Why Do We Laugh?

When was the last time you laughed hard, really hard? Can you remember a time when you couldn’t stop laughing? Babies first laugh when they are three and a half or four months old. The age people laugh the most is five or six. Maybe you remember a time from this age. What was so funny? While people often tell a joke to be funny, research shows people most often laugh at things that aren’t so funny. For example, people laugh at simple statements that people use to begin a conversation— for example, “Here comes Hasid.” Questions like “How did you do on your test?” can also cause laughter. This shows people laugh to be social. They want to make a connection with other people. In addition, this is why babies laugh. It’s not that they are laughing at a funny face, but they too want to connect. Laughter is one of the first steps we take to be social. As an example, consider this joke: What did the 0 say to the 8? Can I borrow your belt? Did you laugh out loud? Probably not. We may read something or think something and laugh to ourselves. But laughter, the laugh out loud kind, is usually only done when other people are around. We laugh to be heard. We laugh to feel happiness and share it with others.

Laughter is not just a way to be social. It can connect or divide social groups. Someone laughs after a pause or after a sentence in a conversation. It’s not a word but a way to respond, or say something back, and it communicates something. What does laughter say? “You’re funny.” “We share the same sense of humor.” “I like you.” “I’m listening to you.” “I want to hear more.” “I’m interested in you.” There is a reason why one of the most used text messages that people send is an abbreviation for “laugh out loud”:LOL. Of course, when we send this text message, we are not actually laughing out loud. We are communicating that we think the person is funny. However, laughing at someone is different. Laughter can be not nice. People use it to let someone know they don’t belong. Laughter can make people feel part of a group or not part of the group.

When we hear someone laugh, we laugh too. Laughter is a response that we don’t have to think about. It is passed down from person to person. This is why TV shows use laugh tracks. The show includes a recording of an audience laughing. When TV viewers at home hear this, it makes them laugh too. And the laughter has an effect on our body. When we laugh, our face muscles move and our breathing changes. Muscles all over our body in our arms, core, and legs are affected. Laughter releases chemicals in the brain. They make us relax. We laugh and we feel good. We laugh and we feel a connection with others.

Laughter is a response we don’t control. When we hear someone else laugh, we laugh too.

