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To Sheila, who loved words, words, words.
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Four Word

It’s a Dad joke!






Dad Jokes FAQ


“I am convinced that the only people worthy of consideration in this world are the unusual ones.”

—The Scarecrow, in L. Frank Baum’s The Land of Oz



WHAT’S A DAD JOKE?

A lot of people brag that their parking skills are unparalleled, but I can back it up.

Sorry! That was an example of a Dad joke.

Basically, anytime someone makes a corny, adorable joke (often a pun), that’s a Dad joke.

BUT AREN’T MOMS DELIVERING FRESH CHUCKLES ON A DAILY BASIS?

Absolutely! It’s unfair that these are called “Dad jokes.”

However, like Mom jeans, Dad jokes are not gender-normative. People of all ages and gender identities can and do use them. Kids can make Dad jokes, too. And I should point out that the Dad joke doesn’t even rank that high in the Hierarchy of Family Humor. It goes:


	
5 Dad joke

	
4 Grandma bon mot

	
3 Cousin quip

	
2 Uncle wisecrack

	
1 Mother-in-law one-liner



SO IF I DON’T HAVE TO BE A DAD TO MAKE A DAD JOKE, WHY THAT NAME?

Throughout history, women have generally been denied opportunities to freely express themselves, and that includes their humor. I’m speculating that dads got to “brand” Dad jokes first, and the name stuck.

The irony is that women often have a relatively larger area of the brain’s left prefrontal cortex than men, which is the area devoted to speech production. This would suggest that women would be more likely to enjoy wordplay, and thus, these should be known as Mom jokes.

But regardless of one’s gender identification, it’s easy to get hooked on the Dad joke lifestyle. And wonderfully, this lifestyle can be passed on to others. It’s sort of like a zombie contagion, but in a good way, where instead of undead zombies, you get people who are a little dad inside.

True Story: My young niece woke up, sat up, and hit her head on the bunk bed bottom. “Bonk,” said her dad. “Is that why it’s called a bonk bed?” she asked.1

WHY WOULD I WANT TO MAKE A DAD JOKE?

If you enjoy making your friends, colleagues, and loved ones wince, grimace, squirm, flinch, groan, or make credible threats of violence, then Dad jokes are for you.

THAT’S JUST… WEIRD. CAN YOU BE MORE SPECIFIC ABOUT WHAT MAKES A JOKE A “DAD JOKE”?

Any humor that seems silly or obvious or potentially annoying is popularly defined as a Dad joke. Since they often rely on wordplay or puns, the humor comes from using words with more than one meaning. So this is not really a Dad joke:

Q: Where would we be without humor?

A: Germany.

But these would qualify:

People who buy season tickets are wasting their money. I’m enjoying winter for free.

For Halloween, I’m putting up a sign advertising “FREE CORPSES.” (It’ll be a dead giveaway.)

SERVER: Sorry about your wait.

DAD: Are you calling me fat?

Dad jokes should be inclusive, appropriate, and non-offensive. They aren’t religious or political, and they rarely have any reference to death or violence. Instead, Dad jokes focus on trivial and embarrassing humor. If you order eggs at a restaurant, and the server asks how you like your eggs, politely say, “I don’t know, I haven’t gotten them yet.”2

And please remember, a Dad joke is never, ever pun-ographic.

SO DOUBLE ENTENDRES OR DRUG REFERENCES…

Can’t be Dad jokes.

BUT AREN’T JOKES LIKE THESE SO DUMB, THEY’RE SORT OF AN INSULT TO PEOPLE?

You might annoy, vex, or otherwise aggravate your audience, but you’d never ever insult them. That’d be mean! Remember, by definition, Dad jokes are not mean. (They are not sarcastic, either.)

A Dad joke is fundamentally a force for good.

FATHER: I have a dad bod.

KID: Nah, it’s more of a father figure.

