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The Science of a Meaningful Life
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“A bright, entertaining book.” —Janet Maslin, New York Times
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‘ | visible and unam‘biguous, gmd one that could preempt conflict ané 1
it spread cooperative relations potently and quickly, faster than 1
}“‘ !:‘ stranger could cock his arm and throw the first punch. Evolutiol:1 '
I answer to the question of how to most powerfully communicate 0us |
capacity for jen was like that of the classical Greeks: the smile. "

] b

i
y

7
Laughter

IN THE 1982 FILM Quest for Fire, three hapless Neanderthal
males leave their ‘marsh-dwelling tribe in search of fire—the

[ source of their haphazard provision of food and the hierarchical
' organization of their group. During their quest the three travelers

escape from saber-toothed tigers, encounter towering woolly mam-
moths, and scare off a potential attack from a small tribe of paunchy,
red-haired Neanderthals. In this last escapade, they rescue a differ-
ent kind of early human. She is a more evolved female Homo
habilis, finer in bone structure and facial morphology, lacking the
carpet of hair covering the body, and adorned in patterned, tribal
paints. :

This female leads the three males on a primordial Jules and Jim
road trip to her village. In this adventure, several distinctions
between the Neanderthals and the Homo habilis come into sharp
focus. The Homo habilis have developed special tools: a small board
with a hole in it and a rounded stick to twist to create fire whenever
needed—a radical innovation appreciated even by the dim-witted
Neanderthals. They have more complex vocalizations than the
grunts, groans, and growls of the Neanderthals. They beautify
themselves with rudimentary paints. They live in sophisticated huts,
organized in patterns comparable to that of the friendliest cul-de-
sacs. They cultivate plants and animals—so critical, Jared Diamond




124 - BORN TO BE GOOD

argues, to shifts in the evolution of
face-to-face sex. And they laugh.

In one scene, the three Neanderthals and their New consort are
reclining in the dappled light of a shady tree, grooming, scanning the !
environment, picking bugs out of the air to eat, Out of the blue a roc) |
bounces off one of the male’s jutting foreheads, prompting a scratcl,

on the head, a cursory look around, and then areturn to a quiet state
of mindless digestion. The Homo habilis witnesses this simplest form
of humor (I spent a good part of my youth bouncing harmles;

objects—acorns, olives, Good & Plenties—off my brother’s head),

>

and breaks into laughter. The three N eanderthals have no idea what
to make of the weird sounds émanating from her mouth,

The thesis that laughter represents a critical evolutionary shift in
hominid evolution is not as far-fetched as one might imagine. It is 5
point that evolutionists Matthew Gervais and David Sloan Wilson
have made. The laugh might rightfully lay claim to the status of tool-
making, agriculture, the opposable thumb, self-representation, imi-
tation, the domestication of animals, upright gait, and symbolic
language—an evolutionary signature of a great shift in our social
organization, accompanied by shifts in our nervous system. What
separates mammals from reptiles are the raw materials of laugh-
ter—play, and the ability to communicate with the voice (when’s the
last time you heard the family gecko howl for a nibble of your
salmon or purr for a scratch behind the ears?).

More striking is how human laughter differs from that of our pri-
mate relaﬁves—gorﬂlas, chimps, and bonobos. Tn the most rudi-
mentary sense, the laughter of the great apes resembles our own.
Their relaxed open-mouth displays and Panting vocalizations look
and sound quite familiar, They emit these displays in similar con-
texts as we do—when being tickled and during rough-and-tumble
play. As with humans, chimps and apes are most likely to show
open-mouthed play faces in developmental periods (adolescence)
and times of day (leading up toifeeding) where playcan defuse con-

flict. Yet the laughter of chimps and apes is more tightly linked to
inhalation and exhalation patterns than that of humans. As a result,
it is emitted ‘as short, repetitive, single-breath pants, and has little
acoustic variety. ‘

human culture, They prefe, ]
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f\“ Human laughter, by contrast, is stunning in its djfie'zrsity and cor'n-
exity. It is a language unto its own. There are derisive laugl‘ls, f?n—
tio‘us laughs, singsongy laughs, embarrass.ed groans, piercing
ughS, laughs of tension, silent, head-lightening l.aughs of euphg-
‘a‘ barrel-chested laughs of strength, laughs tlilat signal the absurd-
t‘y,of the shortness of life and the extent to Wth}‘l we care about our
] xistence, contemptuous laughs that signal pn‘vﬂege and class, an.d
A ‘laughs that are little more than grunts or gr‘owls. It 1s\bec.ausefof this
heterogeneity that laughter has escaped sm.lple theor'etlcaldormu-
b [ation. It is the analysis of this heterogeneity that will lead to an

" answer about why we laugh.

b

LAUGHTER FACTS

mTC. Boyle’s Drop City, a community of .hippies, devoted toffree
love, spontaneous ritual, and immersion in naturei moTJes rol;n
 “ their compound, Drop City in Sonoma County, Cah‘forma, to the
& last outpost of unspoiled nature—arctic Alaska. This Joumfay, fan
: expression of the American spirit, provides ample opportumi(:ly or
laughter amid the inevitable conflicts of free love and' brok.en- own
' carsand all too earthly negotiations of who does the dlsi.hes in a com-
mune devoted to passion and ecstasy. Boyle’s descriptions of laugh-
ter reveal several insights about laughter:

He heard Star laugh though, a hard harsh dart of a lau_gh that
| stuck right in him as he went off into the night, looking for
something else altogether.

