The Laughing Animal


Everybody laughs, sometimes.  Laughter pervades every culture on this planet, but the causes of laughter are so various among cultures and individuals that there has yet to be (in the 2,500 years or so that it has been pondered) a grand theory of laughter that is general enough and informative enough to account for any and all cases in which a person is prone to laugh.  There is good reason for this, as there is virtually no situation imaginable in which humans are completely immune from laughter.  But to say that we can laugh at everything is simply to say that we have no idea why we laugh. 

We laugh when we are tickled, tossed in the air and caught (as infants), engaged in the pleasurable play of peekaboo (again, as infants), when we play fight, when we see a magic trick, when we run into an old friend unexpectedly, when we are embarrassed, when breathing nitrous oxide (laughing gas), and even when we sleep.  In addition, we laugh at good jokes, bad jokes, clever jabs at another’s mother, a cute animal, an ugly animal, slips of the tongue, slips of the pen, slips of the foot, the misfortunes of others, a great comedy, and we even laugh at great tragedies (yes, there is something inherently and darkly humorous even in the trials of Oedipus).  This list is truncated only because it is potentially infinite.


In the pathetically miniscule catalog of catalysts for laughter above, the first group exemplifies cases of non-humorous causes of laughter (with the possible exception of “sleep-laughing”), in which the laughter response is most often instigated by some physical interaction, not the “I get it” response related to jokes, for example.  The latter are humorous in that they usually require a significant degree of conceptualization.  Until very recently, these two types of causes, which together should encompass all cases of laughter resulting from mere mindless tickling to the often complex comedy of Woody Allen, had not successfully been incorporated into a single theory of laughter.  From Plato to Freud, almost all theories on laughter failed to consider empirically the act of laughing, opting instead to speculate contentedly in their armchairs about the various causes of laughter, usually remaining within the bounds of humor.  However, given the thousands of studies from neurological tests in the laboratory to fieldwork investigations of various social settings across cultures, new evidence has been obtained that ironically supports an underlying assumption intuitively held by many concerning laughter; its purpose is to bring people together.


How does laughter bring people together?  Robert Provine, professor of psychology and neuroscience at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County, offers an answer from an evolutionary perspective.  Laughter brings people together in anyway possible.  That is why people tend to laugh at anything from the slapstick humor of Benny Hill to a tragic death in the family.  The last statement might baffle some, but I assure you it happens, as I had at one time (in my youth) unconsciously broke out in muffled laughter at the shocking news that my cousin had just been murdered.  Perhaps it was a defense mechanism initiated due to my lack of comprehension.  Another possibility, espoused by Provine in Laughter: A Scientific Investigation, Viking Press. 2000 (p. 187), is that “Although laughter and crying [the “appropriate” emotional response in the above situation] are considered polar opposites of the emotional spectrum, they are neurologically linked and share the features of tearing and rhythmic vocalization.”  In any case, it happened and it was out of my control.  This is an important point that shows that laughter, perhaps somewhat like yawning, is only partly, if that, within one’s control.  And like yawning, it can be very contagious.


It is extremely difficult to sit still and not laugh among a large guffawing audience witnessing a comedy routine (even if you would not laugh at the jokes alone).  It is from this premise that laugh tracks were introduced in the 1950’s, first on The Hank McCune Show that was not filmed before a live studio audience.  This illustrates the point that laughter is a social phenomenon.  It is extremely rare that genuine laughter can occur in isolation.  There must be some human interaction even if it is vicariously through the medium of TV or radio.  So, when viewers hear the “canned” laughter professionally implanted into the script, properly following the given punch line, they are induced to laugh along with the pseudo laughter.  This even works with cheap plastic laugh boxes that can be purchased at novelty stores.   An extreme example of the contagiousness of laughter provided by Provine is the 1962 outbreak of laughter in a girl’s boarding school in Tanzania.  Somehow, three girls got the giggles, eventually the wildfire laughter spread to 95 students who could not stop laughing and they were sent home after the school was forced to shut down.  The “epidemic” in the end affected 1,000 people in tribes in and around Tanzania. 


