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For Katherine Russell Rich, who laughed


INTRODUCTION

THE JOKE IS DEAD. IT EVEN HAD AN OBITUARY, WRITTEN BY Warren St. John and published in the New York Times on May 22, 2005. “The joke died a lonely death,” wrote St. John. “There was no next of kin.”

The setting was, as armchair poets call it, a dark and stormy night. New York City was being hit by almost twenty inches of snow, with wind gusts exceeding eighty miles an hour and temperatures dropping well below zero. The city was still recovering from an even bigger blizzard just two weeks before, and Mayor Robert Wagner had been forced to declare a state of emergency. Until the weather cleared and bulldozers could push the mess into the East River, New York was closed for business. At the same time, a young comic named Lenny Bruce waited in a hotel on West 47th Street, wondering if anybody would endure the terrible conditions to see his show. Cars weren’t even allowed on the roads, so what were the odds they would venture out into the city to see comedy?

It was midnight, February 4, 1961, the beginning of a prolonged death for the traditional joke. By the end of the night, Bruce’s career, and indeed comedy itself, would never again be the same.

Bruce had already made a name for himself by performing edgy stand-up routines based on race, religion, and sexual hypocrisy. He didn’t tell jokes, and many people didn’t find his stories especially funny. Instead, they were shocking, less like comedy and more like social commentary. Bruce wasn’t a comedian like Bob Hope or Sid Caesar; his act had little structure and sounded distinctly unrehearsed. Just as jazz musicians hone their craft not by focusing on individual songs but by perfecting use of their instrument, Bruce was becoming master of the riff, the story, and the offhand remark. Carnegie Hall would be his master performance.

The show began with Bruce remarking on the size of the crowd, wondering what would happen if, instead of comedy, he simply performed an extended violin solo. Then his art began, and he ripped into a string of random observations and anecdotes that, if committed to print, would be incomprehensible. He pondered what would happen if Jesus and Moses visited St. Patrick’s Cathedral and saw the size of the cardinal’s ring. He wondered how, since the earth is constantly rotating, people who die at noon can go to heaven while those passing away in late evening don’t go to hell. When feedback erupted over the microphone, he searched the stage looking for the source of the noise, musing how funny it would be if the speakers were simply picking up sound from a kid practicing piano behind the curtain. Like Charlie Parker with a saxophone, or Miles Davis a trumpet, he worked the microphone and improvised about anything that came to mind, drawing huge laughs despite telling almost no traditional “jokes.” “There’s no right and wrong,” he claimed early in the act. “Just my right, and your wrong.”

For the next two hours Bruce shared observations about religion, prejudice, and even women with hairy armpits, and though his approach wasn’t groundbreaking, it was the first time anybody had performed with such fluidity. Like other comedians of his generation, he rejected the idea of setups and punch lines in favor of a more personal approach, trading one-liners for an angst-filled slurry of words that at times bordered on gibberish. He wasn’t the funniest comic of his time. Far from it—much of his humor was lost on the audience for the simple reason that he didn’t bother finishing most of his sentences. He wasn’t the smartest, either. Rather, he was simply the most creatively idiosyncratic, like the kid in school who could have been voted most likely to succeed if only he cared about the title. He was both a genius and a complete mess.

“All laughter is involuntary,” he said during the performance. “Try to fake four laughs in an hour, it’ll take you away, man. You can’t. They laugh because it’s funny. [Switch to stiff, formal voice] They have had the exposure in the area that he is satirizing.” In other words, humor happens when we connect with other people and share their struggles and confusions. Indeed, on February 4, 1961, all laughter was involuntary.

Still, the exact moment of death, the joke’s final death knell, didn’t come until the conclusion of his act. Bruce announced that he wanted to end the performance with a traditional story, one with a regular setup and punch line. People would laugh and jump from the rafters, choral music would celebrate his joy, and his job would be so complete that there would be no need for a curtain call. The joke would be enough.

Nineteen minutes later he still hadn’t gotten around to the punch line.

Though the joke eventually elicited huge laughs and applause, the reaction didn’t come from the joke itself. That was relatively tame, involving a man sleeping on a plane with his fly open and his privates exposed. No, the audience erupted in huge applause because they recognized that something unusual had just happened. They had witnessed a new form of comedy.

A short while later, Bruce would be arrested for obscenity, and comics like George Carlin and Richard Pryor would take his place as humor pioneers, working up audiences in ways unknown to previous generations. Comedy would remain healthy as ever, though nobody would look at it the same way again.

