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Chapter 6
Lecture Jokes: Mocking and Reproducing 
Celebrated Subject Positions in Physics

Anders Johansson and Maria Berge

6.1  Introduction

If I could tag the air molecules – this is Joe, Joe, what are you doing? Generally, Joe is just 
going back and forth.

This lecture joke about air molecules comes from a list of quotes collected by stu-
dents and presented on the website of Professor Ramamurti Shankar, who is a 
respected lecturer in physics at Yale University. One of the primary functions of a 
joke is to make people happy and invite laughter, but another effect is to create or 
support intimacy through acknowledging the shared knowledge of an in-group 
(Cohen 1999). At least some of the students clearly get Shankar’s joke and are in 
this way invited in as physics insiders to some extent. But what are the conditions 
for this intimacy? This chapter takes a critical look at lecture jokes in physics, focus-
ing on how they may reproduce norms that structure the possibilities of students’ 
identifications. We analyse jokes collected by the first author during participant 
observation of lectures, together with the list of Shankar’s jokes. In what ways do 
his and other lecturers’ jokes reflect the culture of physics and shape identities 
within that culture?

We draw inspiration from studies of the culture and discourse of physics, which 
have indicated that physicists are often expected to exhibit traits that are generally 
perceived as male, such as competitiveness and authentic intelligence (Gonsalves 
et  al. 2016; Hasse and Trentemøller 2008; Traweek 1988). Recent research has 
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pointed out how the discourse in physics classrooms may influence physics stu-
dents, for example, by expressing limited ways of ‘doing physics’ (Danielsson 
2009) in quantum mechanics courses (Johansson et al. 2018). Similar research in 
school science classrooms has shown that certain identities are attributed a ‘cele-
brated’ status, whereas others are regarded as secondary or even unintelligible 
(Archer et al. 2017a; Carlone et al. 2014). While some research has pointed to the 
role of jokes, humour and playfulness among physics students (Berge 2017; Hasse 
2002, 2008), no attention has been paid to lecture jokes and how they, as part of the 
discourse in physics, may be part of shaping and reproducing physics culture. This 
chapter represents a first venture into analysing physics lecture jokes from an iden-
tity perspective. In particular, we aim to address questions about what values phys-
ics lecture jokes reflect, how this relates to gender and equity, and how it may 
structure students’ possibilities for identification with physics and as physicists.

6.2  The Physics Community: Brimful of Humour

Part of talking scientifically is to be ‘serious and dignified’ all the time (Lemke 
1990). In Talking Science (1990), Lemke elaborates on how scientific language has 
its own style and that ‘scientific language’ differs from ‘everyday language’. The 
special style of scientific language is constituted by grammar, by word choice, by its 
use of idioms and metaphors, and ‘largely by its avoidance of many stylistic devices 
that are freely used in other kinds of language’ (p. 130). Nevertheless, the internet 
is full of humour related to science (Marsh 2016) and jokes are commonly used in 
science communication (Riesch 2015). Likewise, when students solve physics 
problems together, jokes account for a significant number of their interactions 
(Berge and Danielsson 2013; Due 2014; Scherr and Hammer 2009). Berge and 
Danielson (2013) also noticed that jokes among physics students can be an impor-
tant way to demonstrate physics knowledge. In another study (Berge et al. 2012), 
which included both physics and bioengineering students, the physics students posi-
tioned themselves as insiders in relation to physics whereas the bioengineering stu-
dents positioned themselves as outsiders, and this was partly done through jokes. 
The physics students made a joke about the formula s = v·t being an ‘old classic’, 
whereas the bioengineering students made ironic remarks about not being good 
enough, something that did not occur in the groups of physics students. A closer 
look at student laughter in physics problem solving (Berge 2017) revealed a more 
fine-grained pattern of physics humour. Humour and jokes contributed to a good 
working atmosphere (and thereby to the students’ learning) but also interrelated 
with the disciplinary culture of physics. The students not only created and re- created 
humour that facilitated their social interactions, but through humour they also con-
structed local norms of science and engaged with the disciplinary discourse. In ana-
lysing physics problem solving among upper secondary school students, Due (2014) 
noticed a power dimension within the students’ joking. Some jokes worked to 
exclude some students in the group, mainly by revealing their (lack of) physics 
knowledge. This is in line with Hasse’s work (2002, 2008), which found several 
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students excluded by jokes referring to science fiction and particularly to the num-
ber 42, a reference to The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (Adams 1979). 
Barthelemy et al. (2016) reported sexism as well as sexist jokes in graduate physics 
and astronomy programmes. In this context, women sometimes experienced jokes 
as a form of microaggression from their classmates, for example: ‘You like chickens 
for their legs. Not their brains’ (p. 7). Here, humour became part of larger structures 
of gender discrimination. To sum up, wherever you find physics students, you will 
find humour and jokes of many different kinds.

