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Lessom 7

A Big Mystery: Why Do We Laugh ?

Contrary to folk wisdom', most laughter is not about
humor.

Laughter is part of the universal human vocabulary.
All members of the human species understand it. Unlike
English or French or Swahili, we don’t have to learn to
speak it. We’re born with the capacity to laugh.

One of the remarkable things about laughter is that it
occurs’ unconsciously’. You don’t decide to do it. While
we can consciously inhibit* it, we don’t consciously pro-

duce laughter. That’s why it’s very hard to laugh on
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command or to fake laughter. (Don’t take my word for it:
Ask a friend to laugh on the spot’. )

Laughter provides powerful, uncensored insights® into
our unconscious, it simply bubbles up from within us in
certain situations.

Very little is known about the specific brain mecha-
nisms’ responsible for laughter. But we do know that
laughter is triggered® by many sensations and thoughts,
and that it activates’ many parts of the body.

When we laugh, we alter'® our facial expressions'
and make sounds. During exuberant laughter'’, the mus-
cles" of the arms, legs and trunk are involved. Laughter
also requires modification in our pattern of breathing.

We also know that laughter is a message that we send
to other people. We know this because we rarely laugh
when we are alone (we laugh to ourselves even less than
we talk to ourselves).

Laughter is social and contagious'. We laugh at the
sound of laughter itself. That’s why the Tickle'> Me Elmo
doll is such a success—it makes us laugh and smile.

The first laughter appears at about 3. 5 to 4 months of
age, long before we’re able to speak. Laughter, like cry-
ing, is a way for a preverbal infant'® to interact'” with the
mother and other caregivers.

Contrary to folk wisdom, most laughter is not about

humor;it is about relationships between people. To find out



when and why people laugh, I and several undergraduate
research assistants went to local malls' and city sidewalks
and recorded what happened just before people laughed.
Over a 10-year period, we studied over 2,000 cases of
naturally occurring laughter.

We found that most laughter does not follow jokes.
People laugh after a variety of° statements such as “ Hey
John, where ya been?” “ Here comes Mary,” “How did you
do on the test?” and “Do you have a rubber band®?”.
These certainly aren’t jokes.

We don’t decide to laugh at these moments. Our
brain makes the decision for us. These curious “ha ha
ha’s” are bits of social glue that bond relationships.

Curiously, laughter seldom interrupts the sentence
structure” of speech. It punctuates” speech. We only

laugh during pauses when we would cough or breathe.

An Evolutionary Perspective™

We believe laughter evolved from the panting behavior
of our ancient primate ancestors®. Today, if we tickle
chimps or gorillas, they don’t laugh “ha ha ha” but
exhibit a panting sound. That’s the sound of ape laughter.
And it’s the root of human laughter.

Apes laugh in conditions in which human laughter is
produced, like tickle, rough and tumble play, and chasing

games. Other animals produce vocalizations during play,
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but they are so different that it’s difficult to equate them
with laughter. Rats, for example, produce high-pitch vo-
calizations™ during play and when tickled. But it’s very
different in sound from human laughter.

When we laugh, we’re often communicating playful
intent. So laughter has a bonding function within individu-
als in a group. It’s often positive”, but it can be nega-
tive” too. There’s a difference between “laughing with”
and “laughing at”. People who laugh at others may be try-
ing to force them to conform™ or casting them out of the
group”.

No one has actually counted how much people of dif-
ferent ages laugh, but young children probably laugh the
most. At ages 5 and 6, we tend to see the most exuberant
laughs. Adults laugh less than children, probably because
they play less. And laughter is associated with play.

We have learned a lot about when and why we laugh,
much of it counterintuitive®. Work now underway will tell
us more about the brain mechanisms of laughter, how
laughter has evolved and why we’re so susceptible to tick-

ling—one of the most enigmatic’' of human behaviors.
(by Robert Provine)

Notes to the text:

1. contrary to folk wisdom: AR F—MBIEIR; 5—BAKNEE
HR



2. occur: (to happen, to take place) KA

84

unconsciously ; JTGEiHHE

inhibit: (to hold back) FH Ik ;2% 1k ; M

Don’t take my word for it: Ask a friend to laugh on the spot.
MBERAHEREIE, BRFRO R LHE K, BiE—
To

uncensored insights: ( sudden understanding that is not exam-

ined or stopped) R % 2 K ULAF , TTL TR L%

‘7. brain mechanism : & FHLIE (SHLHE])
8. trigger; to start (a chain of events) 5|2 ( —EBRHEAEMN) TS

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20."
21.
22.
23.

(B M3h5E) s /UK

activate: (to cause to be active; to bring into use) {153
% ; I shEE/E R

alter: (to become different) &3 ;&

facial expressions: HEIHPFRTE

exuberant laughter; FEi#TE 1L R

muscle: JLA

contagious; A R4 /11y

tickle: (to touch sb.’s body lightly to produce laughter) #EFEHE
preverbal infant; ¥ ANSPFEREIL

interact: (to have an effect on each other) H #IfEf; B
"

mall: (an area of streets where one can walk around to and
around stores) MHIH.L; BIEE R X

a variety of: (all kinds of) FFh&HE

rubber band: ¥ Z#f

sentence structure : H] 2514

punctuate; (to interrupt) ¥THT, (GBS P

an evolutionary perspective: L2 R &
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24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

30.
31.

primate ancestors; & KZEAYH

high-pitch vocalization: &%

positive : B5E ) ; H & W

negative; & E K

conform: M ; :E<F

... casting them out of the group. ------ FEAB AT BAE A
%o

counterintuitive ; 57 H A, )2 H WK

enigmatic ; ( puzzling, mysterious) HALAY ; 2 A KRR

Exercises:

. Decide true or false statements

1. Human beings can produce laughter when told to.

B s W

Scientists have done a lot of research about laughter and now we
are quite clear about which parts of human brain control laugh-
ter.

People seldom laugh when they are all by themselves.

All laughter is not about humor.

Human laughter roots from the panting sound of apes.

. Choose the right words or phrases which have the same

meaning as the words or phrases in the text
One of the remarkable things about laughter is that it occurs un-
consciously.

A. not worth speaking of

B. unusual or noticeable -

It simply bubbles up from within us in certain situations.
A. to rise as bubbles~/

B. to produce bubbles