Think of it this way: Comedians agree that most humor makes fun of someone or something—with the general exception of puns and wordplay. Of course, there are exceptions to that exception, like when Carolyn See said that her mother “had an even disposition—evenly bad.” And sure, if your friend said that a certain team would win the big game, but then it lost, you could say, “Nice prediction, Nostradumbass.” Those are puns, but since they’re insulting puns, they’re not Dad jokes.

So to clarify, not all puns are Dad jokes, and not all Dad jokes are puns.

BUT THERE IS SOMETHING INSULTING ABOUT A PERSON TELLING A DAD JOKE THAT THEY KNOW ISN’T FUNNY, RIGHT?

Ah, now here’s the secret about Dad jokes. Sometimes the joke isn’t the joke. Instead…

Sometimes, the joke is that you’re willing to make the joke.

Sometimes the joke is the outrage that the joke provokes.

And sometimes the joke is that someone gets so worked up about the joke, they tell you what a mistake the joke was, even though you already knew that when you told the joke!

“I was named after Harriet Tubman.”

“Mom, your name is Sofia.”

“Yes, but I was named AFTER Harriet Tubman.”

GAH. I DON’T SEE WHY I SHOULD DEVOTE ANY MORE TIME TO THIS.

That wasn’t even a question, but I’ll still answer it. At its most basic level, a Dad joke is an affirmation of life and love. It’s your way of saying, “Look, I care so much about you, I’m willing to take time to torture you with my so-called humor.” Dad jokes can…


	Defuse tense situations.

	Break the ice.

	Theoretically entertain people. (If not your audience, then at least you.)



“I can win any staring contest.”

“So you’re the—”

“Stare Master. I can also put my wallet in either one of my back pockets.”

“Please don’t say it—”

“I’m am-butt-dextrous.”

Look, the world is a stressful place, and Dad jokes give us a cozy, good-natured comfort zone. So while Dad jokes are not cool, they are awesome. Remember, the great writer Terry Pratchett said, “There is never a bad time for a pun.”

“NEVER”?

Okay, Joe Berkowitz has pointed out that very few puns are made at funerals.

Hang on, I just found that entire Terry Pratchett quote. It goes:


	
1 There is never a bad time for a pun. There’s also never really a good time for a pun.

	
2 You might as well just stay braced for a pun at all times, and ride them when they come with as much grace as you can manage.

	
3 Finally, the fact that you can replace “pun” with “disaster” in these statements says a lot about the human race.



THAT’S NOT EXACTLY AN ENDORSEMENT, IS IT?

Yeah, but Mr. Pratchett was just having a bit of fun. After all, he once wrote a book featuring a guide who was a yellow talking toad who was feeling unwell. The toad’s followers had to “follow the yellow sick toad.”

And even if we accept a pun as a mini-disaster, it can still create community. Either everyone laughs together at your joke (yay) or your audience is united in hating you. (Not yay, but hey,… community!)

Finally, a warning:

Reading about Dad jokes is like eating corn chips—great at first, but the more you do it, the worse you feel. Please exercise restraint in the consumption of this book.


	
1. This same young niece once wrote a card to me addressed to “Uncool Bart,” and I’ve never stopped being impressed.

	
2. Note: As with all Dad jokes, never do this without an audience of friends and family who can be mortified on your behalf. Otherwise, you will seem like an insane jerk.
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“Every joke is a tiny revolution.”

—George Orwell



I salute you for your courage.

Telling jokes requires bravery. Any time you say something like “If your friend tells you to jump off the dock, that’s pier pressure,” there will be people who let you know they are not amused.1 In fact, there must be a lower ratio of positive feedback for Dad jokes than any other kind of humor.

It’s very unfair, because there was a time when you were actually rewarded for your bravery. At some point, you asked something like, “Why aren’t human beans green?” and everyone laughed and complimented your intelligence.

You were four years old.