According to Hasse (2002, 2008) there are several distinguishable elements 
within the community of physics, and one of these elements is a form of play. In her 
anthropological work in a first-year Danish physics programme, Hasse (2002) noted 
specific themes of interaction that were significant within physics education: namely 
the use of science fiction terminology, playing with physics equipment, and telling 
specific physics jokes. However, these themes were not distributed equally in the 
students’ interactions. One group of male students used different forms of playing 
when interacting, while a large group of male students and most female students did 
not. Hasse concludes that gender cannot be the only differentiator here. In her eth-
nography of particle physicists, Traweek (1988) describes several unexpected skills 
that are crucial for being successful in the field. These skills are: being an informed 
gossip, managing to exchange judgements about one’s peers, persuading colleagues 
to support one’s work, managing news, and, in addition, ‘being a competent per-
former of combative, tendentious jokes’ (p. 121). According to Traweek, these jokes 
should preferably use technical language from particle physics to describe human 
behaviour; for example, a physicist jokingly told her that the physicists’ exchange 
of information with each other was like ‘photons being exchanged among interact-
ing particles’ (p. 121). Studying an academic subject does not only entail learning 
the subject matter, but also becoming part of a community and negotiating an iden-
tity (Johansson 2018a; Traweek 1988). To become recognised as a competent and 
legitimate participant, you need to be able to act like one. Thus part of becoming a 
physicist is to learn and deal with physics jokes.

6.3  The Complexity of Humour

Humour is a form of common knowledge in every culture: what counts as good 
humour differs from group to group and from moment to moment. That is why jokes 
are always conditional and why telling the right joke at the right time requires con-
siderable cultural knowledge (Kuipers 2006). Humour can therefore be used to 
identify fellow members of a community through their appreciation (or not) of a 
joke, since a joke can never be explained without losing some of its entertainment 
value (this is one reason why several of the jokes presented in this chapter will 
appear dull after our examination). According to Cohen (1999) this is the founda-
tion of the intimacy of jokes: it is the ‘shared sense of those in a community’ (p. 28). 
A joke is a specific form of humour, often described as something that consists of a 
setup and a punch line, where the punch line suddenly shifts the meaning in an 
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unexpected way (Martin 2007). This form of joke is sometimes called a ‘canned 
joke’ since it is less conditional than other forms of humour and can work across 
different settings. But jokes and joking can also refer to informal jesting and witty 
quips. The quote from Shankar’s homepage is an example of a mixture of a canned 
joke and informal humour. Jokes often deal with taboos and moral boundaries and 
at the same time mark social boundaries; to tag the air molecules and give them 
personal names is fun because it is irrelevant behaviour, and a form of play with a 
social boundary in physics education. Everyone who understands the joke is (more 
or less) pulled together automatically, but at the same time, those who do not under-
stand it are shut out. Humour has many functions in social interaction. Kuipers 
(2006) points out that it can bring people together but also emphasise and augment 
differences in status; humour can shock, insult and hurt, and can consequently be 
used as an excuse for bad behaviour. This multiplicity of contradictory functions 
and meanings are at the core of humour – humour is and will always be contradic-
tory. That is why humour also often touches upon social and moral boundaries; 
humour occurs in grey areas.

Although humour and jokes are often viewed as good, they must also be under-
stood as based on and a part of the norms of any given social context, and they can 
thus be seen as having disciplining effects. Billig, in his critical evaluation of the 
role of humour in society criticizes both common-sense thinking and much aca-
demic research for sustaining an ideological positivism in relation to humour (Billig 
2005). Rather, Billig argues, we must attend to the disciplinary role of humour, 
which through ‘the possibility of ridicule ensures that members of society routinely 
comply with the customs and habits of their social milieu’ (p. 2). Cohn’s research 
(1987) on nuclear strategic thinking is an illustrative example of the disciplinary 
role of humour. She observed how the participants at a centre for defence technol-
ogy and arms humorously talked about missiles without touching on the realities of 
nuclear holocaust that lay behind the words. For instance, the MX missile was 
called ‘the Peacekeeper’ and the bombs dropped over Hiroshima and Nagasaki were 
called ‘Little Boy’ and ‘Fat Man’. This humoristic language limited what people 
working with nuclear weapons said and what it was possible to say, or even think, 
according to Cohn. In our treatment of lecture jokes, we aim to investigate the dis-
ciplining function of humour. With our poststructuralist understanding of social dis-
course, we also need to add that not only ridicule or demeaning jokes but also 
‘positive’ or ‘good-natured’ jokes always represent a discursive structuring of what 
is funny, what is serious, what is possible to think and what is excluded from 
the social.