“I’m not a comedian,” Bruce said later. “The world is sick and I’m the doctor. I’m a surgeon with a scalpel for false values. I don’t have an act. I just talk. I’m just Lenny Bruce.”
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I’m too young to have ever seen Lenny Bruce perform live, but I love his work and it has often made me wonder: Why do we find things funny? It’s a philosophical as well as scientific question: Why do some comments, including jokes, quips, or extended stories, provoke joy and laughter, while others do not? Or, to be more concrete, why do we have the same reaction to a quip made by Lenny Bruce as to one made by Henny Youngman? Youngman was the comic who spoke the immortal line “Take my wife . . . please,” the kind of one-liner that’s now rare but in its day caused audiences to howl. Humor may have adapted to modern tastes, like other forms of entertainment, but this doesn’t explain why something funny to one person isn’t to another, or why something that’s hilarious in one decade is trite and stale in another.

I believe the answer to these questions lies in the fact that humor is ultimately not about puns or one-liners. Although traditional jokes are now rare thanks to artists like Bruce, humor remains alive and well because it’s a process, one that reflects the times and needs of its audiences. It’s the social or psychological working through of ideas that are not easily handled by our conscious minds.

As a cognitive neuroscientist with more than a dozen years’ experience studying how the brain operates, I have learned that understanding humor requires recognizing the massive complexity of the human brain. If the brain were a government, it wouldn’t be a dictatorship, a monarchy, or even a democracy. It would be an anarchy. It’s been said that the brain is a lot like the Reagan presidency—characterized by countless interacting modules, all acting independently with only the semblance of a central executive. Political views aside, most scientists would agree with this assessment. The brain is indeed massively complex: parts are connected to other parts, which are then connected to others, but nowhere in the system is there some “final part” deciding what we say or do. Instead, our brains act by letting ideas compete and argue for attention. This approach has its benefits, such as allowing us to reason, solve problems, and even read books. However, it sometimes leads to conflict, for example when we try to hold two or more inconsistent ideas at once. When that happens, our brains know of only one thing to do—laugh.

We often think of the human mind as a computer, one that takes input from its surroundings and acts based on our immediate goals. But this view is flawed. Rather than working in a logical, controlled manner, the brain multitasks. It doesn’t break down in the face of ambiguity but, instead, uses confusion to achieve complex thought. When the brain is given conflicting goals or information, it uses that conflict to generate novel solutions, sometimes producing ideas that have never been thought of before. Humor succeeds because we take joy in this process, which is why a bored mind is a humorless mind. We take pleasure in working through the confusion, and we laugh when we’ve come up with a solution.

One challenge arising from viewing humor as a social and psychological phenomenon is that it’s not easily measured. Most scientists prefer to focus on laughter, which is a concrete behavior. As a result, laughter has been relatively well studied; surveys show that we’re more likely to be seen sharing laughter than any other emotional response. This means that, on average, we laugh between fifteen and twenty times a day. There’s lots of variation, though. Women tend to laugh less as they get older, but not men. And we all tend to laugh more in the afternoon and evening, though this tendency is strongest for the young.

It shouldn’t be surprising, then, that our first attempts at understanding humor involved the study of laughter. Aristotle said that humans are the only species who laugh, and that babies don’t have souls until they utter their first giggle. As if that wasn’t enough, he further claimed that every baby first laughs on his or her fortieth day. Fried-rich Nietzsche described laughter as a reaction to existential loneliness. Freud had a more positive view (an unusual role for him), claiming that laughter is a release of tension and psychic energy. The problem with each of these definitions, of course, is that they’re useless. There’s no way to measure psychic energy or existential loneliness, and there never will be. Perhaps this is why Thomas Hobbes felt comfortable confusing things entirely by calling laughter the “glory arising from some sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves.”

Laughter, which we can actually observe and measure, is indeed endlessly interesting, but humor reveals more about our humanity, about how we think and feel, and about how we relate to others. Humor is a state of mind. And that’s what this book is about.
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Ha! is about an idea. The idea is that humor and its most common symptom—laughter—are by-products of possessing brains which rely on conflict. Because they constantly deal with confusion or ambiguity, our minds jump the gun, make mistakes, and generally get muddled in their own complexity. But this isn’t bad. On the contrary, it provides us adaptability and a constant reason to laugh.