#
gt
7

Vil
.

Her first response was a laugh, musical and rihging, a laugh
that made the place swell till it was like a concert hall.

And then he began to chuckle, a low soft breathless push of air
that might have been the first two bars of a song.

o

There was ‘a smattering ‘of nervous laughter' when .he
descended the steps and the laughter boiled up into a wild

o ———— e N s
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irrepressible storm of hoots and catcalls and whinnying Shl‘ieks. ]
as the door pulled shut and Norm put the bus ini gear and §

headed off toward the lights of Canada.

{

Star let out a laugh in response to something Jimmy had said, ‘
and then they were all laughingaeven him, even Marco, §
though he had no idea what he was laughing about or for op

whether laughing was the appropriate response to the situation,

A new round of laughter. Dale Murray joined in too, whinny-
ing along with the rest of them. '

Suddenly he let out a laugh—a high sharp bark of a laugh that
startled the dog out of his digestive trance—and he raised his
head and gave Marco a sidelong look.

“Big spender,;’ she said, and her laugh trailed out over the
river, hit the bank and came rebounding back again.

He then heard 3 squeal from Merry, or maybe it was Lydia, and
a long sustained jag of laughter from all three of them, as if the
very fact of his existence was the funniest thing in the world.

There were a few sniggers, a nervous laugh or two.

But they ate caribou tongue and Eskimo ice cream (caribou fat
whipped into a confection with half a ton of sugar and a scat-
tering of sour berries; Pan tasted it—“Ice cream, brother, it’s
ice cream,” Joe Bosky told him, egging him on, but he spat it
right back out into the palm of his hand, and the whole room
went down in flames, laughing their asses off, funniest thing in
the world, white man). ; ’

Pamela took one look at her and burst out laughing—she had
to set down her cup because she was laughing so hard, her eyes
squeezed down to semi-circular slits, her hands gone to her
temples as if to keep her head anchored on her shoulders.

-

LAUGHTER + 127

] nd perhaps most basic laughter fact is t}'lat nearl?/ all
§ ‘hﬁrsfdarti barks, sniggers, whinnies, hoots, jags, shrieks,
ter £l >

& Js—is social. Estimates indicate that laughter is thirty tlmei
— . . . . S
jl? lsikely to occur around others than in isolation. We mu.
jore

N i y in hiCh
W Outside the indiVidual’S mlnd tO«underStand ways 1 w
u ;

binds people together. '
E Eﬁ;&; is Eontagious. Laughter spreads to others, it washes
i La

them, it sticks in people like darts, it fills rooms with a (::ell‘{:ial?
a?j it érompts others to begin laughing for no rea}sorll 13 eils %
;U t(:y t,he conscious mind. In Drop City, laughter routinely boils up
ple )

g ounds, cascades, and storms. Rooms swell with laughter like
4l ‘tO T > E

usic halls. ( . .
':)m‘ilacughter produces a 'remarkable physical state. People laug

R

‘ imp. Th
k- their heads and asses off. During laughter, the body goes limp. The

b

Jan S;teen’s portrayal of himself as a lute pla'ye:
wonderfully captures the relaxed stlatg ?"ft':?h;s':r?:t
i ith laughter. It is fittin
collapse associated w ‘_ ing that
i : ainter of laughter, for
teen is such a talented pain .
Su?feréd many tragedies, including the early death

of his first wife.
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individual is incapable of any sort of motion. I've asked my daughf
ters in the midst of a bout of being tickled to try to willfully carry

out certain basic movements—whistle, wink, stick their tongue oy §
at me—and they didn’t come close. In the paroxysm of laughter, th, |

body falls into a quiescent, otherworldly state.

And perhaps most subtly, laughter is intertwined with our 4
breathing. In Boyle’s descriptions, laughter accompanies pushes of |
air out of the mouth. With the exception of certain pathologica] |
laughs (Merv Griffin, Arnold Horshack on the 1970s sitcom Wel.
come Back, Kotter), almost all laughter occurs as people exhale,

This simple laughter fact may seem incidental to our understanding
of laughter, but in fact it is fundamental. Here’s why. '

Respiration and heart rate are two of the body’s most essential
rhythms. These two rhythms play off each other like the voices of
singers in an a cappella group. When you breathe in, your heart rate
rises. When you breathe out, your heart rate drops, as does your
blood pressure, and you move toward a state of relaxation.

This lung-heart dynamic has made its way into book titles (Wait-
ing to Exhale), aphorisms (“Take a deep breath”), ethical mottoes in
grammar-school classrooms (“Take a breath and count to ten”), the
advice coaches give to their players attempting the game-winning
free throw (they systematically exhale), and the thousand-year-old
breathing exercises of yoga practices. Exhalation reduces fight/
flight physiology, especially heart rate, calming the body down. In
fact, a series of studies in the 1970s and 1980s found that simply hav-
ing individuals engage in deep breathing led to reduced blood pres-
sure, stress, and anxiety, and increased calm.