6.4  Jokes and Identity

In line with much research on gender and identity in science education, we use a 
feminist poststructuralist framework to conceptualize the social construction of 
identities. In particular we draw from the concept of positioning through discursive 
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practices, as outlined by Davies and Harré (1990). Here, ‘a discourse is to be under-
stood as an institutionalised use of language and language-like sign systems’ and 
‘discursive practices’ refer to ‘all the ways in which people actively produce social 
and psychological realities’ (Davies and Harré 1990, p.  45). In this framework, 
identity or selfhood is achieved by taking up or constructing subject positions. In the 
words of Davies and Harré, positioning is ‘the discursive process whereby selves 
are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent participants in 
jointly produced story lines’ (p. 48).

We view jokes as one form of discursive practice contributing to the construction 
of subject positions. Every discursive practice draws from already established dis-
courses. While this may seem to imply a deterministic structuring of available posi-
tions, there is significant agency possible through the ambiguity of speech acts. 
Whether actors take up or resist given positions is always a more or less open ques-
tion. Jokes represent particularly ambiguous speech acts, which may simultane-
ously make fun of and accentuate given positions. Nevertheless, we argue that 
pervasive patterns in the form and content of jokes made in physics may serve to 
limit the available subject positions. One way of conceptualising this limiting is to 
point out how certain subject positions get framed as more ‘celebrated’ than others, 
and how taking up these positions gives access to status and power (Archer et al. 
2017a; Carlone et al. 2014). In this study we follow the way Berge and Danielsson 
use positioning, which includes how physics content is positioned within the con-
versation. This is an unorthodox use of positioning, which usually has a clear focus 
on how individuals are positioned, that is, on subject positions. We argue, however, 
that it is appropriate to broaden the analytical focus to include the physics content 
since scientific language often avoids personifications, personalities and reference 
to individuals (Lemke 1990), and since the understanding of what physics is, is a 
dominant theme in physics conversations (Berge and Danielsson 2013).

Discourses may be institutionalised on many levels and around different topics 
(Davies and Harré 1990). For example, physics is commonly positioned as a diffi-
cult subject that requires a brilliant intellect, which is associated with masculinity 
(Francis et al. 2017). Persistent discourses about gender and physics serve to define 
the commonly imagined subject positions for physicists, and these may exclude 
many forms of femininity, meaning women have to perform as ‘one of the boys’ or 
craft other positions as competent physicists (Gonsalves et  al. 2016). A feminist 
poststructuralist understanding of gender identity points to the discursive produc-
tion of gender. A common way of conceptualizing this is to conceive of gender as 
produced through performative acts, discursive practices where subject positions 
are mostly reproduced in line with given patterns, but where a possibility of change 
lies in ‘subversive’ or ‘wrong’ repetitions of expected gender behaviour (Butler 
1990). We consider jokes as performative speech acts that are part of constructing 
gendered subject positions. In our analysis, we focus on the construction of subject 
positions in lecture jokes. In particular we ask how physicists and physics are posi-
tioned in the jokes.
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6.5  Getting the Jokes: Materials and Methods

The material for our analysis consists of two datasets. First, we use a list of jokes 
collected by students in the introductory physics classes taught by R. Shankar at 
Yale University, and then published on his website (Shankar 2015). Shankar has 
long taught physics, and we understand the long list of quotes to be a sign of admira-
tion from his students. Second, we use field notes of utterances interpreted as jokes 
in observations of physics classes conducted by the first author1 (see Table 6.1). The 
extracts used for this study are quotes from teachers noted more or less verbatim in 
the notes taken during observations.

In the case of Shankar’s quotes, the students defined (and edited) what he said as 
humour. In our data based on observations, the first author picked out humorous 
sequences that caught his attention. In most cases this was determined by laughter 
from the students or the lecturer, a clear indication of humour being performed 
(Berge 2017). Most of the humour analysed here is therefore co-produced (Söderlund 
2016) with the students in some way. In the case of Shankar, co-production occurs 
through the students’ role as editors; in the fieldwork setting, by students laughing 
along with the lecturer. While aware that the quotes from Shankar and university 
lecturers are a mix of canned jokes and informal humour, we will, for convenience, 
label all analysed extracts ‘jokes’. We are also aware of the fact that ‘the same sen-
tence can be used to perform several different speech acts’ (Davies and Harré 1990, 
p. 50), which makes our analysis of Shankar’s (edited) jokes more difficult since we 
do not have access to the whole context (much more context is available for the 
observations). The ambiguity of jokes makes analysis even more complicated. 
However, according to Davies and Harré, nobody can have full access to a conversa-
tion and all conversations can be perceived in several ways. What we have attempted 
to capture in our interpretation of the material is thus dominant constructions of 
subject positions as physicists, recognising that other interpretations are possible 
and that these positionings could be taken up in different ways in the participants’ 
negotiations.

1 Johansson did ethnographic field work in physics classes to answer questions about identity and 
culture in physics education. Those projects also involved interviews with students, but the mate-
rial analysed here is the notes from the observed physics classes. For further discussion of the 
methodology, see Johansson et al. (2018) and Johansson (2018b, c).