The reason Lenny Bruce was so funny that night, just like Pryor was a decade later and Louis C.K. is today, is that each found a way to address the prevailing concerns of his time. For Bruce, this involved telling stories about the hypocrisy of sex, prejudice, and drugs, allowing humor to shed light on topics that, in the late 1950s at least, weren’t openly discussed. Being funny was how he helped his audience work through living in such volatile times. Indeed, though the traditional joke may be dead (or, more likely, gravely injured), humor remains as healthy as ever because that need for relating with others is timeless.

Over the next two hundred pages I will show that humor is closely associated with nearly every aspect of human cognition. For example, the same processes that give us humor also contribute to insight, creativity, and even psychological health. Studies indicate that the use of humor in everyday settings—for example, when we’re responding to e-mails or using descriptive imagery—is strongly related to intelligence. In short, the smarter we are, the more likely we are to share a good joke. We don’t even need to be outgoing to appreciate humor. The important thing is being able to enjoy a good laugh.

For years, scientists have known that humor improves our health, and now by viewing it as rigorous exercise of the mind, we understand why. Humor is like exercise for the brain, and just as physical exercise strengthens the body, keeping a funny outlook is the healthiest way to stay cognitively sharp. This also explains why watching Robin Williams’s stand-up routines improves our ability to solve word-association puzzles; minds are meant to be constantly worked, stretched, and surprised. Such comedy pushes our brains to make new associations and tackle confusion head-on.

Though in this book we will explore how to incorporate humor more in your life, it’s important to note early on that the goal isn’t to learn how to make people laugh or tell the perfect joke. This isn’t to say that by the end of the book you won’t be equipped to be a funnier person. I will show that the key to being funny isn’t to learn tricks or memorize jokes but, rather, to gain a firmer grasp of how humor is our natural response to living in a world filled with conflict. Then you will see why comedy follows no simple checklists or rules, and why no single joke pleases everyone. Humor is idiosyncratic because it depends on the one thing that makes each of us unique—how we deal with disagreement in our complex brains.

Some people have argued that there’s little point in studying humor because it’s too mysterious to understand. The American writer E. B. White even wrote that analyzing humor is like dissecting frogs: few people are interested and the subject always dies in the end. In some ways this is true, since humor is constantly changing and, like a frog on a table, without restraint the subject tends to move on without us. But now scientists are discovering that humor is our natural response to conflict and confusion—a topic absolutely worthy of our attention. What better way to understand what makes us tick than finding out how we cope with uncertainty?

Another common argument against studying humor is that it’s as much art as science. Joel Goodman, director of an organization called The Humor Project, once claimed that people learn to become funny the same way a musician gets to Carnegie Hall. That is, they follow the Rule of the Five Ps: they practice—and practice—and practice—and practice—and practice. It’s true that humor is so complex, and the causes of laughter so diverse, that no rules apply from one situation to the next. Yet humor has some very clear ingredients, ones that science is just now beginning to reveal. These ingredients explain puns, riddles, and even lawyer jokes. And they all depend on conflict and ambiguity resolution within our highly modular brains.

I will start by introducing you to the latest humor research, showing that it’s only through owning indecisive brains that we take pleasure in a cognitively and emotionally demanding world. This raises the What is? question of humor: What is it, and why is it so enjoyable? As we will see, humor relies on stages, starting with making premature predictions about the world and ending with resolving the misinterpretations that inevitably result. Without this beginning and end, we don’t laugh. Too much in between just muddles the punch line.

The next question is What for? What purpose does humor serve, and why do we need such complicated brains? Wouldn’t life be easier if our minds were like computers and more predictable? Not at all. First, computers fail all the time, especially when confronted with ambiguity. If a computer gets confused, it must be shut down and rebooted. The brain, by contrast, must keep working even in the face of the unexpected. Second, when was the last time a computer wrote a decent sonnet or composed a catchy song? With simplicity comes a cost.

The last question is So what? In other words, how can we use inner conflict to better our lives, and how do we become funnier people? Though this isn’t a self-help book, I will show how improving your humor affects your health, helps you get along with strangers, and even makes you smarter. Nearly every aspect of our lives is improved by focusing on humor. This book explains why.

Although my background as a cognitive neuroscientist certainly helped me write this book, I’ve tried to keep the science accessible to the general reader. One of the most exciting aspects about any emerging science is that at the beginning, everybody is both an expert and an outsider. While many scientists take the subject down some unusual roads—a recent study by researchers at the University of Louisville on the humor of French author Albert Camus comes to mind—the research is still so new it’s easy to follow. It also helps that humor has only recently become a legitimate topic of study for academic fields like linguistics, psychology, and sociology. My goal in this book is to act as translator, and perhaps mediator too, pulling out interesting findings from each of these fields. And, by combining their insights, to form a new field altogether—Humorology.