When Robert Provine examined spectograms of different
laughs—that is, their acoustic signatures—he took out the staccato
~ bursts that we hear as “ha, ha, ha” or “tee, hee, hee.” These on aver-
age last about .75 seconds. In any typical laughter “bout,” there are
three to four of these “calls.” What Provine found underlying those
bursts was a deep sigh. Laughter is the primordial breathing tech-
nique, the first “take a deep breath” exhalation. When chimps and
bonobos show the open-mouth play face, they are altering their
fight/flight physiology to reduce the chances of aggression and
opening up opportunities for play and affiliation.
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GRUNTS, SNORTS, AND A SPACE OF ITS OWN

! e have encountered some basic laughter facts—it i§ aln%os't a}viays
’.gocial, it collapses the body into a state of relaxation, it is 1(;1 :}:

i d with breathing. We still, however, have not answere ‘ e
i at is the meaning of a laugh? What unites

<mplest of questions: Wh :
’. :nglzemarkgble varieties of human laughter? Clues to understand

{ ing a category of expressive behavior—Dbe it a sigh, a torfgue. protrul;
 sion, the eyebrow flash, or the blush—emerge when scientists see
) o the varieties of behaviors within that category.

ainstaking

b

' principles that unite s i
s&l;encfn thank Jo-Anne Bachorowski for this kind of p
‘ ' laughter.

k on the complex acoustics of human
| Wojl;s OaIilr moves Et)hrough the human vocal apparatus (see figure

being pushed out by muscle contractions surrounding

' below), upon ovements of the

‘ i i 1gh m
\ it is given a vibratory pattern throug ' :
i}(l)i;lu?c?lfi;. '11§hge1 speed with which the vocal folds vibrate gives the

“sound its pitch. These sounds are then given additional acoustic

hard palate

epiglottis

ue
o vocal cord/fold

esophagus

trachea

Diagram of the human vocal apparatus.
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qualities, known as resonances and articulations
through the throat, delicate gymnastics of the hu
opening of the mouth (for example, is it wide o 1

en, o
clenched?) and degree of opening in the nasal lessalgef EEZSTG tie :
) arche

then take these complex sounds, as re

, as they él}t
man tnglié .

aIld eXtI’ V i l y i € \ ac
> i as

include speech rate, pi
h , pitch, loud i iability, ¢
the sound rises or falls at the engéss’ piteh veriabiiy and whe

Bachorowski was the first to
form of acoustic analysis. She

ruin i

am\:i I;fih zyebs in c!ose-up analysis of thousands of laughs, anq

rived at t memngs of a laughter dictionary. There are ;ack

me,lhﬂ , brea y pants, snorts, grunts, and songlike laughs wi :
uous acoustic structure. Provine has found that won%en ’Ez;tg

to laugh more than men
, and Bachor T
ante: Men, pitiful apes that th achorowski’s work ups the gender

and grunt than women.

B .
achorowski then conducted microscopic analyses of the funda

mental acoustics of laughs. This laborious work yielded three clu |
es

to the deep meaning of laughter, and why it em
. ’ © .
2;(:)1:111’(113; The.ﬁljst clue helps us to begiz to mal:eg z((:rzleh(:;ntlﬁz
pounds th;/?n}ftlezl of ]:ilughter. Bachorowski has differentiated
poen wht she cf Is voiced laughs, which have tone to them and
g bra (\)fns. o dthe vocal folds (chords), and unvoiced laughs
ey th.r \ ou}:le laughs sound like songs, rising and falling a;
invitations to f?igen(i}s)}?ic; | a?lglecragleoplde e ot P
: araderie. Unvoi
zllls:ge:, Zlgozrtz,'lgru.nts—.zilre not perceived as such. ‘Iizlccildaslatlllugehljl;
B o o ; es 1s' divided into Duchenne and non-Duchenne
invol\,;n ; Ieasre V01Iced %aug}‘,ls of pleasure and unvoiced laughs not
Bkt Eu htt;re. ;1 his rem'arkable meditation on laughter, The
oo L ghs ’; }clml Forgetting, Milan Kundera writes abou,t two
ootk Tgh - The laugh of the devil denies the rational order of
rorld. The laugh of the angel affirms the beauty of things anod

Cig

presented in Spectrogramg
Sti
Ureg:
they §
df:lut laughs through this compléx ‘
: id so by recording th R
irrfnc.ls and strangers while watching Robin Wﬂliarllllgs wflillz u%hs' o !

using games together, or while simply talking ca;ually Slilay}llng '

- She has

 space compared to conson
¥ covery: Laughs occupy a
L from vowel sounds like “ah

f in the written word a:
| the acoustic structure of laughter is distinct from that of the vow-

els we use to represent this mysterious category of behavior. Cer-
| tain regions of the human vocal apparatus produce the vowels and

ey are, are much more likely to snort

F C
| human social life transpires. But there is another register of the

) different origins and functions than human speech.
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‘ gs lovers, friends, and comrades together in common purpose
B clevated state above the earthly ground. Voiced laughs are
& dera’s laughs of angels and unvoiced laughs those of the devil.
Eih are vital to the social contract.

Bachorowski made a second crucial discovery in analyses of how

s of individuals play off one another like the sounds of

Be laugh
ghs of friends, as

fifferent instruments in an orchestra. The lau
2 osed to those of strangers, start out as separate vocalizations but
ickly shift to become overlapping, intertwined sounds whose
Bcoustic qualities mimic each other. Bachorowski deemed these

al laughter. This is the kind of laughter that
nites people in affection. Friends, when responding to humor and

laughter duets antiphon
‘évity, quickly find a common place in acoustic space for sharing
flaughter; their minds are united in two- to three-second periods of

lantiphonal laughter.

