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Did you hear the one about the lawyer joke book? 
Posted: Oct. 17, 2005
Why do so many of us tell jokes about lawyers, and what does it say about our society? Marc Galanter, a professor emeritus at the University of Wisconsin Law School, began looking into the phenomenon about a decade ago and has now written a book about it, "Lowering the Bar: Lawyer Jokes and Legal Culture." He spoke by phone recently with Journal Sentinel reporter Mark Johnson. 
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Q.What made you want to write a book about lawyer jokes?
A. Well, I always liked jokes, and starting about 20 years ago, there was an onslaught of jokes about lawyers. There have always been jokes about lawyers. But there certainly seemed to be more of them, and they seemed to be more hostile and more pointed. . . . I want to analyze them and see if there's something we can learn from the changing climate that's taken place.
Q.What happened?
A. It's part of a huge change in the American legal scene over the past 30 years, from an era of people putting great stock in the law as something that can solve various problems. We had the civil rights movement, the great expansion of tort law, the consumer movement and the environmental movement. But then, by about the late 1970s, people were saying we have too much law, too many lawyers, too much regulation. There was a tremendous increase in the number of lawyers. We had about 280,000 in 1960, and now we have over 1 million. It's not only the number of lawyers, but given that they're well-equipped with fax machines and computers, the amount of paper they can move around has increased enormously as well. There's no question lawyers and the law are an enormously increased presence in our lives.
Q.How do lawyer jokes compare with the jokes about other professions?
A. There are jokes about almost every profession. There are a lot of doctor jokes. But there are probably fewer jokes about every other profession. How many banker jokes do you know? Or real estate agent jokes? Compared to other jokes, lawyer jokes are very, very hostile, some of them. Some are good jokes, but some are not so funny. What do you call 5,000 lawyers at the bottom of the sea? A good start. The earliest version of that joke I found was in 1982. Earlier versions were about feminists, Iranians, etc. Once it becomes a lawyer joke, it really becomes a lawyer joke.
Q.Behind some of these jokes is there a grudging admiration of lawyers?
A. Exactly. There are many qualities people admire in lawyers: eloquence, persuasiveness, resourcefulness. There's a famous joke that goes back to at least the 1870s. A man is on trial for stealing a horse and his lawyer makes a very eloquent speech to the jury and he's acquitted. On the way out of the courtroom, the lawyer puts an arm on the man's shoulder and says, "Tell me something. Just between you and me, did you really steal that horse?" And the guy says, "You know, all along I thought I really did, but when I heard you speak, well, now I'm not so sure." It's a salute to the lawyer's persuasiveness.
Q. What's the next profession poised to become the butt of jokes?
A. Well, I think, what's the big growth area for jokes? It's age, the aging of the population. To another extent, there's already a number of jokes about HMOs. We might see an upsurge of jokes about the health care system, not necessarily doctors per se. The occupational group that was a great source of jokes before lawyers was the clergy. The shift tells us something about where the sources of order and meaning in our society are.
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