Lastly, I should mention that my goal in writing this book isn’t to be funny, though if I occasionally stumble into that too, I don’t mind. In fact, I think our overwhelming desire to be funny is the largest impediment to humor research. Humor scientists are notoriously serious about their work, as they should be, because the topic requires precision and academic rigor. But because the subject is humor, many people see the field as an opportunity to tell jokes. And that’s a problem. To paraphrase Victor Raskin in his preface to the first issue of The International Journal of Humor Research, psychiatrists don’t try to sound neurotic or delusional when describing schizophrenia, so why should humor researchers try to be funny? It’s a good argument, and one I intend to respect.

Now, on to a laughter epidemic, a disaster movie—and the dirtiest joke in the world.
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       “What Is?”

            THE ELUSIVE CONCEPT OF MIRTH
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              There seems to be no lengths to which humorless people will not go to analyze humor. It seems to worry them.

—ROBERT BENCHLEY

LET’S START WITH THREE DIFFERENT INSTANCES OF LAUGHTER—what I call “Kagera,” “Stopover at the Empire State Building,” and “Titanic.” Each is unique, yet together they say something important about what humor is and how laughter is about a lot more than just being funny.

KAGERA

Everybody enjoys a good laugh. But what if you started laughing and couldn’t make yourself stop?

Our first laughing event occurred in the Kagera region of Tanzania, then called Tanganyika, nestled along the western shores of Lake Victoria. Located six hours from the nearest airport, Kagera seldom makes the news, which is why it’s surprising that the site became host to one of history’s most unusual epidemics. Sometime on Tuesday, January 30, 1962, three students at a local missionary boarding school for girls started laughing. Then, as they ran into more classmates, their friends started laughing too, the giggling quickly spilling over to nearby classrooms. Because the students weren’t separated by age, with younger and older students sharing rooms, it didn’t take long for the laughter to spread throughout the entire campus.

Soon, over half the school’s occupants were uncontrollably laughing, almost a hundred people in all. And they couldn’t stop themselves, no matter how hard they tried. An outbreak was under way.

Though none of the teaching staff—two Europeans and three Africans—were “infected,” the incident quickly overwhelmed the village. Even when adults tried to subdue the laughing girls, the behavior continued. Some students actually became violent. Days passed, then weeks, and when the laughing still hadn’t stopped a month and a half later, the school was forced to close. With the students secluded in their homes, the laughter finally settled and the school was able to reopen on May 21, almost four months after the initial outbreak. Then, when 57 of the 159 students became infected with laughter just like before, the doors closed again.

The school wasn’t the only location affected, either. Soon after classes were canceled, similar outbreaks broke out in neighboring cities and villages. Apparently, several of the girls, having returned to their nearby homes, brought the laughing sickness with them and infected dozens of others along the way. The epidemic even reached Nshamba, a village of ten thousand people, where it infected hundreds more. No longer confined just to children, the epidemic grew so widespread that the precise number of people affected couldn’t even be determined. How could you measure such an event? In total, before the year was over, fourteen schools were shut down and more than a thousand people were overcome by an uncontrollable case of the giggles.

Eventually, the laughter subsided and the epidemic died out on its own, eighteen months after it started. It was as if, for a brief time, the world saw just how contagious laughter can be. The question remains: Why?

STOPOVER AT THE EMPIRE STATE BUILDING

Our second laughter case study concerns an event that occurred almost fifty years later on the other side of the globe. The location was the New York Friars’ Club, just weeks after the attacks of September 11, 2001, and host Jimmy Kimmel was welcoming Gilbert Gottfried to the stage to roast the evening’s guest of honor, Playboy founder Hugh Hefner. All those before him had avoided any jokes with political or social overtones. Though some referred to the recent tragedy, comments had been short and respectful. Rather than address the prominent topic of the day, they had limited themselves to penis jokes and comments about Hefner’s bachelor lifestyle.

Gottfried started his act with a few safe jokes, including one about Hefner needing Viagra. Then he took things a step further, joking that his Muslim name was “Hasn’t Been Laid.” The crowd laughed, so Gottfried decided to go for broke.

