paragraph about opposition:
      

      
      
         There were always tiny islands of free-thinking, dignity and historical perspective. Sometimes this was expressed in absurd
            ways, for instance in political jokes, which proliferated in the worst of times and which it was dangerous to repeat … Such
            small weak protests … had no effect on the supremacy of the system for seventy years, but at least they underlined the fact
            that, if conscience survives, there is a chance.
         

      

      
      So much for the minimal position.

      
      The maximalists go much further, and argue that jokes played a part in the destruction of Communism.

      
      The reluctant guru of this school is George Orwell. In 1945 he wrote an article about English humour that contained the legendary
         line: ‘Every joke is a tiny revolution.’ The quotation has always been used out of context. Orwell was not claiming that jokes
         could bring down a totalitarian system, such as the ones he described in his anti-Communist novels Animal Farm and 1984. His line comes from a newspaper column, in which he argued that contemporary British humour lacked teeth; but it has become
         nevertheless part of the catechism.
      

      
      
         A thing is funny when – in some way that is not actually offensive or frightening – it upsets the established order. Every
            joke is a tiny revolution. If you had to define humour in a single phrase, you might define it as dignity sitting on a tintack.
            Whatever destroys dignity and brings down the mighty from their seats, preferably with a bump, is funny. And the bigger the
            fall, the bigger the joke. It would be better fun to throw a custard pie at a bishop than at a curate. With this general principle
            in mind, one can, I think, begin to see what has been wrong with English comic writing during the present century.
         

      

      
      Yet, whatever his ostensible subject, there was a good reason for the assumption that Orwell was thinking of Communist jokes
         when he wrote the paragraph above. He was a keen student of Communist humour. He acknowledged that a Soviet satirical novel
         from the 1920s, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We,  was the inspiration for 1984,  and a handful of the aphorisms in Animal Farm echo jokes. ‘Four legs good, Two legs better,’ for example, has hints of the following:
      

      
      A Communist official announces at a meeting, ‘Two times two is six.’ His words are drowned out by applause.

      
      But then someone from the back shouts out, ‘That’s wrong, two times two is four.’ That man is immediately arrested and disappears
            for twenty years.

      
      Having returned from Siberia, he once again finds himself at a meeting, where he recognises the same Communist official on
            the podium, announcing to loud applause, ‘Two times two is five.’

      
      The ex-prisoner can’t keep silent: ‘No, two times two is four.’

      
      After the meeting the official comes over to him, embraces him and whispers, ‘Surely you don’t want two times two to be six
            again?’

      
      Milan Kundera was another famous writer who sprayed the perfume of political agency on the jokes. He called his first novel,
         published just before the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, The Joke. A young Czech student is arrested after sending his girlfriend a postcard with the line: ‘Optimism is the opium of the people’,
         a cynical adaptation of Marx’s famous ‘Religion is the opium of the people.’ For this he receives the entirely plausible penalties
         of expulsion from university and forced labour in a coal mine. A friend tells the protagonist: ‘No great movement designed
         to change the world can bear sarcasm or mockery, because they are a rust that corrodes everything it touches.’
      

      
      Folklorist Alan Dundes gave this argument one of its most succint formulations in his compilation of Communist jokes, First Prize: Fifteen Years. The jokes, he said, were ‘veritable fictional bullets firing a constant barrage at a repressive system and its leadership’.
      

      
      What was the meaning of the cultural artefacts of the jokes? Were they acts of revolution as Orwell suggested? Or an impotent
         though pleasurable grumble, which sometimes signalled a patient belief in Communism? I was drawn to the lofty claims of the
         maximalists, but their theory had one fundamental weakness: they had no evidence which showed how the jokes actually brought
         down the system. Did it exist?
      

      
      I was an ingénue, saturated in obsolete Cold War clichés. Over the coming months, I would slowly discover that the arguments
         of minimalists and maximalists alike were simplistic and flawed. If I’d known what a minefield the study of Communist jokes
         would be, I would have stayed at home. But I didn’t. Like any number of other major research projects, the starting motor
         was the optimism of ignorance.
      

      
      It was a Holy Grail worthy of Monty Python. I resolved to set out on a personal journey across the countries of the former
         Soviet Bloc. On the way I would attempt to define the distinctive humorous properties of the Communist joke, but my ultimate
         goal would be loftier, and riskier. With no regard for the financial, physical or emotional cost, I vowed not to stop until
         I had found the proof that tied the telling of the jokes to the tumbling of the system.
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      Fig. 3. Carpet wall-hanging in red ‘shagpile’, depicting the handshake symbol of the DDR, unique product, circa 1970s, Stasi Museum, Berlin.
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