Table 6.1 The number of recorded jokes, courses, classes and teachers in all of the data sets

Material Jokes Courses Classes Teachers

List of quotes from R. Shankar 111 Unknown Unknown 1
Observations of quantum physics classes at two 
Swedish universities

48 3 29 5

Observations of various classes at two Master’s 
programmes in physics at two Scandinavian universities

13 5 7 5
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We employed an open coding procedure to analyse the jokes, with both authors 
initially coding parts of the material. In this process it was helpful that both authors 
have a background in physics. On the basis of this analysis, we developed a selec-
tion of codes characterizing how physics and physicists were positioned within the 
jokes. The refined coding scheme involved codes such as ‘physics is rigorous/break-
ing the rules’ and ‘physics does not concern ordinary things’. Often a joke posi-
tioned both physics and physicists in some way. For example, a lecturer presenting 
the postulates of quantum mechanics said, ‘It is a postulate – we don’t know where 
it came from. And we don’t care’. We interpreted this as positioning physics as 
abstract and concerned with very specific things, thus implying that physicists are 
‘narrow-minded’ in some sense. After developing our coding scheme, we indepen-
dently coded all the jokes according to it and discussed both our diverging and 
converging interpretations of the gist of the jokes and the positioning done in them. 
This second iteration led to our expanding the scheme as we could see that a few 
more positionings were being done. In this way we arrived at a consensus interpre-
tation for most of the jokes and could summarise our interpretations in the three 
major themes presented in the following sections: Physics is serious and rule-bound; 
Physics is difficult and physicists are smart; Physics is interesting and physicists are 
nerdy and passionate.

During our analysis we found that the jokes differed in a few ways. For example, 
Shankar’s jokes concerned college physics, whereas the university lecturers’ jokes 
concerned upper-division university physics. However, we also noticed local details 
within the jokes, like references to being a Harvard student (Shankar is at Yale) or 
to a specific door that was difficult to close (Master’s course). We also noticed that 
some jokes reappeared in quantum physics courses, almost like canned jokes. For 
instance when half of the students answered ‘yes’ and the other half ‘no’, two lec-
turers joked about making ‘statistical averages’, similar to quantum mechanics cal-
culations. A category of jokes that occurred in both datasets concern the teaching 
situation, but we have chosen to not focus on these here. Shankar made several jokes 
about himself, positioning himself as the Einstein stereotype, both absent-minded 
and wise (not answering email but understanding the meaning of life). The lack of 
mean jokes was striking; we found no jokes directed towards any student to dimin-
ish her or him, as occurred in student-student interactions in Due’s study (2014). 
Personal nouns were almost non-existent. In fact, in the list of Shankar jokes, a 
physicist is explicitly gendered only once: ‘Let’s say the physicist gets stuck while 
climbing, and you want to send him something. It may be food, or since it’s a physi-
cist, he might say “Send me my Wolfson and Pasachoff (our textbook)! I haven’t 
read it in two days!”’ Still, we did find consistent patterns of positionings of physi-
cists, and it is to our presentations of these that we turn in the following three 
sections.
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6.6  ‘Never trust a log plot’: Physics Jokes Are 
Serious Business

The majority of the jokes concerned the physics content itself, or the process of 
learning and doing physics. Geelan (2013) noticed that many high school physics 
teachers use ‘dry humour’ in year 11, and we could see a similar pattern here. 
Examples of dry humour are Shankar’s description of the risk of trusting a log plot: 
‘Never trust a log plot. And especially never trust a log log plot’ and a quantum 
mechanics lecturer’s comment, ‘I’m gonna do what I always like to do, give you a 
new operator.’ We categorise these jokes as dry humour because although the con-
tent is serious and positions physics as closely related to mathematics, there is a 
subtle comedic delivery. Another form of humour in talking about physics content 
is the use of absurd scenarios and strange metaphors (Berge 2017). Shankar illus-
trated the Einstein equivalence principle by suggesting the idea of switching Earth 
for another planet:

Say you’re in an elevator. I could do two things to you and you wouldn’t know the differ-
ence. I could pull the elevator up with a rope and you’d begin to feel heavy. Or, I could 
replace the planet beneath you with a bigger planet and you’d feel heavy. Now most likely 
I’ll do the first one. But you can’t tell the difference!

Or similarly, on the idea of eternal life, ‘If you live 15 billion years, then you will be 
able to see the back of your head’. Common to both these examples is the fact that 
what is actually possible is not relevant, but the ideas are. Shankar is playing with 
variables while illuminating the physics he is lecturing about.

Physics at this level is often abstract, with few realistic contextualisations. 
Shankar, however, is able to joke about that too: ‘Many people think that, since 
they’re going to be doctors or something, they’re never going to need to know about 
relativity. Well, what if one of your patients starts running away from you at the 
speed of light? Then you really need to know this.’ Here Shankar manages to make 
light of the fact that the concept of speed of light is not applicable in everyday life 
while giving the students an absurd (and entertaining) picture of imaginary patients 
taking off at the speed of light. These absurd scenarios or strange metaphors are 
used as tools for contextualising physics and promoting learning.

