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The word for “joke” in Urdu is ~i:k! [latifa]. It comes from an Arabic root <! that also produces
words such as <ab! [lutf] (pleasure, enjoyment, taste), bl [talattuf] (favor, kindness), and il
[mulatafat] (kindness, consideration). As these words suggest, the Urdu concept of joking involves a
combination of aesthetic and social elements. Traditionally, a ~kl is meant both to entertain and to
constitute an act of kindness to one’s company. They often turn on elements of wit such as puns,
turns of phrase, and reversals or inversions expectation. For this reason, they often involve social

stereotypes, cultural allusions, and stories about historical, legendary, and semi-legendary figures.

The following jokes are taken from a textbook for students, Urdii ki Diisri Kitab (Punjab, 1869). The
author, Muhammad Husain Azad, is widely considered to be among the greatest Urdu prose
stylists. The first joke is set in the court of the Abbasid caliph Hartin ur-Rashid, whom the Persianate
wisdom literature tradition remembered for his appreciation of wit. The anecdote alludes to several
interesting attitudes about governance, theology and religious piety, and humor and sociability. One
is that role of a caliph is in part to enforce religious order. Another that the theological position held
by some schools of Islamic thinkers that miracles can prove prophethood were and are paralleled by
broader cultural beliefs in the idea. A third is that wit and humor can intervene in and change
relationships of power and provide agency to the powerless over the powerful. All of these attitudes

are commonplace in Persian and Urdu wisdom literature.

The second anecdote invokes the character of the maskharah (fool) who, in this case, proves wiser
than a schoolteacher. The inversion at play, that of the wise fool and the foolish scholar, is typical of
the Persianate wisdom literature tradition. The joke not only shows how wit and humor can upend
stereotypes, but also mocks the application of religious ideas by witless and unwise scholars. The
mulla is ridiculous not only for the foolishness of his idea on its face, but because he grounds it in

theological ideas that are otherwise widely accepted.
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Glossary

(Hartin ur-Rashid [Abbasid caliph]) [hariin-e rashid] 2d) sk
(court) [darbar] b

(person) [shakhs] (=i

(to bring) [lana] uy
(prophethood) [paighambari] s ey
(claim) [dava] (e

(emperor) [badshah] oLk

(to ask) [pichhna] L2

(miracle) [mojiza] o m=e

(to say) [kehna] LS

(lowest, most basic) [adna] ()
(matter, thing) [bat] b

(all) [sab] S

(heart) [dil] Ja

(state; circumstance) [hal] Jda
(to know) [janna] Lils

(to tell) [batana] Ll

(at this time, right now) [is vaqt] <5 sl

(he who) [jo] s~

(liar) [jhita] Uses

.
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Glossary

(one year) [ek baras] us_ <

(rain) [mifih] e

(to rain) [barasna] L

(school) [maktab] %

(teacher, particularly of religious subjects) [mulla] e
(boy) [larka] &3

(having taken along) [sath le kar] S A
(city) [shehr] o

(outside) [ke bahir] b =S

(to pray [for something]) [dua mafigna] L&k e

(to go, leave) [chalna] il

(a fool) [maskhara] e dsa

(path, way, road) [rasta] Ay

(having seen, after seeing) [dekh kar] S 450
(Where are you going?) [kahafi jate ho] s Sl LS
(child) [bachcha] 2

(without sin, without wrongdoing) [be-gunah] o8
(are [generally]) [hote haiil] vy —5

(child) [bachcha] 2

(prayer) [dua] lea

(shrine, court [esp. of God]) [dar-gah] o
(quickly) [jald] MIEN

(to be accepted) [qubil hona] Us Jsé

(thus) [is liye] =
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(to bring someone along) [le chalna] s J
(i) [agar] B
(God) [khuda] las
(world) [dunya] Lo
(not even one) [ek bhi nahifi]u e <!
(alive) [zinda] o)
(to remain alive) [zinda rehna] ) exi)
4
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