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High Praise for

Understanding Laughter and Humor:

Why We Laugh, Why We Don’t, and Why It Matters

––––––––
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“Understanding Laughter and Humor is a triumph of interdisciplinary thinking. The authors combine insights from biology, psychology, anthropology, and communication studies to present a cohesive and compelling new theory of laughter. Their exploration of how laughter serves as a ‘vocal affirmation of mutual vulnerability’ offers a unifying principle that explains the vast array of situations in which laughter occurs. Simon and Donian’s work not only sheds new light on why we laugh, but also provides valuable insights into human nature and social dynamics. This book is an essential read for researchers, therapists, comedians, and anyone fascinated by the complexities of human behavior and communication.” 

—Professor Tabea Scheel, PhD (Work & Organizational Psychology, Europa-Universität Flensburg, Germany)

“Understanding Laughter and Humor offers an interesting new theory on the nature and purpose of laughter. By adding to our understanding of laughter as a form of communication that is specifically connected with vulnerability, the authors provide a fresh and convincing perspective that will significantly contribute to humor theory and link to other affective and emotional accounts of laughter. Their exploration of vulnerability as the key to unlocking laughter’s meaning is thus both insightful and thought-provoking. The book's writing style makes complex ideas easy to grasp, while its thorough examination of laughter’s physical, emotional, cognitive, and social aspects provides a comprehensive theoretical position. I recommend this text to anyone interested in the complex nature of laughter.”

—Simon Weaver, PhD (Reader in Media and Communications, Brunel, University of London, UK)

“The contents of this book rival previous theories of humor in their scope, ambition, and explicit aim of solving the tenacious problem of why we laugh. It is a good contender for such achievements, as its scientific leanings gives it the kind of support that other theories may lack. Readable and enjoyable, it will reward its audience.”

—Lydia Amir, PhD (Founding-President of the International Association for the Philosophy of Humor, Tufts University, USA)
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Frogs No, Humor Yes
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There is a famous quote some cite to discourage earnest inquiries into the origin, meaning, and utility of laughter and humor. It is stated in various ways; however, very few bother including the last seven words of the original.


“Analysts have had their go at humor, and I have read some of this interpretative literature, but without being greatly instructed. Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process and the innards are discouraging to any but the purely scientific mind.”




–E. B. (with Katherine S.) White

https://quoteinvestigator.com/2014/10/14/frog/
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Companion and Guide Series Prologue


[image: ]




Welcome to Understanding Laughter and Humor: A Companion and Guide, Volume 1. As you probably know, this eBook is intended as a supplement to Understanding Laughter and Humor: Why We Laugh, Why We Don’t, and Why It Matters (ULaH Book), published by the Palgrave Macmillan division of Springer Nature in 2025.

Those of you who have read that work will recall that it advanced what we believe is a novel and comprehensive explanation for the vocalization universally recognized as laughter, as well as the humor meant to inspire it. Unlike other books in this genre, what it did not include were “real world” examples and analyses of laughter and humor that would have demonstrated the Mutual Vulnerability Theory’s ability to explain this once enigmatic, and remarkably consequential, behavior. There were several reasons for this.

The first was length. To supply enough illustrations (and corresponding analyses) to get a reasonable accounting of laughter would have almost doubled the book’s length and substantially increased the price along with it.

The second reflected our desire not to disrupt the flow of the book. Yes, it is nice to occasionally have a humor break in such an informationally dense book, but these can also become a distraction, breaking the reader’s focus and concentration.

Third, the formats are limited. Amusing photos can be helpful, but most of the humor used by other authors are in the form of jokes, riddles, malapropisms, anecdotes, and the like. For obvious reasons, there is no ability to include what has recently become the most diverse (and most popular) source of amusement, namely videos, specifically those found on the Internet. And last, there was the issue of time and effort. Even if we could provide Internet links in the eBook version of ULaH Book, they are impractical in the print versions, and many other sources would have required some form of permission to publish. Again, this would have been time-intensive and financially unfeasible. It is also the case that, after a while, some video links go “404” and are deleted after being either removed by the host platform or taken down by the creator. Updating a separate, self-published eBook is much easier than one created and distributed by a large publishing house.

