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“Better than getting hit on the head with a bushel of apples.” 
Isaac Newton

“Tremendous book but I bet no one will buy it.” 
Arthur Schopenhauer

“I’ll take that bet!” Blaise Pascal

“A wake-up call!” Immanuel Kant

“A complete triumph!” Kurt Godel

“It will make you smarter than you think.” Ludwig Wittgenstein
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On the first day of school, the kindergarten teacher said, “If anyone has 

to go to the bathroom, hold up two fingers.” A little voice from the back 

of the room asked, “How will that help?”
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This book came about through a happy confluence of seemingly unrelated 
events. One of us, a psychologist, was writing a book on humor, and stum-
bled onto Ted Cohen’s Jokes: Philosophical Thoughts on Joking Matters 
(1999). He told the other, a philosopher, about the book, and this led both 
to begin thinking about collaborating on a book on humor. Our initial idea 
was to write a book in psychology, one that would combine humor, cogni-
tive therapy, and philosophy. Then, however, the fact that the philosopher 
was teaching undergraduate courses in logic and critical thinking led us to 
think that a philosophy book would be more useful.

This idea was exciting to the psychologist because he thought it would be 
nice to contribute to a philosophy book. It was also daunting because, 
although he had been an undergraduate philosophy major, this was many 
years ago, and he had forgotten much of what he had learned in logic 
courses. Then, however, he discovered Jamie Whyte’s Crimes against Logic 
(2005). The back cover identified Whyte as a past lecturer of philosophy at 
Cambridge University and winner of a philosophy journal’s prize for the 
best article by a philosopher under thirty. The words “past” and “under 
thirty” suggested that the author and the psychologist-reader had certain 
life experiences in common. More importantly, the subtitle – Exposing the 
Bogus Arguments of Politicians, Priests, Journalists, and Other Serial 
Offenders – suggested that the book would enable him to pick up where he 
had left off years ago. After reading it, he sent off a proposed set of chapter 
headings to the philosopher who responded with a carefully formulated 
table of contents. The project was now underway.

As we were writing the book, another book appeared on the philosophy 
shelves of local bookstores: Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar: Under-
standing Philosophy through Jokes (Cathcart and Klein, 2007). The book 
cover indicated that the authors, Thomas Cathcart and Daniel Klein, had 

Preface

fpref.indd   ixfpref.indd   ix 7/1/2009   4:42:11 PM7/1/2009   4:42:11 PM



x P R E FA C E

majored in philosophy at Harvard and had then gone on to pursue other, 
quite unrelated careers. The book’s appearance caused the psychologist, 
who should have known better, several sleepless nights: “Cathcart and Klein 
got there first,” he moaned to the philosopher. The philosopher, however, 
remained calm and unperturbed and cited the following joke:

The train conductor was going through the cars collecting tickets. He came 
to the seat where a woman was sitting with her son. “Ma’am,” he asked, 
“how old is your little boy?” “He’s four.” “He looks at least twelve to me.” 
“He worries a lot.”

He also pointed out that the Cathcart and Klein book has ten chapters, only 
one of which is devoted to logic, and this chapter considers only two of the 
twenty-three fallacies we were covering in our book. He concluded that, if 
anything, we should be elated that others have paved the way for our book 
on jokes and critical thinking. Thus mollified, the psychologist took his 
subsequent discovery of Stop Me If You’ve Heard This: A History and Philo-
sophy of Jokes by Jim Holt (2008) with remarkable serenity. What’s espe-
cially noteworthy here is that the philosopher countered the emotional 
reaction of the psychologist with an appeal to reason supported by compel-
ling evidence.

As John Morreall’s The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor (1987) shows, 
philosophers have been interested in humor throughout the history of phi-
losophy. Our book, however, has a special affinity with the investigative 
spirit of Henri Bergson’s Laughter (1912). Bergson sought answers to these 
questions: What does laughter mean? And what is the “basal element” in the 
laughable? He knew that gaining answers to these questions would be an 
uphill battle. After all, “The greatest thinkers, from Aristotle downward, 
have tackled this little problem, which has a knack of baffling every effort, of 
slipping away and escaping only to bob up again, a pert challenge flung at 
philosophic speculation” (p. 1). However, his excuse for attacking the prob-
lem anew was that he would not try to imprison the comic spirit within a 
definition, but instead treat it with the respect due any product of human 
imagination. By establishing “a practical, intimate acquaintance” with it, he 
would honor the fact that “the comic spirit has a logic of its own, even in its 
wildest eccentricities,” that it “has a method in its madness” (p. 2).

On the basis of this intimate acquaintance for nearly two hundred pages, 
Bergson concluded that the comic spirit has all the appearances of being 
logical, but it actually abandons logic (p. 196). Similarly, Ted Cohen writes 
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 P R E FA C E  xi

about a type of joke that it displays “a crazy logic,” “an insane rationality,” “a 
logical rigor gone over the edge,” and involves “twisted reasoning” (p. 46). 
So, we think it makes a lot of sense for a philosopher and a psychologist to 
collaborate on a book about jokes and critical thinking. We agree that 
jokes often reflect the abandonment of logic and reason. We also believe, 
however, that some jokes make a lot of sense. The fact that some do and 
some don’t is precisely what makes them a valuable resource for critical 
thinking.
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