Finally, Bachorowski identified where laughs fall in acoustic
ants and vowels. Here a remarkable dis-
part of acoustic space that is different
hh” and “eee.” We may describe laughs
s “ha, ha, ha” or “hee, hee, hee,” but in fact

onsonants that make up human speech, in which so much of
human vocal apparatus, another form of output——laughter——with

In light of Bachorowski’s discoveries, it is now assumed that
laughter preceded language in human evolution, emerging in early
protohuman form some four million years ago. This is significantly
carlier than when humans started to put together vowels and con-
sonants into phonemes, and those phonemes into words and sen-
tences. Recent neuroscientific data on laughter, summarized by
Willibald Ruch, one of the leading laughter scientists, yields a sim-
{lar conclusion about the early appearance of human laughter in
evolution. Ruch has synthesized numerous brain studies of laugh-

ter. Some focused on the brain correlates of pathological laughter.
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For example, people who suffer from a syndrome known, §
pseudobulbar affect will abruptly break into uncontrollable laug]
ter in response to inappropriate stimuli—the tilt of a head, :
movement of a hand, a trivial comment in a conversation, Ip Othe
studies, laughter was observed following electrical stimulatiop, t
specific regions of the brain. When people laugh, subcortical, Jip, §

bic regions of the brain and brain stem—most notably a regiop §

known as the pons, which is involved in sleep and breathing\are

activated. These regions are much older evolutionarily than the cor-
tical regions involved in language, suggesting that the deeper meay, 1

ing of laughter is intertwined with breathing,

WHAT’S so FUNNY ABOUT LAUGHTER

tradictory propositions that produces a state of tension and ambigu-
ity. The resolution of that contradiction then arrives in the form of
a conceptual insight or punchline, the contradiction is resolved; and
we laugh. ,

This hypothesis, that laughter serves to reduce tension, ran into
some uncharitable data gathered by Robert Provine, Rather than
restrict himself to the sterile confines of the laboratory, or rely on
abstract, armchair conceptual analysis, Provine turned his astute ear
to the laughter that occurs in the real world. He had three under-
graduate assistants surreptitiougly record bursts of laughter in malls,

LAUGHTER - 133 .
] ldn’t have laughe
. i de laughter. Who wou \

o’ Ofterlildlld\nlr)ilt‘llclfead tilt%ad back, closed eyes, and Cgllapsed
as(l Cﬁgl(llers after hearing the following statements

and S |

orking on a PhD in horizontal folk dancing,
\. he’S Wi -
‘ :j'(ou just farted!

f

:“‘P‘oor boy looks just like his father.

1

t
3 hen they asked John, he said that he wanted to grow up to
. When the ;

i‘) be a bird.

# ' -
| Do you date within your species:

3 H ?
! Was that before or after took off my clothes

. 5
Is that considered clothing or shelter:

ted only 10 to 20
- ; however, represen .
,Humor-oriented utterances, Importantly, Provine found that

! ts.

] relaugh statemen cont of the
;o ercent of p dgall sorts of utterances. Over 8o per fthe
] laughter followe to humor. Consider some o th

‘ . o
b hs did not occur in respons |
E llelll%\:ing utterances that produced laughter.

I see your point.

| T hope we all do well.
We can handle this.
I told you so!

Are you sure?

| J Why are you telling me this?

What is that supposed to mean?!
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‘Not exactly knee-slappi ‘
’ ! pping fare ready for The Daily S ‘
day Night Live, Robin Williams, the class clown oari t?{le }tlgxr’l i‘ﬁ“g v‘

these elici ,
se elicitors of laughter were Just exceptions to the rule, we could :

readily di
y discount them. But conversational events unrelated ¢
0

humor were the ru
le and not the excepti
; . tion,
cise theorizing about laughter. P and beg for more pre.-

THE COOPERATION SWITCH

What, then, i
, then, is the conceptual unifier of the cackles, guffaws, hisses 7

ch i

lea(;ltrtie;s, t}slréois,satlllld melodious songs that we hear every day, or at

st on ﬁme-h}; ¢ atdarE miore pleasing to the soul? We have s'een
caplis evenrih t esm—h.urr?or——does not suffice. It fails to
Sy l;or BaChe vast ?‘najonty, of laughs that occur in oﬁr
o ing For | o‘rowskl and‘ her colleague Michael Owren
e nawer arguepgll;atul(;i. irtl anblr.llsightful analysis, Bachorows.klf
gl‘(’)Il‘Iﬁ) living. It does so dlrfug}c;rml;gfac(;faﬁse;?sﬁ e bonds vial to
arah-oi f;ls(; llse slf)n#a%l;)lxll: We routinely laugh, and experience exhil-
o Oflaught(’:};, ;Otv e 50513:1 (?f another’s laugh. The contagious
P sty e Py e évatf;l the introduction of laugh tracks on TV,
dence suggests that WE:: ivlz izzghﬁlr. Relcent ey o o

r others laugh, mi
zzglrg:natn tclllat eXp‘ressive behavior and quicklygac,ti\I/Ialtltlt‘ar(z;l;tlilc?rz1 12111?
experiences that simulate the original laugh in the lis

tener’s brai ifi
rain. Specifically, laughter triggers activation in a region of

,E}Slglﬁn)l;,B;;lljlii of neurons leaving the SMA go to the insula and
ment i he perceivorof e g, Wnen e bt o
sys;em of mirror neurons acts a% if the?itgze?re;r lZiZilzllaugh’ e
i H?uBg:llctE;rl;uﬂdh.s cooperatiye bonds through a secon% mecha-
bene,ﬁdal éXCK:n and Owren propose: Laughter rewards mutually
Mehen o Chena 1ies.—succ‘essfu'l collaborations at work, in the
o o chil aring, w1.th friends. Laughter signals apprecia-

ared understanding. Laughter evokes pleasure. Given
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i

that each individual has a signature laugh, produced by the partic-
| ulars of the vocal apparatus, laughs become unique rewards of
cooperative exchange, building trust between individuals.

