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The word ‘dude’ is thought to have 
originated from the American song 
‘Yankee Doodle’, which was written in 
the mid-1700s and includes the line 
‘Yankee Doodle dandy’. A ‘dandy’ is, 
according to the dictionary definition 
of the word, ‘a man unduly devoted 
to style, neatness and fashion in dress 
and appearance’. The song was orig-
inally intended to make fun of 
American men who, after traveling 
through Europe, became overly con-
cerned with keeping up with the latest 
fashions and began styling them-
selves in extravagant ways, by, for 
example, sticking a feather in their 
cap and calling it macaroni (which is 
described in the song’s opening line). 

In British English, the word ‘maca-
roni’ had a similar meaning to the 

word ‘dandy’, describing ‘a fashion-
able man who dressed and spoke in 
an outlandishly affected and effeminate 
manner’. It originated from something 
called a Macaroni wig, which was an 
extreme fashion in the 1700s. And 
over time, the word ‘dood’ evolved 
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from the song’s use of the word 
‘doodle’, which was thought to be 
derived from either the German word 
‘dudel’, meaning ‘playing music 
badly’, or Dödel, meaning ‘fool’ or 
‘simpleton’. ‘Dood’ had a similar 
meaning to ‘dandy’ and ‘macaroni’, 
and by the late 1800s, its spelling 
had altered to ‘dude’.
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According to the Merriam-Webster 
dictionary, the word ‘dude’ has three 
different meanings, which are as  
follows: ‘a man extremely fastidious 
in dress and manner’; ‘a city dweller 
unfamiliar with life on the range’; 
and ‘an informal expression for a 
fellow or guy, sometimes used as a 
term of address’. The word, which 
was originally used as a synonym 
for ‘dandy’, evolved and expanded 
in meaning, and was in time also 
used to describe a city slicker and 
someone who was conspicuously out 
of place while visiting a rural loca-
tion. This led to the evolution of the 
term ‘dude ranch’, which is used in 
the western US to describe ‘a cattle 
ranch converted to a vacation resort 
for tourists’. 

In the 1960s, however, the term 
took on its most widely known and 
used modern-day meaning, as a 
synonym for ‘guy’ or ‘fella’. Initially, 
the term was associated mainly with 
the surfer culture that was centered 

around the coast of California, but 
over time, it entered mainstream use, 
owing in part to a number of movies 
that popularized it. One of the earliest 
uses of the word in an American 
movie is in EASY RIDER (1969). In one 
scene, the character Wyatt, played by 
Peter Fonda, explains to the lawyer 
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George Hanson, 
played by Jack  
Nicholson, “‘Dude’ 
means ‘nice guy’; 
‘dude’ means ‘reg-
ular sort of person’.” 
Other movies further 
popularized the term 
in the 1980s and 90s, 
most notably THE 
BIG LEBOWSKI (1998). 
Directed by the Coen 
brothers, this movie 
depicts a protagonist referred to 
simply as ‘The Dude’, who inspired 
the creation of a religion known  
as Dudeism. This religion is essen-
tially a modernized form of the  
Chinese philosophy Taoism, and 
advocates the practice of going with 
the flow.

.PEFSO�EBZ�VTBHF

As stated, ‘dude’ can be used to  
express a range of emotions, depend-
ing on its intonation and context. 
However, it has an air of masculinity 
and so is typically used among hetero-
sexual men to imply laid-back com-
panionship and solidarity without 
intimacy. Women do sometimes use 
the word to address each other,  
especially while mitigating conflict. 
The term is mainly used by people 
under the age of 30, primarily among 
surfing, skateboarding and biking 
communities, but there are some 
exceptions.

In early 2017, Donald Trump said, 
while discussing his immigration 
policies during a meeting with man-
ufacturing executives at the White 
House, “We’re getting really bad 
dudes out of this country.” And, on 
the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, 
in July 2019, after winning the  
Conservative Party election, Boris 
Johnson became the first prime 
minister to say the word ‘dude’ pub-
licly. He said, “Deliver Brexit. Unite 
the country. Defeat Jeremy Corbyn. 
I know, I know: some wag has al-
ready pointed out that ‘deliver, unite 
and defeat’ was not the perfect  
acronym for an election campaign, 
since unfortunately, it spells ‘DUD’. 
But they forgot the final ‘e’, my 
friends, ‘e’ for energize. And I say to 
all the doubters: ‘Dude, we are going 
to energize the country.’”

If the use of the word ‘dude’ by 
older men in power has made it less 
trendy among young people, they 
can always use the synonym ‘bro’ 
instead, defined as ‘a young man, es-
pecially one who socializes primarily 
with his male peers and enjoys lively, 
unintellectual pursuits’. Whatever, 
dude! 
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