“I have to leave early tonight. I have to fly out to L.A. I couldn’t get a direct flight. I have to make a stop at the Empire State Building.”

A silence followed. People started to feel uneasy, and several people gasped. Then, the room filled with boos.

“Too soon!” audience members cried. What had been a laughing, supportive audience just moments before was now a room full of judgment.

Gottfried paused. As a professional comedian with over twenty years of experience, he could tell that the crowd had turned on him. He had crossed a line. Some performers would have acknowledged the mistake and returned to their safe material. Others might have simply left the stage. Gottfried went in a different direction.

“Okay, a talent agent is sitting in his office. A family walks in: a man, woman, two kids, their little dog. And so the talent agent asks, ‘What kind of act do you do?’”

I wish I could tell you the rest of the joke. I really do. But there’s no way you’ll ever see it in print, just as you won’t see it in recordings of the roast. The joke’s depravity either broke all the cameras or scared Comedy Central so much it burned the tape shortly thereafter. The joke, named for its punch line The Aristocrats, involves scatology, violence, and even incest, and though it has been around for decades, it’s almost never told in public because it’s literally the dirtiest joke in the world. After the setup—that a family walks into a talent agent’s office to describe a proposed act—the joke goes on to describe the most obscene performance possible, filled with sex and unspeakable taboo. The punch line, that the performers give their act the very proper title The Aristocrats, is less a traditional punch line than an opportunity to share a revolting setup.

Though the audience was wary at first, as the obscenity escalated Gottfried’s commitment eventually won them over. Soon the crowd was roaring and many attendees, themselves performers with exceedingly high comedic standards, fell to the floor laughing. By the time the joke was over, some were guffawing so loudly that, as one journalist put it, it sounded as if Gottfried had performed a collective tracheotomy on the audience. The performance was so memorable that someone made a movie about the joke, with Gottfried’s performance as the climax, titled The Aristocrats. I implore you to look it up if you aren’t easily offended.

Gottfried killed the rest of his performance and, at least partly because of that joke, is now considered a New York legend. He’s a comedian’s comedian, and the joke helped a lot more than just his career, if you take his word for it.

“The only reason America is standing today,” he claimed in an interview many years later, “is because I told that joke at the Hugh Hefner roast.”

TITANIC

Our final laughter case study is more personal. Around Christmas of 1997, my wife Laura and I went to see the movie Titanic with my parents. It was a stressful time because we had just moved to Boston to start new jobs. But we wanted to see our families for the holidays, so we packed up the pets and drove to Florida to visit my parents, and as often happens when visiting family, by the second day we were already running out of things to do. Agreeing on a movie was difficult, but in the end we didn’t have much choice. One film was dominating theaters, with new showings starting nearly every hour. We were about to watch a movie about an iceberg.

I don’t mean to give away any spoilers, but there’s a scene near the end of Titanic where Leonardo DiCaprio is freezing to death next to the sinking ship while Kate Winslet clings to a floating piece of debris. Leo is about to die, Kate has a renewed interest in life, and Kathy Bates is complaining in the distance that somebody needs to do something! Over two hours of love story has built up to this moment, and director James Cameron is playing it for all it’s worth. As I watched the tragic scene, I turned to look behind me and saw that every person in the audience was crying. Women and men alike were sobbing into their shirt sleeves, including my father who to this day claims he simply ate too many Red Hots.

Then I looked to Laura. She was laughing.

Now, I don’t want to make my wife sound insensitive. She cries a lot, or at least a normal amount for a woman her age. She can’t even listen to music by Sarah McLachlan because it reminds her of the SPCA’s anti-animal-cruelty commercials. But there was something about the ridiculousness of the situation that made her lose control at the movie theater that evening. She tried to hold in her emotions, but the more she struggled to conceal them, the more they burst through. People around us started to become irked, which only made things worse. I asked Laura what was going on.

She waited several seconds before answering.

“Yo, Adrian,” she whispered in my ear, a reference to the line from the Rocky movies. Apparently, the scene in front of us had made her think of that love story from Philadelphia, while everyone else was still grieving in the Northern Atlantic. She even slurred her syllables, just like Stallone. Except in the current movie, the characters were slurring because they were freezing to death. In Rocky, that was just how they spoke.

My parents were not amused.
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My sharing these three incidents may seem a strange way to start a book on humor. After all, only the second one involves a traditional joke (however loosely defined), and as noted, it’s so obscene I can’t even repeat it here. In Laura’s Titanic example, only a single person laughed, and everyone nearby thought the behavior both inappropriate and disturbing.