This theorizing yields deep insights into laughter. Laughter is not

' simply a read-out of an internal state in the body or mind, be it the

' cessation of anxiety and distress or uplifting rises in mirth, levity, or

exhilaration. Instead, laughter is also a rich social signal that has

| evolved within play interactions—tickling, roughhousing, banter—

" to evoke cooperative responses in others. The laughter as coopera-

tion thesis brings together scattered findings in the empirical
. literature. A deadlocked negotiation between Palestinian and Israeli

| negotiators took a dramatic turn toward common ground and com-

promise after they had laughed together. In my own research with
executives, laughter early in negotiations——the product of breaking-
the-ice banter about families, travel mishaps, hotel rooms, golf

“ . games, and the like—sets the stage for mutually beneficial bargain-

ing, Workplace studies find that coworkers often laugh when nego-

" tiating potential conflicts—in tight spaces, at tense team meetings,

when critiquing a colleague’s work. Romantic partners who manage
to laugh while discussing an issue of conflict find greater satisfaction
in their intimate relations. Strangers who laugh while flirting in
casual conversation report greater attraction. Friends whose laughs
join in antiphonal form discover greater intimacy and closeness.
And what applies to the role of laughter in Middle East negotia-
tions and the pyrotechnics of executives haggling, colleagues coex-
isting, and strangers flirting speaks to the long-term trajectories of
attempts at connubial peace. John Gottman has found that for cou-
ples who were divorced on average 7.4 years after they were mar-
ried, negative affect—for example, contempt and anger—was
especially predictive of marital demise. For couples who divorced
on average 13.9 years after they were married, it was the absence of
laughter that predicted the end of their bond. In the early stages of
a marriage, anger and contempt are highly toxic. In the later phases
of intimate relations, it is the dearth of laughter that leads individ-
uals to part ways. Without that cooperative frame for an intimate
bond that laughter provides, as well as its attendant delights, part-

ners move On.
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Perhaps laughter is the
ing device, shifting social
based on trust, cooperatio

136 -

great switch of cooperation, It
mter;ctions to collaborative exchar]
e 1, and goodwill. Perhaps t B
:\l;alilc';angea :lsdt(; lile heard in the laughter the partnefss sllllae PH\I;e 4
ear my two daughters gigeling i ¢ Whe

El;:ghteg that Bachorowsld discovered, Igliig'w fgh;n the fmtipho
e, an relatlvely free of the conflicts of siblings as,m t}(is;;mg ‘szll]

see

distinct niches in J;
ife. Perhaps o ; :
ourl; I1;111'stories of laughter togg the:r relationships are only as gooq o8
is theon'zing tholl h .. '
’ gh, is in need of a bj . y
Coo . it more i ;
meliira;: 1n' many ways—through gifts soothing té’;’;lﬁon.
» promises, and acts of generosi ’ > complj.
. . Laugh '
ateéi with a more specific brand of coogeraﬁlcl)i rer must be associ.
ount ' '

readily le:re;i;mplzs to t.he laughter as cooperation hypothegi. |
o b P min - Bullies routinely laugh at their YPothess |

. Iuml lation (just listen to the shrill nerve i ag%resswe acts
elson, the bully on The Simps Jangling “ha, hag” of 4
were heard to laugh at their victims, Thomas

laughter is the “sudden glory”

is-g

laughter emerge in chi
ge in children, and . )
and conceptually, in the Procej: whatis being achieved, socially

THE ABUSE OF LANGUAGE

;ll‘he acquisition of language in youn
ren learn ten or so words a day un
age child has a command of over 1

g children is breathtaking. Chil-
til the age of six, when the aver-

these reasons that Steve

P-nk . .
the language insfinct. rer called this b

gh—wattage capacity

ons). Some torturers at Abu Ghraj}, |

3
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k ihe rules of language. In particular, there is striking develop-
‘ regularity in the tendency for children, early in life, to vio-

B asic rules of representation. They quickly start producing
B, ces that violate notions that words are supposed to refer to
B.ific objects, and objects are to be characterized by specific
s, And it is in this representational abuse that we find the core
B ing of laughiter—laughter indicates that alternatives to reality
o ‘Possible, it is an invitation to enter into the world of pretense, it
suspension of the demands of literal meaning and more formal
B iol exchange. Laughter is a ticket to travel to the landscape of the
B man imagination. '

k: In his analysis of the development of pretense, Alan Leslie details
Bhree kinds of pretend play in children. Each kind of pretend play
nges on the child violating the rules regarding correspondences
botween words and the objects to which they refer. In object sub-
ﬁtution, the child substitutes nonliteral meanings of objects for the
freal meaning of the object. In the young child’s world of pretend
Lplay, rocks become bread, swim goggles become cell phones, pil-.
lows become walls to fortresses, bedrooms become classrooms,
. older sisters petty rock stars or demanding old dames in the grocery
| store they run in the living room.