The teachers also joked by breaking informal norms about scientific language, in 
the same way as the students in Berge’s study (2017). As in our first example, the air 
molecule called ‘Joe’, this kind of humour is based on the informal norm that cer-
tain things (like personal names) are of no significance in physics discourse. Rather 
than playing with physics concepts, the teachers here play with physics norms, and 
often with what Lemke (1990) refers to as the stylistic norms of science. Lemke has 
summarised the common style of talking science into a list of nine norms that he 
describes as a ‘recipe for a dull, alienating language’ (p. 134). One of the norms on 
the list is to be ‘serious and dignified’ when talking science, something Shankar 
does not seem to care too much about judging from the analysed quotes. Shankar 
also violates other norms on Lemke’s list, like the norm of avoiding the use of per-
sonifications and dramatic accounts. This is clear when he talks about the mass of 
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the Earth: ‘The Earth’s whole mass  – you, me, China  – everything is pulling it 
down’, and also when he describes the trajectory of a rocket:

Say you’re firing a rocket launcher. What angle should you fire it at for maximum range? 
Say you fire it straight up. The good news is that it’s going to be up in the air for a very long 
time. The bad news is that it’s going to land on your head.

Similarly, one quantum mechanics lecturer talked about the ‘violent name’ of an 
operator (the annihilation operator), and the students laughed. This kind of humour 
intrudes upon the norm of avoiding metaphorical and figurative language when talk-
ing science, and especially avoiding emotional, colourful, or value-laden words 
(Lemke 1990, p. 133). Likewise, when a lecturer says that ‘But that’s when we talk 
about space-like, separation, distance. Now it’s time-like […] When this gets big-
ger, this gets smaller, that is the hand-waving explanation’ this intrudes on the norm 
of being as verbally explicit and universal as possible. By making jokes like this, 
these norms become strengthened; the laughter reinforces the point that we are not, 
in this context, supposed to talk this way. Thus, humour is a way to make a norm or 
an implicit rule explicit in the conversation. Likewise, this kind of humour can be a 
way to teach the students awareness of these norms, since humour is one way to 
make a norm or an implicit rule explicit (Berge 2017).

We know from previous research that students pick up on these examples of 
physics humour. When they solve physics problems together, they use absurd sce-
narios both in order to be funny and to clarify what they mean in order to be able to 
solve the task (Berge 2017). Making an accurate joke about physics content can 
even be a way for students to display their knowledge to their teachers: being able 
to make the ‘right joke’ implies that you have the ‘right physics knowledge’ (Berge 
and Danielsson 2013). Within the jokes described above, physics is positioned as a 
subject that has certain rules and norms and a special style that is not to be neglected; 
everyday words like ‘violent’ and ‘China’ become funny in this context. The physi-
cist, on the other hand, is positioned as someone who appreciates this kind of some-
what dry humour. This may work to exclude students who are not necessarily used 
to joking in this way (Hasse 2002).

6.7  ‘It’s Not Fun, It’s Not Easy, But It’s in the Notes’: Hard 
Physics, Smart Physicists

Another theme in many of the analysed jokes was that physics is hard and difficult. 
This was sometimes explicitly stated, as by Shankar when he talked about a new 
topic in physics: ‘This is very different from a graduate quantum course which I 
could teach in my sleep and which you could listen to in your sleep. Here, everyone 
needs to be awake – this causes some added difficulty.’ Here Shankar specifically 
mentions that even he needs to concentrate, implying that this is not easy for any-
one. Similarly, the university lecturers made jokes about how difficult physics can 
be: ‘You stick it in here, you do the integral; it’s not fun, it’s not easy, but it’s in the 

6 Lecture Jokes: Mocking and Reproducing Celebrated Subject Positions in Physics



106

notes’. On one occasion, a lecturer presented a homework task, saying, ‘It’s more 
difficult than the last one.’ This statement was met with laughter from the students 
and the lecturer continued, ‘I realize it’s more than a little harder,’ making the first 
description an understatement. This is the core of the fun in many of these jokes: 
physics is so difficult that calling it easy must clearly be a joke. Statements like ‘this 
feels easier’2 and ‘this is a standard problem’3 are followed by laughter. A quantum 
physics lecturer joked on the same theme when talking about Einstein’s derivation 
of the photoelectric effect: ‘So, this was pretty easy. For this simple derivation he 
received the Nobel Prize in 1921 … No, there were some other things as well.’

