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"The watchdog's voice that bay'd the whisp'ering wind, 

And the loud laugh that spoke the vacant mind." 

O l i v e r G o l d s m i t h , The Deserted Village 
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Introduction 

D o y o u k n o w anyone w h o has "a nervous laugh"? Perhaps y o u have one 

yourself. 1 first came across a person w i t h a nervous laugh w h e n 1 was 14 

or 15, and I found it really quite frightening. M y mother had been seeing 

a m a n named A n d r e w w h o m she'd met at the local pub. W h e n I was about 

to be introduced to h i m for the first time, m y mother mentioned to me that 

he had what is c o m m o n l y referred to as a nervous laugh. 

I th ink it was the first time I'd ever heard of anybody w i t h "a nervous 

laugh," and the very thought of it scared me a little. Andrew, w h o taught 

geology at the local university, turned out to be a b a l d m a n w i t h a very 

r o u n d , f lor id face, and his laugh was a terrible k i n d of wheezing guffaw 

that contorted his whole m o u t h into an awful f lushing grimace. H i s laugh 

made h i m shake and sweat as though his entire head were about to explode. 

A n d it h a p p e n e d a l l the t ime. That bois terous l a u g h of h i s burs t 

through conversation l ike some k i n d of involuntary punctuat ion mark . 

A n y t h i n g at a l l w o u l d set it off; it didn't have to be a j o k e — a n y conver

sat ional pleasantry, any unexpected pause. It w o u l d erupt even i n the 

middle of serious discussions. But worst of al l was that it seemed to make 

everybody else laugh as w e l l — w h e t h e r out of awkwardness, or because 

they'd also been infected b y it, I wasn't sure. It even made me laugh some

t imes , despite mysel f , par t ly as a s i m p l e n e r v o u s reac t ion a n d p a r t l y 

because there was something r idiculous about this laughter that was c o m 

pletely unwarranted, entirely out of p r o p o r t i o n to the circumstances. 

x 
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I found the whole experience rather creepy and tried to avoid A n d r e w 

as m u c h as possible. Later o n , after m y mother h a d b r o k e n u p w i t h h i m , 

she to ld me that A n d r e w had a lot of problems and that he never wanted 

to do a n y t h i n g except go to the p u b . She j o k e d about h o w he s m o k e d 

h a n d - r o l l e d cigarettes and subscr ibed to a j o u r n a l cal led Soil Quarterly. 

A n d he was always d r u n k . H e used to drive the college bus, packed w i t h 

students, b l i n d d r u n k through the mounta ins . 1 also learned that he suf

fered f rom terrible depressions and w o u l d lapse into the most bleak a n d 

desperate m o o d s . I h a d the feeling that this misery must have been very 

closely related to his "nervous l augh . " 

A couple of years ago, I learned that A n d r e w h a d d ied . H e ' d " d r u n k 

himself to death." It wasn't really a surprise to anybody. H e used to spend 

every night i n the p u b , and often most of the day as w e l l . H e wasn't par

t icular ly o l d — i n his early 50s, m a y b e — b u t he h a d a lot of trouble m o v 

i n g a r o u n d a n d eventually started to become very weak. H e l i v e d o n l y a 

c o u p l e of streets away f r o m the p u b , but regulars n o t i c e d that he h a d 

started t u r n i n g u p a n d leaving i n a taxi . In the e n d , he couldn ' t w a l k , 

c o u l d hardly stand, couldn't really do anything except d r i n k . A n d laugh. 

Nervous and Other Laughter 

Isn't it interesting h o w people can be def ined and even transformed b y 

their laughter? I've met people w h o laugh l o u d but not l o n g , and others 

w h o laugh l o n g but not l o u d . I k n o w a m a n whose shoulders shrug u p 

and d o w n emphat ica l ly w h e n he laughs, not so m u c h as a side effect of 

his laughter but more as a s ign, as i f to say, " I 'm l a u g h i n g . " A n d there's 

noth ing more unnerving than witnessing a person y o u respect and admire 

laughing just as ha rd at the miserable wit t ic isms of others as they do at 

y o u r o w n smart repartee. 