Children attribute nonliteral properties to objects in a second
form of pretend play. While my daughters were five and three,
respectively, I spent the better part of a year being a prince dancing

i

with them at various balls. They insisted that I wear a certain pair
' of sweats, which they ascribed with the velvety beauty ofa prince"s ,

" medieval tights. This form of play, founded on the attribution of
pretend properties, shifted a bit later to a set of identities I felt
much more at home in—the ogre or friendly gorilla—all pretend
identities that derived from elaborations upon my physical status
and regrettable postpartum paunch.

And finally, the young child’s world becomes filled with imagi-
nary objects. In this third kind of pretend play, children simply
imagine things that are not there—chalices in the princess’s cupped
hand, swords, magic carpets, evil witches and comrades in common

cause.
These forms of pretense emerge in systematic fashion at around
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eighteen months of age. They are all systematically accop, *
laughter. And they lead the child to develop
to refer to multiple objects. As children free themselveg f p
to-one relations between words and objects, they learn thag
have multiple meanings. They also learn that objects can hal
things—a banana can be a banana, a phone, an ogre’s nosd
boy’s penis (when the parents aren’t around). '
In the freedom of pretend play, children learn that there aref
tiple perspectives upon objects, actions, and identities, The
moves out of the egocentrism of his or her own mind and learnd
the beliefs and representations of other minds most certa
from one’s own. And it is laughter that transports child
platform of understanding and epistemological insight. A
Developmental psychologists who have studied the pretend 1§
of siblings in the home, or the playful wrestling of parents and ol
dren, or the playful exchanges of children on the playground, §
that laughter reliably initiates and frames play routines. A child
parent will laugh as a chase game, roughhousing,
wordplay or storytelling gets under way. Linguist Pa
fully analyzed the unfolding of family teasing interac

the ability fo

1y

earngstg
inly dif
ren to /8

Uk

world where the truths of identities, objects,
Those hours of pretend play—peek-a

to empathy and the moral imagination.

LA PETITE VACATION

In the observation that laughter accompanies the child’s capacity to
pretend, to participate in altexnatives to the realities referred to in
sincere communication, we arrive at a hypothesis about laughter.
Let’s call this hypothesis the laughter as vacation hypothesis. The
name of this hypothesis honors the comedian Milton Berle, witness,
it is safe to claim, to millions of laughs during his career. Summing

round of si|/§
ul Drew cargf§

tions and foun& )
that they are framed by laughs. Laughter is a portal to the world of §

pretense, play, and the imagination; it is an invitation to a nonlitera]

and relations are §
momentarily suspended, and alternatives are willingly entertained, |

la ughs triggers laughter and

-boo games, monsters and

‘ i ination. In the p
. ‘ ; d the imagination.
princesses, the ogre under the bridge, astronauts—are the gateway fiense an g

laughter enables playful rou{anplfeth
-.\tive perspectives on the vs.zop y
10 the world of pretense, it is a two-
L the encumbrances, burdens, and
! truths and sincere commitments.
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« hter is an
- laughter, Berle proposed, “Laug :
n(is 1; f,rgaas%n for the French is 1a petite mort (the lit-
Hon.

of Berle’s hypothesis is found in tpe ety'm(%c;gczi
o ;elds a nuanced story. The word “vacation .
Whl’ChYl back to the Latin vacare, which means .to ef

) hlStOfi’ isure” and is defined as a formal suspension ;)1
A r:;hellaugh then, signals the suspension of formal,
dut'ig Ite points’ to a layer of interaction where alterna-
¥:neaning.

. vy . ht_
med truths are possible, where identities are lig
sl

1 -
-~ W le. laugh, they are taking
i ‘ ople gn, .
onserious. When pe ' e taking &
wnd » ation from the more sincere claims and implicati
ary vac

ir actions facts and speculations together into the petii.:e
P 0‘_“ ;ln our primate evolution, laughter peglps 1:1 ,
o hYPOttlf Sli;x faces of chimps and bonobos,'whlch s(;gn dw
UP.e.n-mO? yffl rZutiIles' The quality of laughter, its soup 1?;1111
'I.utlateg ? ling. is rooted in physical action, as Darwin ° rgl
g = ee' 'g’tertwined with exhalation, and the reduc 10d
 observec: 1 15}1“ iology. A special realm of sound is reserve
—relat((aid'tpisy::l an%:}i]ent one that predates language, repre-
K nted in old r:egions of the nervous system—the brain stem

C

theater, a social realm for acts ef pre-
retend play of young children,
at allow them to have alterna—
are facing. Laughteris a tlcket
to three-second vacation from

gravity of the world of literal

)
¥ stress
B laughs, an

khe confines of a circus or

LAUGHING AT DEATH

fook a while to get

‘ ‘ nno
My dear friend and colleague George Bona o taon

to academics. After riding trains, .picking apple
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Stat.e’ living in communes, and painting signs 3
decided, on a whim, to take a community coﬂins in Ariyd
course. After his first submission, he was discov, ge creatiyg !
tor, and quickly found himself on a fast track tovireg_ b
Proponents of the conventional view of trau ard a PhD gf
thgg‘ hetI}l]eVer took that writing course. ma may haye
or ‘e past fifteen years, using intensive narrative i '-
3:2011(1)511 itr?c;isl I:I‘Cltdeslgns, he has studied how individuillsn;tlz
o o brauma—the death of a marital partuer, th, ul}"‘,‘
. ﬁ’n o at usef t.he dea.th of a child. He kept enco;nt .
vention] Vii V:,IO atllnltlmpated in the literature on traumg The 4
periods of maly &s tat after a'trauma everyone suffers proli :J‘
has found in ove JUStlIIldent, anxiety, distress, and depression,. Ge .
tion of : Ty s : y he has conducted that a significant Mﬂ
. people suffering a trauma experience distr Propy
in the broader scheme of things, fare quite well (o and upset g

Withi
are as happy a they were, more poignant perhaps, illed with o
’ urgf

of breathless longing, but in the end, content with life, and perhap
5 e 'ﬂl):{"

a bit wiser.

masssoq:jre stion: What allows people to adjust to life-alterin tr 1
frorr; the ?HSWe'r: 'Laughter. Laughter provides a brief Vag(}aﬁa L,}
existential impossibilities, the deep sadness, the disori o]

’ orient- §

Ing anxieties, of losing a loved one, or losing a city or way of lif
e.

