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Laughter         by Jeni Mawter 

When we are happy or pleasantly surprised we laugh. A good laugh makes us feel positive 

about ourselves and our lives. In humans, laughing can reduce feelings of pain, reduce stress 

and boost immunity to fight infection. We’re all born with the ability to laugh. Babies laugh 

even before they speak. Robert Provine, a laughter researcher, says laughter is a universal 

vocabulary. Her says, ‘There are thousands of languages, hundreds of thousands of dialects, 

but everyone speaks laughter in pretty much the same way.’ We laugh without thinking about 

it. It’s not something we can fake or do to command. It’s not something we can easily turn off 

either, as anyone who has had a laughing fit will know!  

Gelotology is the study of laughter. It comes from the Greek gelos, geloto meaning laugh, 

laughter or laughing. Hey, maybe that’s why the iced confection got the name gelato. 

Why are your eyes like a school? They both have pupils.  

There is no known 'laugh center' in the brain. If we laugh at this joke it’s because we’ve 

triggered a circuit of reactions. This circuit involves reactions in different parts of our brains. 

 

1. In the nucleus accumbens we feel pleasurable emotions.  

1. In the frontal lobes occurs the thinking or ‘getting it’ part of the joke. 

2. The supplementary motor cortex stimulates muscles in the face, epiglottis, larynx and 

belly that are used when smiling and laughing.  
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When you think about it, laughter isn’t funny, it’s weird! It makes us gulp in mouthfuls of air. 

It makes us lose muscle control - we can snort or fall over, even wet ourselves. When Lewis 

Carroll coined the word chortle, he is believed to have blended our snort with a chuckle. We 

have breathing convulsions so that we even write laughter weird, using hyphens to show the 

convulsions, ha-ha-ha instead of haaaaaaaa.  

 

[Linguists say that natural laughter has a ‘Punctuation Effect’. We only laugh during natural 

pauses in speech which occur at the end of phrases and sentences.]  

 

So why do we laugh? 

 

Laughter is social. It helps us communicate and bond with each other. How would babies 

bond with their families if there was no such thing as smiling, laughing or tickling? Not many 

people laugh when they’re alone. If we laugh to ourselves, like we sometimes talk to 

ourselves, people will think we’re crazy! 

 

Do you know why you can’t  tickle yourself? For tickling to work our brains need tension 

and surprise. We know when we’re about to tickle ourselves so there is no tension or surprise. 

Theories of Laughter  

The Relief Theory 

 

Sigmund Freud, a famous psychoanalyst, believed that laughter releases tension and helps us 

cope when we are sad, angry or upset. The philosopher John Morreall believed that the first 

humans laughed as a way or sharing their relief when danger passed. 



3	  
	  

 

The Incongruity Theory   

 

Researcher Thomas Veatch says that when a joke starts we use our logical brains and past 

experiences to predict where the joke will end. When the reality of the ending does not match 

with what we thought or expected, we laugh. 

 

The Superiority Theory 

 

For some curious reason we often laugh at someone else’s misfortune, mistakes or stupidity. 

Perhaps this is linked to the relief theory? We are so relieved that it is not us that we laugh.  

 

The Evolutionary Theory – Do animals laugh? 

 

Human laughter evolved from the panting behaviour of ancient primates. Today, tickle a 

chimp, gorilla or ape and they laugh with panting sounds. This primate laughter is seen 

during the same situations as human laughter - tickling, playing rough and tumble, or playing 

chasings. Like humans, primates use laughter as a form of communication. Socially, they feel 

safe enough to share good-natured exuberance. 

 [Both humans and chimps are ticklish in the armpits and belly. Unlike humans, chimps enjoy 

being tickled into old age.]  

Not only primates laugh when playing, so do mice, rats and dogs. Mice laugh in ‘ultrasounds’ 

and rats emit ‘chirps’ which can’t be heard by the human ear. Young mice and rats enjoy a 

group tickle more than their parents and seem to have a well-developed sense of fun. Like 
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humans, rats have ticklish spots that generate the most laughter. Dogs laugh by panting. 

When recordings of dog-laughing pants were played to dogs in an animal shelter they were 

found to decrease stress behaviours and promote play. 

Laughter is Contagious 

We laugh more when we’re in the company of others. We can’t help joining in with the 

group. It’s a case of ‘laugh and the world laughs with you’. However, laughter can be 

negative too. There’s a big difference between ‘laughing with’ someone and ‘laughing at’ 

someone. 

[Since the 1950s laugh tracks were added to TV sitcoms. Viewers laugh when they hear 

others laugh. Not only do they laugh, they believe the show to be even funnier.]  

Laughter and Medicine 

Why do we say that laughter is the best medicine? 

Laughter reduces stress hormones such as adrenaline and increases healthy hormones such as 

endorphins which produce a feeling similar to the ‘high’ joggers get when jogging. Healthy 

hormones boost the immune system and fight disease.  

1) Laughter causes the diaphragm to contract giving all our internal organs a much-

needed massage. 

2) Laughing increases heart rates and dilates blood vessels. Oxygen rushes to our 

muscles helping us to relax. 

3) Laughing gives our whole brain a workout. Brain scans show activity increases in 

both the left and right sides of the brain. 
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4) Laughing gives us a total body aerobic workout! Laughing 100 times a day gives you 

the same health benefits as 10 minutes on a rowing machine or 15 minutes on an 

exercise bike. 

[The longer we laugh, the louder we get.]  

Sometimes when we laugh we produce tears. This laughing till we’re crying provides the 

same physical and emotional release as crying from sadness, fear, guilt, anger or depression.   

Need a good belly laugh? Visit a statue of a laughing buddah. With the open mouth and 

laughter lines, not to mention his fat belly, buddah is believed to bring good luck. In India 

laughing holy men are called sadhus. Dr Madan Kataria from Mumbai, India, founded special 

laughing clubs which are used for laughter yoga and therapy today. In laughter yoga, fake 

laughter is used to trigger real laughter. On January 11, 1998 Dr Kataria celebrated the first 

World Laughter Day. It now takes place worldwide on the first Sunday in May. 

 [Nervous laughter is a reflexive reaction when we’re embarrassed, scared or confused.]	  

 [In the third century B.C., the Greek philosopher Chrysippus died of laughter after giving his 

donkey some wine, then seeing it try to eat some figs.]  

What’s another name for nitrous oxide? ‘Laughing Gas!’ which is used for relaxation and 

pain relief. 

Laughter Maths Facts (compiled by Ball Memorial Hospital in Munice, Indiana) 

There are 18 different kinds of smiles. The most common is the smile of enjoyment 

Smiling uses 13 muscles, frowning uses 47 muscles. One wrinkle equals nearly a quarter of a 

million smiles. 
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15 minutes of laughter equals the benefit of 2 hours sleep. 

One good belly laugh burns off 3 1/2 calories. 

Laughing for 15 seconds adds 2 days to your life span. 
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