I once k n e w a g i r l w h o was m u c h too heavy to be considered attrac

tive, but I've rarely met anyone more popular . E v e r y b o d y wanted to be 

around her, i n c l u d i n g plenty of love-struck admirers. She c o u l d have h a d 

her p i c k of m e n , despite her w e i g h t — a n d it was al l because of the way 

she l a u g h e d . She l a u g h e d readi ly a n d w i t h a w o n d e r f u l l y seduc t ive , 

appeal ing s o u n d , i m p l y i n g that never i n her life had she heard anyth ing 
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quite so charming or so funny. W h e n she laughed at something y o u said 

or d i d , it felt as t h o u g h n o b o d y h a d ever quite u n d e r s t o o d h o w smart 

and amusing y o u were u n t i l that moment ; she made y o u feel as though 

n o b o d y had ever quite "got" y o u u n t i l then. A n d that was the p o i n t — h e r 

laughter didn' t transform her, it transformed you. 

1 also k n e w a g i r l w h o was quite the opposite. She was really quite 

gorgeous, smart, and funny—but it was all ruined by the way she laughed. 

She was a nervous person generally, s m o k i n g constantly and ta lk ing a l l 

the time, but her laugh made y o u want to turn immediately and r u n away. 

It was a l o u d , l o n g , violent , and nasty sort of help, w i t h no m i r t h about 

it. It spoiled her completely W i t h o u t her laugh she w o u l d have been good 

company, but once y o u h a d heard that horrible noise three or four times, 

it was al l but impossible to be around her. W h a t made matters worse was 

that she laughed at a n y t h i n g anyone sa id , whether it was meant to be 

funny or not, and usual ly topped off her laugh w i t h a little tribute to the 

person w h o h a d set her o f f — " N i c e one!" or, more often, " G o o d ca l l ! " 

I once had a boyfr iend w h o had an o d d laugh; actually, an o d d series 

of laughs, each w i t h something different to say. H e h a d a reputat ion for 

be ing great f u n to be w i t h , and I suspect that he went to some lengths to 

perpetuate this i l l u s i o n . H i s "natural " l augh was a pleasant, lubr i ca ted 

giggle, perhaps a little more effeminate than he w o u l d have l i k e d , w h i c h 

might be one of the reasons w h y he didn't let it out very often. More usual 

was a k i n d of l o u d b a r k i n g noise , w h i c h I k n e w was at least hal f fake 

because it sounded so dry , as opposed to his real laugh, w h i c h was def

ini te ly wet. Sometimes, w h e n he was d r u n k , this bark w o u l d grow l o u d , 

demonstrative, and just a little bi t nasty This happened most ly w h e n he 

was laughing at his o w n jokes or anecdotes, especially i n p u b l i c . Once I 

dist inct ly heard h i m l a u n c h into a fake laugh that suddenly became gen

uine halfway through, w h e n he unexpectedly "got" the joke . 

Worst of a l l , however , was a l a u g h of his that resembled a k i n d of 

neighing bray, w h i c h sounded plausible at the beginning but always went 

o n for s l ight ly too long . W h e n he started to laugh it was like w a t c h i n g 

someone take a seat o n a Ferris wheel , but b y the end of the l a u g h — w h e n 

the wheel had turned and the seat came into view again—it was suddenly, 

shockingly , empty. E v e n if the l a u g h was genuine to start w i t h , b y the 
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t ime it ended it h a d become a lie. A n d it was through the s o u n d of those 

last, dry, false d r a w n - o u t chuckles that I was g iven m y first g l impse of 

the anger and bitterness that constitute the nature of the const i tut ional 

pleasure lover. 