Physics, like mathematics, has a certain status because it is seen as difficult 
(Archer et. al 2017b; Francis et al. 2017; Gonsalves and Seiler 2012). Anyone who 
studies these subjects is assumed to gain some of this status, as one of Shankar’s 
jokes illustrates:

Mathematicians are always ahead of physicists, and physicists are always a little bit ahead 
of engineers, although that difference is not always clear anymore. It’s because it takes so 
much time for our president to catch up with everything. He says ‘How many barrels of oil 
will we save by you studying quantum mechanics?’ and then we say ‘Well, zero barrels’ 
and he gets confused. So either you find this quantum stuff very useful or just use it to scare 
the hell out of everyone else.

In this joke, mathematicians have higher status than physicists and engineers (the 
opposite is illustrated in other jokes), but the main message is that studying quantum 
physics is a way to improve your position in society, even in relation to the presi-
dent. Studying physics means you are already doing something difficult so that, 
ironically, it is often less important for physics students to gain the highest grades in 
examinations at university level (compared to other prestigious programmes like 
law and medicine). For engineering physics students, failing examinations is not 
considered extraordinary; simply passing can be considered success (Nyström et al. 
2019). This acceptance of difficulty can be recognized in the American college con-
text as well. Shankar guessed that some of his students had not got everything in his 
physics lesson and told them that he accepted this: ‘It’s okay if you don’t get it, 
because if you all do get it, then I’m out of a job. I rely on you guys not getting it.’ 
On another occasion Shankar acknowledged (and legitimised) that some students 
could not follow everything in class ‘We’re going to go over this again, as part of 
our No Child Left Behind program. Some children were left behind Wednesday; I 
know, because I saw lots of puzzled faces.’ The point is that as long as you learn this 
difficult subject, you will at least be better than other people, who have not studied 
physics at all: ‘There is one congressman who knows physics, and he’s just bullying 
everybody around, because when he writes an equation down, none of the rest of 
them know what to do!’ By positioning physics as difficult you simultaneously 

2 After writing the simplified Schrödinger equation with the given substitutions, the lecturer says 
‘ok … this feels easier, doesn’t it?’ and laughs a little. The equation is still fairly long. None of the 
students respond.
3 The lecturer says that the third homework problem is available and that ‘this is a standard prob-
lem’ (compared to the earlier very tricky one). Several students laugh.

A. Johansson and M. Berge



107

position physicists as smart. In fact, in these discursive positionings, anyone who 
manages to study physics is smarter than anyone else.

Even though students can be positioned as smarter than the rest of the world by 
studying physics, the university lecturers struggled to get them to ask questions. 
When one of the lecturers demonstrated an example on the blackboard and called 
for questions, the lecturer couldn’t resist joking about the silence from the class: 
‘I’m gonna take that as meaning I was extremely clear and you understood every-
thing.’ This statement was met with laughter because the silence obviously did not 
indicate understanding. This lecturer also joked about the students’ silence, saying, 
‘the floodgates are open so …’ implying that the students seldom asked questions, 
and also that ‘I will not be mean if you answer incorrectly.’ Clearly the students 
were afraid to ask stupid questions.4 Maybe being implicitly positioned as clever 
(just by being present in a physics classroom) makes it even harder to risk being 
perceived as stupid, since the fall is higher. This does affect the possibilities for 
learning within these classrooms at university level, since exposed confusion can be 
a valuable resource for learning physics (Dowd et al. 2015).

6.8  ‘It’s Fun, and If You’re Lucky, You Might Actually Get 
Paid!’: Interest, Nerdiness, and Devotion

Physics is not only positioned as hard and physicists as smart, but the jokes also 
often played with notions of the engaging nature of physics and the engaged, or 
even nerdy, interest of physicists. In our analysis, we found that physics was posi-
tioned as a subject for interested and engaged students. Every teacher naturally 
wants to make their subject as engaging and interesting as possible for students. In 
physics, this can be done by engaging demonstrations. For example, a graduate 
level quantum mechanics lecturer used balloons to illustrate wave function collapse. 
After ‘collapsing’ a balloon, the lecturer commented that ‘this wasn’t meant to be a 
real analogy, though; this was just for fun’, which generated some laughs from stu-
dents, supposedly in part about the physics idea of ‘fun’. But the serious business of 
physics cannot necessarily be learned through such ‘engaging’ demonstrations, and 
physics teachers may have to convey what fun physics is in other ways. Shankar told 
the students outright: ‘That’s why I’m telling you all to go do physics for the rest of 
your lives. It’s fun, and if you’re lucky, you might actually get paid!’ This joke 
reflects the possibly fierce competition for jobs in the academy, but in particular it 
positions physicists as dedicated people. They may do physics their whole lives 
because it is fun; it is more important than money.