My hope is that, by the end of this book, you will look at humor differently—no longer in terms of jokes but instead as a psychological coping mechanism. This is exactly what the three case studies have in common. In the pages that follow, we’ll see why humor, though it takes many different forms, can’t be reduced to a single rule or formula. Instead, we must see it as a process of conflict resolution. Sometimes that conflict is internal, as with Laura’s breakdown at the movies, and sometimes it’s social, as with Gottfried’s joke. At other times, as with the children of Kagera, it’s a combination of both—the only way to deal with a life in turmoil.

WHAT IS HUMOR?

For many of us humor is synonymous with being funny. Someone who cracks a joke or makes us laugh is considered humorous, and having a sense of humor means being quick to recognize a punch line or share an amusing anecdote. Yet, closer scrutiny shows that humor isn’t always so straightforward. For instance, why are some jokes hilarious to some but grossly offensive to others? Why do villains laugh as they’re conquering the world, or children laugh when they’re tickled? Why is it (to paraphrase Mel Brooks) that when I fall down a manhole it’s funny, but when you do the same thing it’s tragic?

To pick a specific example, consider one of the greatest comedies of all time, as judged by the American Film Institute: Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. In that movie soldiers are shot, men commit suicide, and the entire world is ultimately destroyed by nuclear war. Yet, it’s considered humorous because all the death and destruction are intended to be ironic. The film almost completely lacks traditional jokes, yet the pointlessness and futility it portrays make us laugh because we have no other way to respond.

Under the right circumstances almost anything can make us laugh, which is why humor should be considered a process, not an outlook or a behavior. It results from a battle in our brains between feelings and thoughts—a battle that can be understood only by recognizing what brought the conflict on. To understand why, let’s revisit the three scenarios that opened this chapter.

In the first scenario, the outbreak at Kagera, we see an important distinction regarding humor: not everything that makes us laugh is funny. The children who were affected, though laughing on the outside, reported extreme stress—and desperately wanted to stop. One interpretation is that they experienced mass hysteria brought on by the stress of massive social change. The prior December had marked the country’s independence from Britain, and the school itself had just abandoned racial segregation, integrating its students at a time of intense cultural sensitivity. Add to this the fact that the students were adolescents, many just entering puberty, and the pressures were immense.

But this doesn’t explain: Why laughter? History is filled with social and cultural change, yet epidemics like this are rare, and when they do occur the behavior is usually complex. In sixteenth-century Europe, for example, groups of nuns once spontaneously erupted in convulsions while mimicking the sounds of local animals. Dozens of convents were affected. In one, the occupants uncontrollably meowed like kittens; in another, they barked like dogs. In a convent in Xante, Spain, they bleated like sheep. Scientists agree that stress brought on these outbreaks too—specifically, stress caused by strict religious indoctrination and widespread talk of witchcraft. The nuns had felt so threatened by spiritual possession that they began adopting the very behavior they had been warned against.

It would be easy to say that the Kagera children simply experienced a breakdown. Asked to live in two worlds at once—not British or African, not black or white, not even adult or child, but a combination of each—they failed to cope. But laughter isn’t a breakdown. Convulsing on the floor while meowing like a kitten is a breakdown, but laughter is something entirely different. It’s a coping mechanism, a way of dealing with conflict. Sometimes that conflict comes in the form of a joke. Sometimes it’s more complicated than that.

Consider the story of Conchesta, one of the children affected by the outbreak. As a teen she, too, had been overcome with laughter during the epidemic, and when asked about the laughter later she claimed that it mostly struck girls who “were not free.” When the reporter asked if Conchesta felt free, her answer was immediate.

“When you live with your parents and you’re that age, no one is really free.”

Conchesta’s story reveals a brain mired in conflict. At the time of the outbreak she had been seeing a nearby boy, but like most pubescent girls she was prohibited from spending time alone with members of the opposite sex. Normally an established courtship process would have allowed the relationship to bloom under close scrutiny, but Western values had changed everything. Catholic and Protestant churches began offering villagers money for joining their congregations, bringing with them new rules for sex and marriage. Clans disintegrated, and so did established structures for young, pubescent girls to find possible mates. Conchesta wasn’t free at that time because she didn’t know who she was anymore. Her brain was in a state of transition.