Laughter i n large groups of people always upsets a n d disturbs me, 

a n d I try to avo id be ing a member of an audience whenever possible. I 

especially try to a v o i d going to see " funny" movies . Unfortunately, h o w 

ever, it's h a r d to escape laughter at the c inema, whatever the style a n d 

tone of the f i l m . 1 remember once going to see a series of exper imenta l 

animated short films from Eastern Europe at the Institute of Contemporary 

Arts i n L o n d o n — a pretty safe bet, one might imagine, for anybody h o p 

i n g to a v o i d outbursts of p u b l i c h i l a r i t y But 1 couldn' t have been more 

w r o n g . So thr i l l ed was the t iny audience b y their cu l tura l superiority, so 

at tuned were they to the f i lms ' self-referential ironies a n d p o l i t i c a l c r i 

t ique, that they seemed c o m p e l l e d to express this intel lectual a c u m e n i n 

the f o r m of h i g h - p i t c h e d squawks of delight. 

That was the k i n d of laughter that loudly announces an understanding 

of the subtlest reference, the most arcane a l lus ion , the most u n o r t h o d o x 

pastiche. It's this k i n d of tittering laughter that ruins m a n y f i l m screen

ings, b o t h p u b l i c and private. In fact, f i l m critics are sometimes the worst 

offenders i n this regard, w i t h their k n o w i n g snobbery laz i ly masked as 

tittering laughter, the k i n d of laughter that yells out, " L o o k at me!" A t the 

2003 Cannes F i l m Festival, for example, I attended a critics' screening of 

a self- indulgent but not especially r id iculous f i l m selected i n compet i t ion 

for the Palme d 'Or . I witnessed the audience of "élite cr i t ics" lapse into 

the k inds of jeers, giggles, and hoots that w o u l d not be out of place among 

c h i l d r e n w a t c h i n g a Chris tmas pantomime. 

Even worse than f i l m critics, however, are theater audiences. I stopped 

going to the theater some time ago for this very reason—because I f i n d 

the k i n d of p u b l i c laughter it provokes very d is turb ing . The last t ime I 

saw a play was four or five years ago, and even then I agreed to go o n l y 

because I thought I'd be able to get out of it. A theater director had invited 

me to the o p e n i n g of his latest p r o d u c t i o n , an exper imental p lay based 

o n the story of three adulterous couples. W h e n it turned out that I c o u l d 

not a v o i d g o i n g , I thought it w o u l d n ' t be too d i f f i cu l t to t u r n u p , say 

he l lo , then s l ip off as soon as the lights went d o w n . So w h e n I arr ived at 
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the theater 1 was a more than a little dismayed to f i n d that the director 

h a d reserved for me the seat next to his . S t i l l , 1 thought he was sure to 

go backstage w h e n the performance started, and it was w i t h a m o u n t i n g 

sense of horror that 1 began to realize that 1 was i n a very makeshift k i n d 

of theater and there was no backstage. 

A l t h o u g h the play was a serious one, it nevertheless el ici ted copious 

waves of laughter—not the thoughtless, blustery laughter of the m o v i e 

goer, b u t the whiney , goosey, t i t ter ing laughter of the se l f -s tyled 

cognoscenti . These a w f u l sounds were p r o v o k e d not on ly b y the occa

sional gag, but b y any reference to current affairs (especially polit ics) , any 

m i l d piece of ribaldry, a n d — w o r s t of a l l — a n y l o n g pause, i n w h i c h the 

play was not deficient. Unable to bear the silence, these patrons of the 

arts felt compel led to release their o w n m o u n t i n g tension w i t h irrepress

ible tweets and squeals of m i r t h (and among these laughters was the direc

tor o n m y right, w h o was just about the worst of the lot) . 

The final straw came w h e n what was supposed to be a quiet and seri

ous sex scene el ici ted a further r o u n d of squeaking titters, leaving every

one breathless w i t h h i lar i ty I suspect these same tittering theater lovers 

w o u l d have a n u m b e r of "issues" w i t h this same scene were it to take 

place, for example, o n an episode of The Benny Hill Show, where it w o u l d 

have been considered h ighly offensive to w o m e n . Such laughter, it struck 

me at the t ime, is the collective voice of a p u b l i c paralyzed b y fear, des

perate for the externalization of any k i n d of comfort ing distance that will 

protect them from recognizing their o w n anxieties wri t large before them 

i n a manner uneasily, d is turbingly real. E v e n more than a c inema a u d i 

ence, a theater audience is obsessed w i t h sexuality, and afraid of it. I just 

couldn ' t stay there any longer, so I m u m b l e d someth ing about feel ing 

queasy, got u p , a n d left. The director later cal led me to see i f I was all 

r ight . A l t h o u g h I d i d feel a b i t uneasy about l y i n g to h i m , 1 can s t i l l 

remember the enormous relief of getting out of that theater away f r o m 

the horr ib le echoes of that t rapped, tense laughter. 