Soon, you were intoxicated with the visual puns in Where’s Waldo?, you had a passion for knock-knock jokes,2 and you were a fan of the “What were you eating under there?” “Under where?” “You were eating underwear?” routine. Ooh, here was another good one:

What’s brown and sticky?

A stick.

Children love to play with words and make surprising connections of meaning—and it’s adorable. Just this week, I was treated to seeing a five-year-old crack up at “When Mary took her lambs for haircuts, she went to a baa-baa shop.” Kids also like to experiment with unexpected word uses, like that time you said you wanted to eat more pie, but you’d “run out of stomach.” And again, everyone laughed and praised your creativity.

But since you’re not a kid anymore, the reactions to your wit are different today. And that’s where your courage comes in. Now, everyone expects you to excuse yourself for still being amazingly creative and funny. It’s a complete turnaround of expectations! Let’s say you just uttered this joke:

I was crestfallen after our family’s coat of arms crashed to the floor.

Due to societal expectations, you may be tempted to add an apology such as:

I’m sorry.

I’ll see myself out.

Goodnight, everyone.

And the classic:

No pun intended (or should I say, No pun inten-dad?).

Of course, you don’t have to say anything. Some Dad jokers just shrug, or throw down a smoke bomb and vanish. (I like to do a bad pop-and-lock dance move and then walk backwards out of the room.) But no matter your style, please remember that the pun is always intended… even when it’s not.

Your courageous perseverance in the face of zero encouragement makes you one of the special people to know the eventual joy of getting a roomful of people to laugh, or of being fist-bumped by a teenager who’s cheering, “Good one!”

I kid. That never happens.

Yet despite the disapproving silences, the anguished groans, the mass unfollowings on social media, and the credible threats of violence, you continue in the Dad-joking tradition. It’s a gift and a curse: You have the perspective to look at something in at least two ways—the way it is, and another way. Your pun is double-talk that makes your listener do a double-take, and therein lies the joke.

Did you hear about the multitasking king who ran several kingdoms?

He kept a firm hand on the reigns.

My wife got me a new lectern for my classroom, but I kept sighing for the good old dais.

When Samantha returned home, she found that someone had stolen every lamp in the house. She was absolutely delighted.

In the following pages, you’ll see jokes that may defy what you think of as funny.3 But not so fast! Sure, some of these jokes may look bad on paper—but when you give them life, trust me: they’ll be gold.
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BOB’S BURGERS

Each episode of this cartoon features a “Burger of the Day” entry on the restaurant’s chalkboard menu. These burgers are usually either Dad joke puns by Bob or more risqué puns from his wife, Louise.4 Examples of Bob’s work include:

Mushroom with a View Burger (porcini on a double decker)

Bleu by You Burger (locally sourced bleu cheese)

I Know Why the Cajun Burger Sings

Beets of Burden Burger (served with lots of beets)

Shoot Out at the Okra Corral Burger

Chipotle Off the Old Block Burger

The Silentil Night Burger (with lentils)

Fifth Day of Christmas Burger (with five golden onion rings)

The Final Kraut Down Burger (with sauerkraut)




	
1. BTW, if you ever want to find Dad jokes in the wild, just walk down any pier and read the boat names.

	
2. “Knock-knock.” “Who’s there?” “Tank.” “Tank who?” “You’re welcome! LOL.”

	
3. That’s my polite way of saying that you might think some of the puns here suck.

	
4. “Nothing risqué, nothing gained.” —Alexander Woollcott
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Ed: It’s a metaphor.

Will: What’s a metaphor?!

Ed: Mostly sheep and cows to graze in.

—Daniel Wallace, Big Fish



In 1719, Thomas Sheridan wrote a booklet called The Art of Punning. It was basically a Dad joke guidebook that included these three rules:


	
1 You can interrupt any conversation (no matter how serious!) with a pun.

	
2 You should be the first to laugh at your own joke.

	
3 If a pun is made, it must be repeated over and over to everyone present until you’re sure that everyone definitely heard and got the joke.