Conchesta’s story was typical among the Kagera children, but her explanation for the outbreak was less scientific. Before the outbreak, she said, the village had been struck by an infestation of caterpillars, which grew mostly in nearby fields. These caterpillars, though individually harmless, had a history of arriving in swarms in late winter and early spring. They could destroy an entire crop in a matter of days, so their appearance was anything but welcome. Children were warned to stay clear of the fields for fear of disturbing the visitors and drawing their ire. Those struck by the laughter, according to the legend, had ignored the instructions and crossed a field, killing several of the caterpillars and angering their spirits. The laughter was those spirits’ retribution.

Nobody thought to ask whether Conchesta was one of the children who had illicitly crossed the fields, or to associate the outbreak with another unique aspect of the caterpillar—that it, too, inhabits two worlds at once. At birth it’s a larva feeding on leaves and grass, a destructive force capable of wiping out entire crops in just a few days. But inside its cocoon, it’s an African Armyworm moth, waiting to emerge and fly to distant lands hundreds of kilometers away.
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In the second scenario, Gilbert Gottfried told the most obscene joke in the world to an audience already wary of offensive material, yet he succeeded because his joke communicated a sensitive and subtle idea—one that endeared him to the audience. The idea here is that obscene jokes are intended not to offend but, rather, to question what it means to be offended in the first place. Obscene humor challenges accepted norms and makes us laugh not despite its depravity but because of it.

Humor—especially offensive humor—is idiosyncratic. People have different thresholds for what they find offensive, and they vary widely in their responses when that threshold is crossed. Still, Gottfried’s brazenness in tackling prevailing sensitivities head-on was impressive. Had he simply told his audience to chill out, he would have been booed off the stage. Had he spewed vile and filth outside the context of a joke, the audience’s reaction would have been even worse. Humor provided him a tool. And he used it expertly.

Gottfried’s joke also reveals the jointly psychological and social nature of humor. There’s an old saying that if you want to make a point, tell a story—but raising several points at once requires humor. Cutting-edge humor never involves just a single message. There’s what the humorist is saying, and all the rest left unspoken. When Gottfried told The Aristocrats joke, he wasn’t celebrating perverseness. Rather, he was sharing his desire to be funny while also remaining respectful to the recent victims of 9/11, and the only way to do both was to have his audience struggle with the same challenge. That required showing them that even the vilest words don’t physically hurt anyone.

Even animals use humor as a tool for diffusing tense situations. For example, chimpanzees bare their teeth in laughter during friendly interactions, especially when meeting strangers and forming new social bonds, and dogs, penguins, and even rats have all been shown to give hearty chuckles during rough-and-tumble play. Consider, for instance, a study conducted by members of the Spokane County Regional Animal Protective Service. They recorded the grunting noises made by shelter dogs during play, noises that seemed eerily like laughter. When those same noises were broadcast over speakers in the shelter, the dogs not only became more relaxed but also played more. They wagged their tails and generally acted as though they were relaxing in a comedy club rather than being confined in a kennel.

Our similarity to other species isn’t limited to laughing, either—some animals even demonstrate a rather provocative sense of humor. A case in point is the chimp named Washoe, one of the first animals to learn American Sign Language. Washoe was raised by primate researcher and adopted parent Roger Fouts, and according to one frequently repeated account, one day Washoe was sitting on Fouts’s shoulders when suddenly and without warning he began to pee. Of course Fouts was disturbed by the incident, as anyone would be under such circumstances, but then he looked up and saw that Washoe was trying to tell him something. He was making the sign for “funny.” The joke, apparently, was on Fouts.
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The third scenario asked why Laura would crack a joke while watching the closing scenes of Titanic. We could ask Laura herself, but psychology suggests that doing so would provide an unreliable answer. Laura probably doesn’t know any more than we do. We can only look at her actions, which brings us to “Yo, Adrian!”

As we’ve seen, humor is often thought of as involving jokes, even obscene ones like Gottfried’s. This, however, was a different situation entirely. Laura laughed while surrounded by dozens of crying people, none of whom thought her actions were appropriate for that moment. In fact, several people shushed her, including her mother-in-law, something that would never have happened had we been watching a comedy. There was no social expectation of laughter, and no punch line, either—only an embarrassed wife and a crowd of angry moviegoers.