"Laugh and the World Laughs with You" 

Is it just me, or are there more people w i t h nervous laughs n o w than there 

were 10 or 15 years ago? Maybe it's just because I've been paying m u c h 
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more attention to it recently, but it seems as though there's nervous laugh

ter al l over the place today Just t u r n o n the television. Larry K i n g a whi le 

ago h a d a s h o w i n w h i c h he interviewed the parents of m u r d e r e d in tern 

C h a n d r a Levy, at the time miss ing for months and presumed dead. W h i l e 

Chandra's father broke d o w n i n tears three or four times d u r i n g the inter

view, her mother g r i n n e d , s m i l e d , a n d shook w i t h nervous laughter as 

her h u s b a n d wept. 

The close re lat ionship between jokes , laughter, a n d personal a n x i 

eties was made clear to me over a n d over again w h i l e I was researching 

this book , but never so v i v i d l y as d u r i n g a course I took titled " F r e u d and 

H u m o r . " Th is course was taught b y a professor of psychology, a pract ic

i n g psychoanalyst . It was part of an extracurricular program of extended 

s tudy at Indiana University, where I was a v is i t ing professor at the t ime. 

If I h a d researched this program a little more carefully, I'd soon have dis 

covered that the people w h o enro l led i n the course were m a i n l y o lder 

people l i v i n g i n the retirement c o m m u n i t y where the course was b e i n g 

h e l d . It was not a course of u n i v e r s i t y - l e v e l study, as I h a d thought it 

w o u l d be. Rather, it was one of several classes that brought the residents 

together for an evening's enter ta inment—wine tasting, f lower arranging, 

embroidery. E v e n real iz ing that this wasn't go ing to be the k i n d of aca

demic class I h a d i n m i n d , I dec ided to st ick it o u t — a n d I 'm very glad I 

d i d , because it taught me a great deal. 

The class was composed of about 20 people. Most , apart f rom myself 

a n d one or two others, were marr ied couples or w i d o w s . W h e n the p r o 

fessor asked us to name our favorite comedians, the names that came u p 

again a n d again were Jack Benny, Ern ie Kovacs , George Burns , a n d S i d 

Caesar; the most recent shared p o i n t of reference seemed to be I Love 

Lucy. 

I immediate ly d i s l i k e d the professor. H e was one of those confident , 

facile types w h o always w i n teaching awards and love to engage their stu

dents i n the "dynamics of learning" b y put t ing o n what he, and probably 

most of the students, regarded as a h i g h l y entertaining performance. H e 

carr ied a battered o l d leather briefcase b u l g i n g w i t h i m p o r t a n t - l o o k i n g 

papers , a n d his beard was careful ly c l i p p e d to make h i m l o o k l i k e the 

H o l l y w o o d vers ion of a psychoanalyst—poss ib ly based o n M o n t g o m e r y 
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Cl i f t i n the movie Freud. There was a touch of the q u i z - s h o w host about 

his teaching style, w h i c h i n v o l v e d lots of animated gestures, p lenty of 

anecdotes about his ch i ldren , and endless c l ips f rom the M a r x Brothers. 

H e was, needless to say, enormously popular . 