This is still fantastic advice, but let’s expand on and update these Dad joke guidelines:


	
4 Ask yourself this question when considering a joke: “Can I imagine a sad trombone sound (wah-wah-whaa) or a rim shot (ba-doom-bah!) after its punchline?” If yes, make your joke.1
Example: “Today, I gave away my old batteries, free of charge!”

[sad trombone spontaneously plays in background]



	
5 If you think your audience is in doubt, be sure to explain why your joke was funny. (Actually, you might want to just always do this to save yourself the guesswork.)

	
6 While some people are sticklers for what is or isn’t a pun, in this book, almost any joke that relies on wordplay is defined as a pun.



When prompted by any version of the following questions, you are legally required to respond with the following Dad jokes:

“Can you make me breakfast?”

“Abracadabra, you’re breakfast.”

“Can I watch TV?”

“Sure, just don’t turn it on.”

“Hey Dad, can you put my shoes on?”

“No, they won’t fit me.”

“I need to change.”

“But I like you just the way you are!”

“Mom, do you know where my sunglasses are?”

“No, do you know where my mom glasses are?”

“Dad, did you get a haircut?”

“No, I got them all cut.”

“When can I call?”

“Call me whenever you want, just don’t call me late for dinner.”

You can also initiate these dialogues with your own question:

“Do your socks have holes in them?”

“No.”

“Then how do you put them on?”


THE BASICS OF A DAD JOKE

Now let’s look at some of the basic patterns for a Dad joke. They include:



FAKE-OUT NON-JOKES

Q: What’s the difference between Nickelback and a doorknob?

A: Nickelback is a rock group. A doorknob is a device that closes a door.




“WHEN I WAS YOUR AGE” JOKES

When I was your age, my dad always fed me alphabet soup. He claimed that I loved it, but he was just putting words in my mouth.




CORNY PHYSICAL HUMOR

1 Examine someone’s coat and ask, “Is that felt?”

2 Then touch the fabric and exclaim, “Now it is!”




THE “ACTUALLY, YOU MIGHT WANNA RE-THINK THAT” GAGS

These are the truly unfortunate ideas that still get acted upon. For example, I’m sure that running through the zoo’s parking lot while screaming, “Run for your lives! They’re loose!” seemed like a good idea at the time, but…




INTENTIONALLY MISUNDERSTANDING THE OTHER PERSON

During a game of Battleship:

“I-1.”

“No way, I still have two ships left.”

“Very funny, Dad. I meant that I’m calling an attack on I-1.”

“Hang on, I just got a weird text on my phone.”

“What is it?”

“A small device used to send and receive information.”2

“Arg!”






TWO DAD JOKES TO RULE THEM ALL

There are two Dad Jokes of Power that reign supreme over all others. The first Dad Joke of Power is any variation on this pattern:

“I’m hungry.”

“Hi, Hungry, I’m Dad.”

At some point, your child may have heard this routine so many times, they respond with, “Why did you name me Hungry, Dad?” Should this occur, congratulate yourself for being an excellent parent.

The second Dad Joke of Power is the “Pull my finger” gag. Grandparents are particularly gifted at this joke’s execution. If you’re ever looking for a fresh twist on this bit, have the kid pull your finger, and then act relieved: “Thank you! My finger has been dislocated for weeks, but you fixed it.”
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JAMES JOYCE

This legendary writer’s father was from the Irish city of Cork. So James Joyce kept a landscape picture of Cork in his apartment.

The picture was framed in cork.






IT WAS THE BEST OF PUNS, IT WAS THE WORST OF PUNS

Laughter is a reflex action to a stimulus, like pulling your hand from a flame or extending your hand to a pulled-pork sandwich. But laughter is unique in that it doesn’t serve any biological function except to release tension.

Two antennas got married. The ceremony wasn’t much but the reception was excellent.