T . .

roleooi“eISt thllls theSlS,. George and I undertook a study to look at the }
oo iatug ter during bereavement. To do so. we brought f rtye 1
adults to our laboratory, individuals y o
. , who six months pri -
;’)V;litgciledt glelr spﬁ)uses die. Six months into bererellvesn?;(’)cr 'had é
ant time. The death of a s i Iy
e pouse leaves individ i i

depressed, disoriented, lonely, and disorganized Thevéa;llilih;ntﬁdly
. ms

of a marria
ge are gone. So too are the conversations about what

h .
ae;ﬂ;;zr&egrdlzssdg (‘illz (31?‘/, the ﬁ.“zgrlrllents of a dream, the funny thing
or said, how

(r)(f:zz nﬁjwe‘ trouble cor.ldugﬁng the dﬁ;ka\g‘zlztsl ](?f('e rt‘;lae":r’dl;‘i;‘f
omemt Zl;lgt}tlo pay bills, p'lan dinners, go shopping, fix cars—
ot the s ;ei p;rt of their c?llecﬁve mind is gone. Reminders
e p otos., clothn.lg, scents and sounds from the

gh them down in yearning, So we asked: Would laughter
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{ ccaved adults to find new layers of meaning in the midst
k.o and perhaps a path to the meaningful life?
‘Orty-ﬁve participants came to George’s lab in San Fran-
I ally an upstairs room in an old Victorian, with wood floors
ed glass. After some preliminary talk, George asked the
ants the simplest of things, to “tell me about your relation-
your deceased partner.” They were then given six min-
oIl their narratives of their relationships with the deceased
There were stories of meeting one another ata blues show,
; youth, raising children, and then bleeding gums that pre-
1 a rapid death six months later, with children at the mother’s
B, the hospital bed. One man, in response to George’s ques-
could only sob and gasp for six minutes, uttering not a word.
ember another woman whose husband had committed sui-
¢ the end of a manic episode that was capped off by a disturb-
sit to his mother. At the end of her narrative of this freefall,
ould hear doves cooing on the windowsill of the lab room.
George planned the next stages of this longitudinal study (he
sessed the well-being of these individuals for several years),
sent me the videotapes of these conversations. For an entire
mmer, locked up in my laboratory video coding room in the base-
nt of my department, I coded these six-minute conversations
th Ekman and Friesen’s Facial Action Coding System. Each con-
B rsation took about six hours to code. Spending eight hours each
flay listening to stories of dying and coding such deep emotion left
;m o exhausted and humbled. Almost all of our participants showed
';‘ﬁmerous displays of negative emotion, such as anger, sadness, fear,
fand, less frequently, disgust.
[ Our question was a simple one that had never been addressed
| before: What emotions predict healthy adjustment to the death of
ith clinically sound measures of anxiety and
) depressiony,y as well as measures of prolonged bereavement, which
' captures the individual’s continuing longing for the deceased and
t inability to reenter into daily living? And which emotions predict
i poor adjustment during bereavement?- ‘
Traditional bereavement theories offer two clear predictions.
' This thinking is based on Freudian notions of “working through”

f a spouse, as assessed
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the emotional pain of loss and the cathartic release of ]
dicts that recovery _from bereavement depends on t;ngfan'
expression of negative emotions, such as anger and sade 3
OI.ld prediction is that the expression of positivé emoti ne‘SS.'
ality a pathological sign of denial, of an intentional ton .
from tl?e f?xistenﬁal facts of trauma, and impedes grie];mm'
8:,2 :il;rélqng was just the. opposite, that laughter Wouler?;):
e hpalrtlclpants t'o distance themselves momentarily fy, V—‘
ia:?eod ettaec hzzs, V‘t]o gain f}\)erspective, to look upon their live
e detact - ljy, to find a moment of peace, to take 5
o aghtr(ond g e e 5 M
fourteen, and twenty-fiveplr::i)mltch(s3 pcr)itl:jscse dT%lr::Zf N as'sessed -

. . € partici :
(siléz\évaesci gleasurable, Duchenne laughter while taliirl;;?ljzzts
e inslzl(l)u'seg ?fverfa .less anxious and depressed, and .,H
- g eir daily living, for the next two years. Just as im ‘”

ant, people who showed more anger were observed to be ex;; \
}

living for the next two years.