In one particular session, he went around the group and asked us al l 

to tel l h i m our favorite joke . A l m o s t wi thout exception, the jokes dealt 

w i t h the anxieties associated w i t h aging: fear of death, impotence, seni l 

ity, deafness, colostomy bags, and so o n , w h i c h v i v i d l y c lari f ied, at least 

for me , the m a n y connect ions between laughter, h u m o r , and fear. O n e 

joke , I remember, to ld b y a shaky gentleman i n his 80s, was typical : 

Two o l d m e n are sitting o n a park bench and c o m p l a i n i n g about 

their aches and pains. "If only m y wife w o u l d die," lamented one 

to the other. " I 'd get mysel f a sexy y o u n g g i r l f r i e n d w i t h l o n g 

legs, blonde hair, a tight ass, and . . . (gestures w i t h cupped hands 

i n front of his chest). "I can unders tand the l o n g legs, b l o n d e 

hair, and tight ass," repl ied the other. "But w h y the h e l l w o u l d 

y o u want a gir l f r iend w i t h arthritis?" 

Interestingly, throughout his entire d iscuss ion of Freud's theory of 

jokes , the professor never once commented o n the examples of neurotic 

a n d confessional j o k e te l l ing that were b e i n g offered u p i n class every 

week and that seemed to provide concrete substantiation of Freud's the

ory To me, however, the relationship between laughter, j o k i n g , and anx

iety became increasingly obvious i n the jokes t o l d week after week b y 

these stalwart o l d f o l k s — a n d it was this, not the professor's lectures, that 

taught me a l l I needed to k n o w about the p s y c h o d y n a m i c s of p u b l i c 

laughter. 

Incidentally, the professor himself told very few jokes of his o w n dur

ing this class, but one he d i d tell struck me at the time as rather significant: 

Two psychoanalysts are having a d r i n k i n a bar, and one of them 

says to the other, " D o y o u know. Dr. Schwartz, I myself made an 

interesting Freudian s l ip the other day. 1 intended to say to m y 

wife , ' C o u l d y o u please pass the salt, dear?' but what I actually 

said was, 'You've screwed u p m y life, y o u b i tch ! ' " 



xvii Introduction 

Let us not speculate o n the domestic circumstances that entered into that 

part icular choice of joke . 

Laughter in Theory and Practice 

W h a t is this strange th ing we have learned to cal l "humor"? W h a t does 

it mean for something to be "funny"? M y intention i n this book is to recon

sider what we take for granted w h e n we use these words . 

To this e n d , I approach the subject of h u m o r f rom a perspective dif

ferent f r o m that of most other scholars—I l o o k at a n u m b e r of alterna

tive ways to conceptualize the meaning of this strange p h e n o m e n o n . In 

the process, I hope to u n v e i l some of the mistaken assumptions I believe 

d o m i n a t e o u r soc ia l att i tudes t o w a r d h u m o r , at least i n the West . 

Accordingly , this b o o k is an attempt to defamiliarize not o n l y the m e c h 

anisms and procedures of h u m o r , but also its relation to the b o d y and to 

the senses. 

Fair w a r n i n g : this exercise may lead y o u to a knowledge y o u might 

rather not possess. 

First of a l l , it is essential to understand that, contrary to popular o p i n 

i o n , " h u m o r " and "laughter" are two very different concerns, and they are 

not always connected. Physiologically, laughter consists of a mechanical or 

quasi-mechanical series of brief, uncontrollable paroxysms of the diaphragm 

a n d thorax, accompanied b y short intakes of breath and a succession of 

vocal intonations ranging from a gentle gasp to a clamorous yelp. A n effer

ent reaction of the autonomic nervous system, this bizarre series of motor 

spasms is often, though not always, accompanied by a twist ing and c o n 

tort ing of the m o u t h and a bar ing of the teeth i n a g r i m rictus, w h i c h i n 

any other species w o u l d seem to s ignify aggression. 1 Indeed, as Joseph 

A d d i s o n (1712) pointed out, "If we may believe our logicians, m a n is dis

t inguished f rom al l other animals b y the faculty of laughter." 