4 This topic was brought up in several of the interviews that were part of the projects conducted by 
the first author. The interviewed students said that they often found avoiding asking stupid ques-
tions to be important in the physics classroom.
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Other jokes positioned physics as the only really important thing in the world. A 
typical joke from Shankar exemplifies this: ‘This is a very important day. You can 
forget your birthday, forget anniversaries, but you need to remember this day, 
because this is the day that you will learn Newton’s Laws.’ While this is an explicit 
instruction about how students should relate to physics, Shankar also conveys this 
message by telling (hyperbolic) anecdotes from his own life: ‘I forgot what my life 
was like before quantum mechanics. I know I was playing in a sandbox and some-
one was trying to beat me up, but I don’t remember when that was.’ This same pat-
tern can be seen in jokes about ‘physicists in general’. For example, Shankar joked 
about physicists’ hobbies: ‘This problem in your book says that a physicist is hiking 
up the Alps. You know that’s a joke, right?’ The joke here lies in pointing out the 
irony of a hiking physicist, positioning interests other than physics as unthinkable 
for physicists.5 Some jokes indicate that some areas of physics are seen as particu-
larly interesting or sexy, which is not necessarily mirrored in students’ experiences 
of learning them (Johansson 2018a; Johansson et al. 2018). For example, in one of 
the quantum mechanics courses the students were asked if they felt ‘psyched up’ for 
the subject in the first lecture, to which several of the students responded positively 
(see Johansson et al. 2018 for further discussion of this). In pointing out how inter-
esting his current class is, Shankar says: ‘Relativity and quantum didn’t used to be 
taught in this class, which is a shame, because they are two of the sexiest topics in 
all of physics.’

When the only interest of physicists is physics, that is also where they find their 
joy. If physics is simultaneously perceived as dry and difficult, such enjoyment posi-
tions the physicists as nerdy in some way for finding pleasure in narrowly focused 
interests. An example of this is how Shankar describes his own pleasure in drawing 
ray diagrams:

When I was a student I used to just draw two rays and be done with it, but now that I am 
nearing retirement I am so excited to draw all these different rays and see that they all hit 
the same spot. You guys don’t know how much pleasure this gives me.

Similar positioning was done, albeit in a more low-key way, by a tutorial teacher in 
quantum mechanics. After having spent some time on the derivation of a compli-
cated expression that many students may have had trouble following, this teacher 
says that it would be easy to come up with a more specific solution for the problem 
at hand but that, ‘for fun, I have showed you the general expression.’

These examples indicate how physicists and physics students are expected to 
have a very deep engagement and enjoyment of physics. At the same time, the nar-
rowly defined physics is positioned as very important, nothing else matters. This is 
evident in how Shankar describes ‘the beauty of physics’:

In this first problem, there is a car driving along a cliff, and the car just jumps off. This 
person has decided to end it all. Now, we want to know at what time the car hits the ground. 

5 This does not match our personal experiences of cultural attitudes to outdoor life among physi-
cists in Sweden. It is not that uncommon for physicists to be outdoor enthusiasts.
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This is the beauty of physics, because if this were a psychology class we’d want to know 
why the person was jumping, but we are simply concerned with how long it takes.

In positioning physics and physicists as unconcerned with complicated things like 
human emotions, Shankar reflects the spirit that Traweek describes as promoted by 
physics textbooks: Care about the fundamental things and ignore things like ‘“cute” 
and/or irritating creatures, from nude females to fleas’ (Traweek 1988, p.  80). 
Several of the lecturers also emphasized that the more pure, fundamental, or theo-
retical a statement is, the more beautiful it is. Shankar: ‘I just love this problem, 
because it has no numbers! I mean, here’s mu, here’s B, and everybody’s happy!’ A 
quantum mechanics lecturer: ‘Theoretical physicists have a solution for all these ℏ. 
They put them to one [laugh from students]. But I try to keep them around in class.’

When physics is constructed as concerned with only the most fundamental 
things, this gives physicists licence to be bad at the things ordinary people manage, 
such as social interactions (see Willey and Subramaniam 2017). One example is 
drawing ‘nice’ pictures. Shankar joked about his abilities after drawing a stick fig-
ure of a ‘ballerina’: ‘I guess it’s better to try and fail than not to try at all.’ Similar 
positioning was done by a quantum mechanics lecturer, who after failing to draw a 
circle on the blackboard using a compass, drew one by hand and said: ‘Well, tech-
nology … it doesn’t matter that much how it looks, really.’ Students also participate 
in these discourses. In one of the quantum mechanics classes the lecturer asked a 
question, but halted in mid-sentence to reflect upon the phrasing, which sounded 
weird. The lecturer then asked, ‘Is this how you say it?’ A short discussion among 
the students was ended by one of the students saying, ‘We are physicists, don’t 
bother about that; you can go and study languages or something in that case,’ where-
upon many students laughed.