According to Provine, “Laughter has the innate capacity to trigger laughter.”  There might be “an auditory laugh-detector—a neural circuit in our brain that responds exclusively to laughter.  Once triggered, the laugh-detector activates (“releases”) a laugh-generator, a neural circuit that produces the movement that we hear as laughter” (Laughter p. 149).  There might be a similar process involved with contagious yawning.  In this way, it seems that laughter is not, as has been assumed over the centuries, most often the result of humor.  Provine attests to this point through his frequent scientific “eavesdropping” on normal people in average settings.  He observes that most people laugh at such mundane comments as “Where have you been?” or “Was that before or after I took my clothes off?”  Though the latter is somewhat more humorous than the former, it is certainly not an especially brilliant piece of comedy.  From these observations, he concludes that the stimulus for laughter, more often than not, is another person rather than a joke.  In addition, Provine discovered that it was the speaker who laughed almost 50% more than the audience, especially if the speaker was female.  

Women laugh more than men.  This is evidenced not only from observing male/female behavior in a natural setting, but it can also be seen by perusing the Personals from any newspaper in the world.  Men’s ads usually request females who are attractive and prone to laugh, while females seek intelligence and a good sense of humor.  Like the vibrant plumage beneficial in attracting a mate among birds, the laughter of the female human might act as a mechanism for the continuation of the species (in an indirect way).  That is, laughter, spontaneous and under minimal control, provides a (intimate at times) link between or among people in the “most direct manner possible—brain to brain—with our intellect just going along for the ride.”  Provine continues, “Laughter [especially contagious] is a compelling display of Homo sapiens, the social animal.  It strips away our veneer of culture and language and challenges the shaky hypothesis that we are rational creatures in full conscious control of our behavior” (Laughter p. 129).  


The process of evolution has developed many strange and wonderful benefits for the human animal.  But laughter, perhaps one of the most conspicuous and ubiquitous human physical manifestations an Earth, appears to be the result of a freak mutation rather than a naturally selected advantage.  Laughter is often loud and exposing.  In other words, it certainly is no boon for creatures that value stealth as a means to avoid larger hungry predators.  Moreover, laughter, especially for those prone to ceaseless fits that become self-perpetuating, involving the entire body and often rendering the “victim” breathless (I know of at least one such person), can be a significant drain of energy.  So, whatever the benefits of laughter may be, they must outweigh the detriments, or else we would probably all be more akin to one of Seinfeld’s unsuccessful dates who never laughed: her only response to an obviously hilarious joke was a straight-faced, “Yes, that’s funny.”  She was promptly dumped for her lack of laughter, which not only made her less interesting to be with, but also less attractive.


Once we see others laugh, we want them to continue all the more as seeing them laugh makes us laugh, and this cycle makes us feel good.  But it is the laughter in others more than one’s own laughter which gives one a warm fuzzy feeling inside.  I first discovered this nugget of insight at about the age of 5 when I accidentally hit my plate and sent my scrambled eggs flying all over the table.  My (unconscious) response was “Wow, an ‘eggsplosion’!”  I had no idea what I had started.  My whole family burst into tears from laughter that subsequently made me feel good.   To this day, I search (often in vain) for the perfect pun that will cause those around me to double up in laughter.  

The old saying, “He who laughs, lasts” might be true, but the health benefits from laughing (if there are any—thus far studies have been inconclusive) are perhaps great for the species in the long run, but are probably only secondary for the laughing individual.  From tickling, a form of play fighting in which we resolutely defend ourselves while laughing to ensure our “aggressor” that this is indeed play, to the giggles between a courting couple, laughter prevails as an unconscious social tool essential in bringing people together.  Provine writes: “Philosophy is to science what alcohol is to sex.”  But it could be said, “Philosophy is to science what laughter is to the continuation of the species.”  Thus, we are not the rational animals; we are the laughing animals.   
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