1 "We're the only animal that laughs. The only one," claims the stand-up 
comic Eddie Waters in Trevor Griffiths's 1976 play, Comedians. "You know when 
you see the chimpanzees on the PG Tips things snickering, do you know what 
that is? Fear. They're signaling their terror" (p. 62). 
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W h e n cons ider ing the origins of h u m a n laughter, it is very i m p o r 

tant to dis t inguish between the b iopsychologica l capacity to laugh and a 

characterological reliance o n "social" laughing, w i t h its obvious defensive 

impl icat ions . In their studies of the ontogenesis of s m i l i n g and laughter, 

psychologists L . A l a n Sroufe and Everett Waters (1976) expla in h o w an 

infant's earliest smiles occur i n situations potent for eliciting positive affect 

and therefore appear to have an important adaptive significance. Sroufe 

and Waters examine h o w the infant's earliest endogenous smiles encour

age b o n d i n g w i t h the mother and h o w the sounds that make infants smile 

and laugh involve the f luctuat ing release of tension, w h i c h helps t h e m 

learn the dynamics of arousal and excitation. O f course, this k i n d of s m i l 

i n g a n d laughter is spontaneous a n d innate a n d is very different f r o m 

adult "social" laughter, w i t h its psychological basis. 

M o s t m o d e r n theories of adult h u m a n laughter relate it to heal th , 

vitality, happiness, and survival instincts. H u m o r scholar J o h n M o r r e a l l 

(1982) proposes the universal formula that "laughter results f rom a pleas

ant psychological shift" (p. 39). Phi losopher Dana Sutton (1994) argues 

that laughter is a "purgative," rel ieving the spectator of various "bad feel

ings" and encouraging an attitude of "disdain" toward its "targets," thereby 

generating "a k i n d of ant i toxin that inhibits the target's capacity to induce 

bad feelings i n the future" (p. 29). In m o d e r n psychology, laughter is gen

erally regarded as a s ign of mental wel l -be ing and a positive aff irmation 

of the capacity for play. 

The literature o n laughter is enormous, al though many of the i m p o r 

tant studies o n the subject seem to have been to wri t ten pr ior to 1950, 

a n d most h u m o r scholars disagree o n a n u m b e r of strategic po in ts . It 

seems clear to me that this great v o l u m e of early w r i t i n g attests less to 

our knowledge of h u m a n laughter than to the elusiveness of its meaning. 

Most of these early studies can be d i v i d e d into three categories: the cog

nit ive-perceptual , the social-behavioral , and the psychoanalytic . 

More recent writers on the subject, however—such as Jenkins (1994), 

Sanders (1995) , Peter a n d D a n a (1998) , a n d W i c k b e r g ( 1 9 9 8 ) — t e n d 

to insist that h u m a n laughter is "fundamentally" transgressive and liberating. 

Its t ransforming force is invariably regarded as having great therapeutic 

value; focused " h u m o r therapy" has been appl ied as a curative treatment 
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w i t h a p p a r e n t l y sa lutary p h y s i o l o g i c a l effects i n the management of 

c h r o n i c p a i n , the encouragement of soc ia l c o h e s i o n , the r e d u c t i o n of 

stress, a n d the relief of suffering. H i s t o r i c a l a n d c u l t u r a l studies of the 

role of laughter tend to regard it as a creative aff irmation of the spir i t of 

comedy and carnival , an iconoclastic and demystifying sign of what 17th-

century p h i l o s o p h e r T h o m a s H o b b e s descr ibed as " s u d d e n glory," but 

w i t h o u t the c o n n o t a t i o n of c r o w i n g glee—pleasure i n another's d o w n 

fal l—that Hobbes or ig inal ly attached to this phrase. 

Nevertheless, a few scholars and scientists have been brave enough 

to suggest that there is n o t h i n g f u n n y about laughter and it is not neces

sarily connected to feelings of m i r t h . Biologist A . M . L u d o v i c i (1933) sug

gested that there is something sinister about the process. H e argued that 

"laughter is becoming no more than one of the many anodynes w i t h w h i c h 

m o d e r n m e n are r o c k i n g themselves into a state of drowsy insensib i l i ty" 

(p. 115). Theories l ike this are clearly too d is turb ing to become popular , 

and Ludovici 's b o o k o n laughter was never really taken seriously. A n y b o d y 

w h o suggests, l ike L u d o v i c i , that all adult laughter is hostile is invariably 

d ismissed as a humorless misanthrope , even t h o u g h s u c h speculat ions 

go back to Ecclesiastes ("A fool l i fteth u p his voice w i t h laughter, but a 

wise m a n doth scarce smile a little," x x i , 20). 2 A s L u d o v i c i (1938) pointed 

out, " W h o c o u l d ever imagine Chr is t laughing?" (p. 115). 