6.9  The Punch Line: Discussion and Conclusions

In our analysis of lecture jokes, we have seen how conventional discourses about 
physics and physicists are largely reproduced, at the same time as they are joked 
about. The expressed jokes display a language full of absurd analogies, abstractions 
and (sometimes intentionally bent) rules on how to speak. The language is often 
straightforward; we found no euphemisms, and in contrast to the studies of Cohn 
(1987) and Barthelemy et al. (2016), gender was almost never made explicit in our 
data or even alluded to. The relative ‘formality’ or ‘dryness’ of the joking in physics 
lectures points to how physics discourse and physics culture is conceived of as 
value-free, supporting the notion of physics as a ‘culture of no culture’ (Traweek 
1988, p. 162). Nevertheless, as Traweek and others have emphasized, this culture 
does have values and expectations that may be excluding many people. In the con-
text of physics lectures, we claim that the discursive positionings of physics and 
physicists we have outlined in this chapter are part of structuring the possibilities for 

6 Lecture Jokes: Mocking and Reproducing Celebrated Subject Positions in Physics



110

students’ identifications in physics, even though the signals are not as strong as 
might be the case in more sexist discourses (Barthelemy et al. 2016; Cohn 1987).

Another result of our analysis, which is in line with previous research, is that 
physics is positioned as difficult and the physicist as smart (Francis et  al. 2017; 
Gonsalves and Seiler 2012; Traweek 1988) with a narrowly-focused passion for 
physics and nothing else. The physicist is also positioned as someone who appreci-
ates a specific kind of humour (which we know can be a gendered position, see 
Hasse 2002). Again, the jokes in this study are both including and excluding: at the 
same time as the jokes legitimise a passion for physics, they implicitly exclude stu-
dents with a more moderate love for the subject. Likewise, although everyone in the 
room may feel part of the physics community, insider jokes differentiate the stu-
dents from those who do not understand them. We note a risk here that physics jokes 
may, like science comedy, fall into ridiculing people who do not like or understand 
science ‘playing on the superiority aspect of humour’ (Riesch 2015, p. 773). The 
celebrated subject position is in other words narrow, sharing many similarities with 
the position of the nerd or geek (Johansson 2018c; Willey and Subramaniam 2017).

The material analysed in this chapter does represent jokes in the rather formal 
context of lectures, where civility is presupposed. Therefore, our material represents 
not only a limited number of physics jokes, but a very specific sample of them. 
However, although this study represents a first attempt to investigate the role of 
lecture jokes in physics education, it has been striking to note the commonalities of 
physics joking across several courses, lecturers, universities and countries. This is 
something that we take as pointing to a shared physics culture. We do believe that 
the positionings enacted through the discourse of jokes contribute to students’ iden-
tifications as physicists. One piece of evidence for the effect of these discourses lies 
in the uptake of these forms of joking and subject positions among students. For 
instance, we have acknowledgement of the rules of science by joking dryly around 
them (Berge 2017), but also the discourse of ‘physicists don’t need to care about 
other stuff’. Continued research could shed more light on the role of jokes in teach-
ing and learning physics, and how this aspect of the disciplinary culture restricts or 
opens possibilities for various positionings. Interesting lines of inquiry would be to 
look in more detail at how jokes are both delivered and received, as has been done 
with conversation analysis of video-recorded science lessons by Roth et al. (2011), 
or to compare joking in different disciplines or stages of education.

Lecture jokes have both benefits and drawbacks. We know that teachers’ use of 
humour and laughter is associated with learning (Banas et  al. 2011; Roth et  al. 
2011). Nevertheless, our study also illustrates a pattern where the teacher may, with 
the very best intentions, be excluding some students without being aware of it. 
Shankar’s joke about physicists who never hike can be interpreted as an example of 
that. Another drawback of the jokes analysed is that jokes that position students as 
smart may increase the risk of students feeling like frauds, the ‘impostor syndrome’ 
which has been shown to influence women in physics (and other subjects) more 
than men (Ivie et al. 2016). The jokes based on the lack of students’ questions in our 
data are evidence of these feelings in the classrooms. However, in our ethnographic 
data we saw how humour could also have a positive effect in a classroom and change 
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the atmosphere for the better. For example, when a lecturer made a joke by confess-
ing that a physics problem needed extra attention and that even the lecturer would 
need to look stuff up, this was followed by students’ laughter and less silence in the 
classroom. In another situation, the same lecturer, while waiting for answers from 
the students, explained that the question was difficult. A student responded to this 
by bursting out ‘this [the physics] is starting to get weird’ and everyone laughed 
again. This time, a student’s humour became an icebreaker that opened up the inter-
action in the classroom. Both these instances are examples of the valuable role that 
humour can have in increasing closeness and involvement in classrooms (Banas 
et al. 2011).

Humour is an ambiguous form of communication, which can have both positive 
and negative effects on the classroom, and is also an efficient way to make norms or 
implicit rules explicit in the conversation. Thus we cannot make general recommen-
dations about the use of joking and humour in physics lectures. However, as teach-
ers we should reflect on the power of humour when we use jokes in the classroom, 
and on what discursive positionings the jokes we tell enact. In that way we can take 
small steps to remove potential barriers to making physics open to all.
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