duce greater financial de

lgnxzﬁi 8;1(11 c’lifficultly readjusting. We also know that the severity of the
ual’s initial grief powerfully predicts the d i
in adjusting that that i i e dlfﬁCUIty
! person will experience later. Th ibili
ties did not explain away th i ot o
y the benefits of laughter: Those indivi
who showed pleasurable lau 2 to thons sy i
. . ghter compared to th ho di
did not differ in the nature i i g et
: e of their spouse’s death (it
nesos or ﬁn‘ancial‘ impact) nor in their initial levels oﬁlgﬁl;?expecmd-
. }?edmlgdht likewise argue that perhaps our individuals who
ghed at death were just happier individuals to begin with. Per-

h . .
aps our results linking laughter to adjustment were simply the

e 1n mor epre, S10n a[[(l 1[|Se“ a e“[e“‘ I['() "

A first objection one mi i i ‘
ght raise with respect to these findined

;onfrgi the nature of the death, Perhaps those individuallzdi:h i
| le:;gmjtialagd Pe}rtngrs who experienced easier deaths and thereby fel(t) ]
rier and, as a result, were better abl i i )

ficult loss. We know from iri e i
. empirical studies of bereaveme tth

nature of the death matters—sudden deaths, and deathsn thata ;}(1)@ !

mands upon the spouse, lead to prolonged

LAUGHTER - 143

f the temperamental happiness of the individual and not
onal dynamics and perspective shifts accompanying
i This alternative too proved untenable—our people who
! 1id not differ on any conventional measure of dispositional
B < from our individuals who did not laugh. -

E od by these findings, George and I went on a search for fur-
. dence in support of the benefits of laughter. Why did laugh-
Bl talking about the deceased partner relate to increased
9 adjustment? What we observed were findings very much
ng with the laughter as vacation hypothesis. Our first analy-
ed at how bereaved individuals” experience of distress
one physiological index of arousal—elevated heart rate.

B 1hcreaved individuals who laughed showed similar heart rate
m those who did not laugh? But whereas our nonlaughers’
ﬂ- gs of distress closely tracked increases in their heart rate, our
Buhers feelings of distress were decoupled from this physiologi-
index of stress. Metaphorically, laughers were taking a vacation
the stress of their partners’ deaths, freed from the tension of
ess-related physiology.

pWe then transcribed their conversations and identified exactly
lat the bereaved participants were talking about when they
ghed. Here again, data suggest that laughter is not a sign of
Benial of trauma, as widely assumed, but an indicator of a shift
boward a new perspective enabled by the imagination. We coded
barticipants’ references to several existential themes related to
Ihereavement—Iloss, yearning, injustice, uncertainty. We also coded
for insight words that reflect a shift in perspective, phrases like “T
fsee” or “from this perspective” or “looking back.” Our participants

f death—the unfair termination of life, the difficulties of raising a
F family alone, the loss of intimacy—but they engaged in this dis-
.‘;‘course with perspective-shifting clauses. Laughter was part of these
‘individuals’ shift in viewing the death of their spouses. It was a por-
| tal into a new understanding of their lives. A laugh is a lightning bolt
. of wisdom, a moment in which the individual steps back and gains
. a broader perspective upon their lives and the human condition.

| Finally, our data speak to the social benefits of laughter. Our

who laughed were most likely to be talking about the injustice of
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bereaved individuals who laughed reported better relations wi, i‘
current significant other. They more readily engaged in new ipi
mate relations. :

LAUGHTER=NIRVANA

The Buddha’s path to enlightenment was arduous. He had to leave §
the comforts of his well-to-do family, his wife, and his new child He }
wandered for years grasping for the state of nitvana in different ]
spiritual practices. He nearly died in ascetic practice, starving him.- ]

self to bone on skin. When the Buddha finally attained enlighten-

ment under the bodhi tree, it was in the realization that the :

suffering of life is rooted in self-centeredness and desire and that,
once shed of such illusions, goodness arises from within, Loving
kindness, compassion, right talk and action, peace, and indescrib-
able joys are realized. In this epiphany the Buddha must have
deeply exhaled. My bet is that he laughed as well.

Nibbana—nirvana—originally meant “to blow out.” Clearly
“blow out” refers to blowing out of the flames of self-interested
desire, the obstacle to nirvana. I'd like to think a second possibility
is that nirvana means to blow out, to exhale, to laugh.

Images of the Buddha are often images of full-bellied laughter.
Study the images of the Dalai Lama with heads of state from around
the world and they are all images of body-shifting laughter. The 100
Zen koans amassed in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Japan were
used by Buddhist teachers to disengage the .conscious rational
mind, opening up opportunities for enlightenment. Well-known
koans are intentionally paradoxical:

If you meet the Buddha, kill him.

L

Two hands clap and there is a sound. What is the sound of one
hand? '

Many other koans employ absurd humor; they have survived
because of their capacity to reduce disciples to laughter:
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\ hat is the Buddha? Three pounds of flax.
hat is the Buddha? Dried dung.

Laughter may just be the first step to nirvana}. When leogle
] gh, they are enjoying a vacation from the ’conﬂlc.ts of soci -
“‘mj,o They are exhaling, blowing out, and their bodies are moving
) a peaceful state, incapable of fight or flight. People sge thelcll'
‘1‘; es from a different point of view, with new Persp'e?twe a:ll

f (achment. Their laughter spreads to others in mllhsetlzon }j,
\; rough the firing of networks of mirror neurons. In s'hareddaug -
- people touch, they make eye contact, their breatblng an mlus—
b‘le actions are in sync, they enjoy the realm of intimate play.

Conflicts are softened, and often resolved. Hierarchies negotiated.

Attraction and intimacy are created. What was once in the denom-
inator of the jen ratio—conflicts, tensions, frustrations—fades away.

 People move closer to one another in peaceful ways.

L