M o r r i s Brody (1950) argues that the laugh is capable of affording only 

a p a r t i a l release of tens ion . U n a b l e to express the sadist ic dr ive more 

directly, the m a n w h o laughs turns part of the sadism against h imsel f . 

Laughter . . . has a definite relat ionship to b o t h masochist ic and 

compuls ive dynamisms. The depressed person, involved w i t h his 

o w n hates, is unable to laugh because its meaning is too evident 

to h i m . The cl inical ly recognized type of the fat, j o l l y person basi

cally is an unhappy i n d i v i d u a l w h o denies his sorrow and i n reac

t ion- format ion laughs at everything [p. 195]. 

2 The same sentiment is echoed i n a letter to his son written by Lord 
Chesterfield on October 19, 1774 in which he advises that "loud laughter is the 
mirth of the mob, who are only pleased with silly things; for true wit or good 
sense never excited a laugh since the creation of the world. A man of parts and 
fashion is therefore only seen to smile, but never heard to laugh." 
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Is it possible that h u m a n laughter is connected not to feelings of good 

w i l l at a l l , but to a nexus of deep emotions revolving around fear, aggres

s ion , shame, anxiety, and neurosis? Is it possible that laughter is , i n fact, 

the most serious th ing we do i n our lives? 

I n the process of s t u d y i n g the e t io logy of l a u g h t e r a n d its r e l a 

t i o n s h i p to h u m o r , 1 have considered the w o r k of those m a n y p h i l o s o 

phers w h o have been in t r igued b y the subject, f r o m Plato and Aris tot le 

to H o b b e s , V o l t a i r e , a n d K a n t ; f r o m S c h o p e n h a u e r a n d B e r g s o n to 

D a r w i n , F r e u d , a n d Koestler . O n e m a n i n part icular , however , seems 

to me to have taken b o t h laughter and h u m o r more ser iously than any 

other. T h i s is the remarkable scholar G e r s h o n L e g m a n , whose e r u d i 

t i o n i n the f ie ld is unsurpassed a n d whose invest igat ion of this d i f f i 

cul t a n d controvers ia l subject is except iona l for its persona l hones ty 

a n d d a r i n g candor. 

Once described b y reviewer R. Z . Sheppard (1975) as "the Diderot 

of the dirty joke" (p. 96), Gershon Legman, w h o died i n 1999, was c o m 

pletely self-exiled f rom the formal w o r l d of h u m o r scholars, academics, 

and the cul tura l establishment i n general. H e h a d devoted m u c h of his 

life to his two enormous scholarly studies of the dirty joke . But a l though 

his relationship w i t h the academic w o r l d was always contentious. Legman 

was a genuinely erudite scholar w h o k n e w everything there is to k n o w 

about comic erotica and w h o has an enormous amount to teach us about 

the way we th ink and talk about humor . Since his death, the importance 

of his w o r k is becoming increasingly clear. In Janny Scott's (1999) obit

uary of Legman, he is described by Bruce Jackson, Professor of A m e r i c a n 

C u l t u r e at State U n i v e r s i t y of N e w Y o r k - B u f f a l o , as "the person , more 

than any other, w h o made research into erotic folklore and erotic verbal 

behavior academically respectable" (p. 29). 

The b o l d subjects and qui rky style of his w o r k made Legman an easy 

target i n the w o r l d of "ser ious" academic scho larsh ip , but h is w r i t i n g 

quickly became widely sought-after outside the academy and finally devel

oped a legendary underground reputation. Totally incapable of separat

i n g his strong personality f rom his academic w r i t i n g , w h i c h rankles w i t h 

deeply felt emotions and prejudices. Legman became most wide ly k n o w n 

and best respected i n that demimonde of "outside scholars" o n the fringes 

of the academy—a w o r l d haunted by ghost writers, booksellers, and those 


