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Why does California have the most lawyers and New Jersey the most toxic waste dumps?New Jersey had first choice. 

Lawyer jokes. 

They've been around forever. From Ancient Greece to the New Testament to the plays of William Shakespeare, lawyers have been viewed as objects of derision. Jokes about them as sharks and snakes and the primary tenants of hell are mainstays at cocktail parties and for keynote speakers looking to get a few laughs before launching into the topic du juror. 

Now, a law professor from Wisconsin has taken a scholarly look at the jokes and what they say about how lawyers and the justice system are viewed by the public. Marc Galanter's book "Lowering the Bar: Lawyer Jokes & Legal Culture" examines the history, the humor and the increasingly hostile tone of about 300 jokes. The book will be released next month by University of Wisconsin Press and sell for $45. 

Lawyer jokes aren't just good for a laugh, he says, but also are a way to understand general perceptions of the justice system. 

"You can learn from them, you can see what is bothering people. ... The jokes are a screen on which people project their feelings about lawyers and the law," said Galanter, who teaches at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. 

Among Galanter's observations: 

  Lawyer jokes have gotten nastier in the past 25 years. Where jokes about lawyers used to include some grudging admiration for the work they do, they are increasingly hostile and mean. 

  They are largely an American phenomenon. Other rich, industrialized countries are more likely to joke about politicians and clergy than attorneys. 

  Despite the fact that lawyers handle all kinds of work, including wills, contracts and real estate deals, most of the jokes have to do with litigation and criminal cases. 

Historically, lawyer jokes poked fun at lawyers, but did so with some sense of appreciation for their ability to be persuasive and eloquent at a moment's notice. Over the past few decades, however, they have become downright cruel. 

There isn't another profession where a person will walk right up and start telling mean jokes about what you do, said Andrew McClurg, a legal humorist who has run www.lawhaha.com since 2001. 

"People have a love-hate relationship with lawyers," said McClurg, who is also a professor at Florida International University College of Law and does not like most lawyer jokes. "It's the mean-spiritedness behind them that troubles me, and perpetuates an inaccurate view of the legal profession of a bunch of blood-sucking ambulance chasers." 

Galanter, a white-haired professor who normally studies more serious topics, such as the shrinking number of trials in the court system, wanted to examine the shift in tone of lawyer jokes. 

His research found the tenor of jokes began to change in the 1960s, a time that was marked by an expansion of social programs and laws that directly affect people's lives. As law became more a part of people's day-to-day experience, resentment grew as they realized they would have to hire a specialist to slog through the justice system, he said. 

At the same time, lawyers became more and more enterprising. 

"For elites, there is this hostility toward lawyers because they see lawyers as sort of attacking them. ... but at the same time, for the larger population, there is a kind of disappointment with law. There was a sense that lawyers were going to bring remedies and justice -- and it doesn't, so everybody ends up having a grievance about lawyers," Galanter said in a recent interview. 

Over several years, the professor collected hundreds of lawyer joke books. By Galanter's estimate, there are 700 to 1,000 lawyer jokes currently in circulation. His book tracks about one-third he thought were very good or about subjects he was interested in, such as women and minorities. He sorts them into categories with titles like "Playmates of the Devil" and "Betrayers of Trust." 

One of the lasting themes in the corpus of jokes is that lawyers are greedy and grasping for fees. Few jokes have much to say about contingency fees -- proving to Galanter that the concept is generally accepted -- but many target hourly billing. 

The most popular fee-related joke has to do with a lawyer who makes it to the pearly gates of heaven and is greeted by an exuberant St. Peter, who is pleased to make the acquaintance of a 165-year-old. 

No, the lawyer said, he was only 78 when he died. 

"Ah, I see where we made our mistake as to your age," St. Peter responds. "We just added up your time sheets." 

Once regarded as an affliction, lawyer jokes are gradually being accepted by more and more lawyers. 

"It's incumbent on us to understand that we are in a profession that will make us the subject to ridicule and jokes," said Jon Bramnick, a stand-up comic/lawyer who is also a Republican state assemblyman from Westfield. 

Besides, he added, laughing at yourself and your profession "helps your karma and your biorhythms." 

A few years ago, one law firm, Anderson Kill Olick & Oshinsky, based in Newark and New York, published a brochure with jokes entitled "We Are Not the Enemy." About half the firm's lawyers loved it and half were offended, said Galanter. But administrators kept using it for several years because the clients couldn't get enough of it. 

The profession's growing acceptance of lawyer jokes might have come just in time. Galanter said he has been approached about the possibility of adapting his book into a play or a one-man show. 

HOW MANY LAWYER JOKES DOES IT TAKE ... 

Some of the lawyer jokes from "Lowering the Bar: Lawyer Jokes & Legal Culture" by Marc Galanter (University of Wisconsin Press, $45). 

  A man walked into a bar with his alligator and asked the bartender, "Do you serve lawyers here?" 

"Sure do," replied the bartender. 

"Good," the man said, "give me a beer and my gator will have a lawyer." 

  What do you need when you have three lawyers up to their necks in cement? 

More cement. 

  As a lawyer came out of anesthesia after surgery, he said, "Why are all the blinds drawn, doctor?" 

"There's a big fire across the street," the doctor replied. "We didn't want you to think the operation had been a failure." 
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