What makes a Dad joke unique is that it can both release and create tension. (Or create and release tension, depending on how you do it.)

No, kids, I am not “street smart.” But I am crafty in cul-de-sacs.

KID: How do I look?

DAD: With your eyes.

What I mean is that for some people, puns always create tension because they think that any pun is automatically awful. These misguided folks have bought into the cliché about how the pun is the lowest form of humor.

That’s so wrong.

Historically, wordplay was often looked upon as the highest expression of wit! After all, words are what we use to think. Right now, words are parading in front of you and you are thinking about them. To find humor or a double-meaning for a joke means you have to be able to consider multiple meanings for these words simultaneously. That means you are thinking about thinking, which is a meta mental process.3

Here are some people who also think about thinking: brain surgeons, comedians, poets, lawyers, psychologists, teachers… the cream of the human crop. (Except for the lawyers, anyway.) And you are one of the special people who can plumb the depths of thought and language, dive down in a magical way that scientists can’t fathom, and bring up comic treasure. So to make a Dad joke is to revolt against the usual rules of language use. In your own nonthreatening way, you are embracing the outlaw lifestyle.

My new lifeguard job? I’m drowning in work, and the place I’m at is a real dive. But other than that, it’s going swimmingly.

There are a lot of Dad jokes in this book, and as you go, the jokes will get a little less obvious. That’s because the more surprising the jump between a word’s literal meaning and a pun, the more likely people will laugh. (It’s also more likely that they won’t get it, but we’ll deal with that later.)

Say you want to make a pun about bread. You immediately think of puns like “raising dough” and “that’s how I roll” and “you’re good for muffin.” And while those are all okay jokes, they’re a dime a baker’s dozen.

But what about this:

The Indian restaurant’s location was a closely guarded secret. Before I was allowed to eat there, I had to sign a naan-disclosure agreement.

It’s better, right? That’s because it has a bigger jump between the word’s literal meaning and the pun, so it’s more of a surprise. In fact, when I read that pun, I can almost hear a “YEAH!” in the background.




CSI: DAD JOKES

Any one-liner used in a crime program right before a commercial break is likely to be a Dad joke. In CSI: Miami (2002–2012), the actor David Caruso turned this bit into an art form. As Lieutenant Horatio Caine, he’d start a line of dialogue, then put on his sunglasses to make a dramatic Dad joke. This was followed by a howl of “YEAH!” from The Who song “Won’t Get Fooled Again.”

For example:

POLICE OFFICER: The perp is missing from the scene. Maybe he took off.

LIEUTENANT HORATIO CAINE: Or maybe [puts on sunglasses], he got taken for a ride.

“YEAH!”

POLICE OFFICER: She came down here to drink some mojitos and catch some sun.

LIEUTENANT HORATIO CAINE: Well, it looks like something [puts on sunglasses] caught her.

“YEAH!”

With that in mind, please enjoy the following dialogue inspired by David Caruso’s character, Lieutenant Horatio Caine:

POLICE OFFICER: The victim is missing his head.

LIEUTENANT HORATIO CAINE: Then it looks like this case [puts on sunglasses] is a no-brainer.

OFFICER: His medical bracelet says he was the recipient of a heart transplant.

LIEUTENANT: So you could say he had [takes off glasses] a change of heart.

OFFICER: Hang on, the victim’s ID says his name was Buzz.

LIEUTENANT: So it’s a real [puts on glasses] Buzz kill.

OFFICER: The evidence suggests that the other victim may have been poisoned by flan. The lab tests will show one way or the other.

LIEUTENANT: So the proof [takes off glasses] is in the pudding.

OFFICER: Meanwhile, another suspect fled the crime scene at breakneck speed, then ran into a pole and knocked himself out.

LIEUTENANT: Well, he really should’ve seen [drops glasses] that coming.

POLICE CAPTAIN: Lieutenant, you are relieved of command.

LIEUTENANT: I guess you could say—
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