In every respect, this format was the way to go. We think you will find it easy to navigate and, most importantly, incredibly helpful for understanding laughter and humor in all their diverse forms.
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How to Use This eBook
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For what are now obvious reasons, this eBook does not and cannot stand alone. It is meant as an extension of ULaH Book, so if you have not already read that volume, you will be entirely lost. Sure, you may find the linked material amusing, but you will not truly appreciate why—the descriptions and analysis we include will be all but useless. We will employ terms such as “cognitive vulnerability,” “status shift,” “Lifting Laughter,” and “distancing,” but without a full grasp of how these concepts are defined and used in the context of laughter and humor, the breakdowns we provide simply will not make sense. You will find a link to ULaH Book at its Springer Nature web page here.

Many of the Internet links we suggest will lead to YouTube Shorts. These have slightly more difficult to read time stamps than the “Standard” videos. For the larger and longer Standard formats, if you place your cursor near the bottom of the video window, the red “progress bar” will appear along with the time stamp. If you place your cursor or pointer on the progress bar, the time stamp will remain in view. The time stamp is typically in the following format: time from beginning of the video (e.g., 1:29) / total video length (e.g., 12:02). See the image below.

[image: ]

We will use the first value when referencing certain actions or dialogue in our descriptions and analyses. For example, we might say, “When the sentence that ends at 3:05 is completed, a cognitive vulnerability relating to the man’s failed memory has been highlighted.” Or, “For the laughter bout beginning at 5:21, we see the woman in blue jeans begin an uncoordinated dance routine.” Unless otherwise indicated, when we provide a timestamp, it is referring to the onset of the bout of laughter whose motivation we are about to describe or analyze.

To view the exact timestamp while watching YouTube Shorts, hover your cursor/pointer over the red progress indicator at the bottom of the video. Since most Shorts are brief (typically under 60 seconds), any referenced content should be easy to locate. When describing Standard videos, we may occasionally provide modified URLs that include timestamp parameters (e.g., &t=120s). These links will automatically start playback at the relevant point, allowing you to bypass unrelated content.

Both the Standard videos and Shorts can be paused by clicking on the upper portion of the main video content. We encourage readers to view Shorts in their entirety, then read the analysis, and then re-watch the video a second time. For Standard formats, it will help to read the analysis first, then pause the video as needed to focus in on the relevant dialogue or activities. It should be noted that we have tried to use Shorts for our examples whenever possible.

We must also make clear that we, as the authors of this eBook, do not necessarily endorse any of the views being espoused in the videos or other sample materials (e.g., cartoons, written jokes, essays), nor any of the sponsors or creators whose work is represented, nor any of the links that may be imbedded within the videos, nor any of the comments or advertisements associated with the work. The links we recommend were selected based on their topical relevance rather than entertainment value, and were chosen solely for their ability to illustrate key principles of the Mutual Vulnerability Theory (MVT) and showcase how the MVT can be applied as an analytical framework to understand diverse laughter and humor phenomena across contexts. Our primary objective was to provide clear, instructive examples that illuminate the theory's explanatory capabilities, helping readers develop a more comprehensive understanding of behaviour we know as human laughter.

When approaching these videos from a scholarly perspective, you may experience what humor researchers call “analytical distancing.” This cognitive phenomenon occurs when critical examination of humor’s structure and function temporarily inhibits spontaneous emotional responses. Research in humor studies demonstrates that the analytical framework you bring to these materials naturally shifts your processing from intuitive enjoyment to deliberate deconstruction. This cognitive shift is both expected and valuable for theoretical understanding, though you may notice yourself responding differently to this content than you would in a casual viewing context. Whenever possible, we selected examples in which the humor was validated by observable reactions (i.e., the laughter of participants or their audience) rather than relying solely on our own judgment of what is amusing.
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