The American Film Institute lists “Yo, Adrian” among the most influential lines in movie history, though it isn’t recognized for being deep or meaningful. On the contrary, it’s just one of those phrases that comes out of our mouths. When the Rocky movies were first released, everybody was mimicking Stallone’s slurred “Yo, Adrian.” The line is even repeated in the sequels, and in each case it’s portrayed as an honest, unsentimental call to Rocky’s love. This isn’t to say it’s a simple or meaningless line. Far from it—it’s genius. After Rocky survives his fight with Apollo Creed, his call to Adrian is a touching climax. Punctuating the scene with a short, slangy line is real life. It’s the noticeable absence of sentimentality.

I can’t say what Laura felt, but obviously she wasn’t moved by the DiCaprio character’s demise. My guess is that her brain needed a way to resolve the conflict between watching a tragic death on-screen and feeling like her emotions were being manipulated with a sledgehammer. “I just saw all the people crying and for some reason I imagined Sylvester Stallone, I mean Rocky, out there in the water too, yearning for Adrian,” Laura told me afterward. “And I asked, What would Rocky say? There was no getting it out of my head at that point. I wanted to cry, I really did. I just really wanted Rocky to be out there too.”

In Laura’s reaction we see another important psychological principle governing humor, which is that we react to humorous situations everywhere, and we’ve all laughed at situations that only we thought amusing. Laura was the only person laughing in the theater because only she found the overwhelming sentimentality entertaining, her brain struggling to resolve her opposing emotions about what was happening on-screen. On the one hand, she experienced sadness while watching hundreds of people tragically drown, including the male lead character. On the other, she could see director James Cameron treating the emotional climax in front of her the same way he treated the action-based climaxes of his earlier films, Aliens and The Terminator—with nonstop fury. That’s a lot to ask of anyone.

It may seem that each of our three laughter case studies has moved further and further away from the traditional concept of humor. They have, but as we’ve seen, humor isn’t just about being funny; it’s also about how we deal with complex and contradictory messages. It helps us resolve confusing feelings, and even connect with others in times of stress. Laughter is simply what happens as we work through the details.

THE ELUSIVE CONCEPT OF MIRTH

Imagine that it’s the middle of the twentieth century and you have just volunteered to participate in a study on humor. The researcher wants you to view a series of hand-drawn cartoons. Act naturally, he says, and laugh only when the feeling strikes you.

The first cartoon depicts a man casually raking leaves, next to a buxom woman tied to a tree. There’s no explanation, just a woman who looks irate and a man who appears happy to be experiencing the outdoors without his partner able to interfere. The second cartoon shows a man and a gorilla walking into a pet store next to a sign reading “Pets bought and sold.” In the second frame, the gorilla walks out of the store holding a stack of money in his hands. The third cartoon is from The New Yorker and depicts two skiers, one facing uphill and the other down. Behind the downhill skier is a set of tracks passing around a tree. Except that the path of the left ski passes to the left of the tree and the other to the right. The uphill skier looks on in befuddlement.

None of these cartoons is particularly funny, but you chuckle at the second one—the one with the gorilla—as well as at the last one with the skiers. You notice that the researcher is taking copious notes, and when the test is complete you ask him how you did. He says you show signs of anxiety. Why? He replies that the first cartoon, the one featuring the tied-up woman, is a “sensitive stimulus.” Anxious people and schizophrenics tend to be disturbed by the thought of involuntary restraint and thus don’t laugh at that one, whereas normal people find it amusing because they recognize that the violation is minor and that the man is just using an unusual, and potentially humorous, means of enjoying a sunny day. The researcher goes on to tell you that the other two cartoons, the ones with the gorilla and skier, aren’t particularly provocative, so it’s interesting that you found those amusing. Normal people typically require that their humor make them a little uncomfortable, and these cartoons shouldn’t satisfy that need.

But don’t worry, he adds. It’s only one assessment.

You have just taken the Mirth Response Test, a humor tool from the mid-twentieth century that was once popular enough to be featured in Life magazine. It’s based on Freud’s theory that humor is our way of resolving inner conflict and anxiety. According to Freud, we constantly desire things such as food and sex. At the same time, our anxieties keep us from acting on these desires, leading to inner conflict. Humor, by treating these forbidden impulses lightly, allows us to relieve inner tension—in other words, it permits us to express ourselves in previously forbidden ways. This is why successful jokes must be at least a little provocative. Too much anxiety and we withhold the laugh. Too little and we don’t laugh because our humor system isn’t engaged at all. The funniest things are those right in the middle. Individuals suffering from schizophrenia or high levels of anxiety generally enjoy only the milder cartoons because they have enough stress in their lives already. Everybody else prefers more of a middle ground.
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