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SESSION 1

Why Do We Laugh?

V. S. Ramachandran and Sandra Blakeslee

humans, he would be mystified by many aspects of our

behavior, but I'll wager that laughter would be very near
the top of the list. As he watches people interacting, he notices
that every now and then we suddenly stop what we're doing,
grimace and make a loud repetitive sound in response to a wide
variety of situations. What function could this mysterious be-
havior possibly serve? Cultural factors undoubtedly influence
humor and what people find funny — the English are thought
to have a sophisticated sense of humor, whereas Germans or
Swiss, it is said, rarely find anything amusing. But even if this
is true, might there still be some sort of “deep structure”
underlying all humor?

Consider the following two jokes.

I F an alien ethologist were to land on earth and watch us

A fellow is sitting in a truck stop café in California, having
lunch, when suddenly a giant panda bear walks in and orders
a burger with fries and a chocolate milkshake. The bear sits
down, eats the food, then stands up, shoots several of the other
customers and runs out the door. The fellow is astonished, but
the waiter seems completely undisturbed. “What the hell is
going on?” the customer asks. “Oh, well, there’s nothing sur-
prising about that,” says the waiter. “Just go look in the dictio-
nary under ‘panda.”” So the guy goes to the library, takes out a
dictionary and looks up “panda” — a big furry, black and white

2
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WHY DO WE LAUGH?

LA EABIFL, LvIwy )y - BLO— LEOBE S B, KROEL
77%¥/}~7/%ﬁxli POTEEME eI ERITE tETAS
2RELL ORFPFERIIREL TH RV EAHEADRTV, @ HEIZE 5
TYAFRELBEHROEVRZ TV, Q@ BEHOLSCEILILELR EHEHRED L
FTHEED, DIEEETIZ, SREHAOKNLBLI LA EEFIZIZS L
ZEERLTWLDIED, RiZFORL, HELLHESE Z2&2FLIBEDOVRA
bLERERLOT 1 ol
TZIERFAINAEEGD, ZAO TEE TLhrLVvD, ODOHERIIMLAROE
U‘®§%’<’7§*éb:%‘§ééﬂ%§n%%&&( BT Ry, EFIUSNAFLED
BO%S (LIEH OMRETHO N MR ERSE. 1998 F£DOFENE Phantoms
in the Brain " H O TH 5.

[Notes]

[1] ethologist: Bi¥IfTENAE

[3] T'll wager: I'll bet

[6] grimace [grimas, griméis]: (to make) a twisted expression on the face that
usually shows disgust or pain

(15] truck stop café: 7 X ') 7 ?E#EE (interstate highways or freeways) (2i& " b
Ty HEH LEIFAEWIIEL, FI v 2 (TANETOL L THV)DE
EFLEEFRE LT -CAL) 7L HD, caf6 LWHISTEIX, 7TAY
ATRFBLAEERT I L5,

[17] burger with fries: hamburger (cheeseburger, etc.) with French fries. H #E&®
F75 4 FRF by 1284722 b 0 %K Tl (French) fries, 1 £ A - +— A +
F1) 7 Tidchips £V ). XK Tchips EVI DI TEF bFv Ty DI ET,
IHhEAFYR -+ —A 7Y 7T crisps LIRA,

[22] golook: go and look. cf. Come see me tomorrow.

- “ During the chaotic years of the late 1960s,

| Rober Crumb (1943— ), an “underground”

ArFter 35 Vears, meav oo | comic artist, had cult popularity among young
g""fwg“‘izbmﬂgﬂw | and rebellious Americans. These cartoons are
FELL (N THE SNOW | from his very early work, The Sad Book: A Col-

| lection of Sad Stories. © R. Crumb
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animal that lives in the rain forest of China. It eats shoots and
leaves.

A magician was working on a cruise ship in the Caribbean.
The audience would be different each week, so the magician
allowed himself to do the same tricks over and over again. There
was only one problem: The captain’s parrot saw the shows each
week and began to understand how the magician did every
trick. Once it understood, it started shouting out in the middle
of the show: “Up his sleeve! Up his sleeve!” (when the magi-
cian was about to produce a rabbit from a hat), and “Slipped
out the back! Slipped out the back!” (when the magician was
about to saw his assistant in half). The magician was furious
but couldn’t do anything; it was, after all, the captain’s parrot.
One night, the ship’s main boiler burst, and the ship was blown
into a thousand bits. When morning came, the magician found
himself adrift on a piece of wood in the middle of the ocean
with the parrot. They glared at each other with hate. Days
passed. Neither spoke a word. After a week, the parrot looked
the magician straight in the eye and said: “OK, you win. Now
tell me — where’s the ship?”

Why are these stories funny? And what do they have in com-
mon with other jokes? Despite all their surface diversity, most
jokes and funny incidents have the following logical structure:
Typically you lead the listener along a garden path of expecta-
tion, slowly building up tension. At the very end, you intro-
duce an unexpected twist that entails a complete reinterpreta-
tion of all the preceding data, and moreover, it’s critical that
the new interpretation, though wholly unexpected, makes as
much “sense” of the entire set of facts as did the originally “ex-
pected” interpretation. In this regard, jokes have much in com-
mon with scientific creativity, with what Thomas Kuhn calls a
“paradigm shift” in response to a single “anomaly.” (It's prob-
ably not coincidence that many of the most creative scientists
have a great sense of humor.) Of course, the anomaly in the
joke is the traditional punch line and the joke is “funny” only if

4
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[10]

[15]

[20])
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[30]

[35]
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[1] shoot(s): &E & LTIt M3, ®E. abambooshoot (¥4 / 3)

[3] Amagicianwas...: 2OYa—71id, b ELLEEVBAZLOES %
DICEHB Q) TETERECEEL AT LS4 »r o EEOFT 4B
THREHNZE LB R 72D O (courtesy Derek Pell).

[9] “Up his sleeve!”: “Up one’s sleeve” i3 "MAD 2B LF-> T35, L) Eik
OFERFHITH., CITEHETLLETERET, XFEHHOFIZANTYRS
DB,

[22] surface diversity: superficial differences; apparent variety

[26] entail(s): to resultin

[27] critical: essential; important

[31] Thomas Kuhn: 7 A1) /# OFERR (1922-96). I — O v 2SI ABZOEH
EDL S LHOBREROPTEAREIN0EH LS THEESOHEEL The
Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) i "VIAHEEES 05 OBEIIIHI R T
7o 60~70 FEMITIEL IR TS AL - 2T b EV I BEEZEF S

[32] paradigm [p#radaim]: a set of accepted concepts
anomaly [endmoli]: something abnormal; something that doesn’t fit the expected
order

[35] punchline: ®&H%&ODF A &5, +F

_FRED "BIAST " GNARR INVENTED
THE FIRST EXPLOSIVE KNOWN TO
NN, THOUSH AT THE TIME HE
DON'T THWNK LT WOULD WORK,

© R. Crumb
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