
Unlocking the Mystery: Exploring Hilarious
Theories of Comedy
Why do we laugh? What is it about certain things that tickles our funny bone,
leaving us in fits of uncontrollable laughter? Throughout the ages, many theories
have been put forth to explain the phenomenon of comedy. From ancient
philosophers to modern-day scholars, the quest to understand humor has
continued with fervor. In this article, we delve into the fascinating world of
comedic theories, exploring the science, philosophy, and sociology behind what
makes us laugh.

The Relief Theory

One of the earliest theories of comedy can be traced back to the ancient Greeks.
According to this theory, laughter is a result of the release of tension or the
release of nervous energy. Sigmund Freud later expanded on this idea, proposing
that comedy acts as a cathartic release for repressed feelings or thoughts. The
relief theory suggests that laughter serves as a way to alleviate stress and cope
with the difficulties of life.

The Incongruity Theory

Another popular theory, commonly associated with British philosopher Arthur
Schopenhauer, is the incongruity theory. This theory suggests that comedy arises
from the unexpected or irrational elements within a situation. Incongruity creates
a sense of surprise and deviation from what is considered normal, leading to
laughter. Comedic devices such as puns, jokes, and slapstick rely heavily on
incongruity.
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Unlocking the Mechanism of Laughter: The Superiority Theory

Have you ever wondered why some jokes make us feel superior or smarter?
That's where the superiority theory comes into play. Introduced by Thomas
Hobbes and later developed by Henri Bergson, this theory suggests that laughter
stems from the feelings of superiority and triumph over others. When we witness
a comedic situation, we feel a sense of superiority over the characters involved,
resulting in laughter.

The Benign Violation Theory

A more recent theory, proposed by Peter McGraw and Caleb Warren, the benign
violation theory combines elements from several earlier theories. According to
this theory, comedy arises when something simultaneously violates our
expectations and is perceived as harmless or safe. For example, a practical joke
or a humorous twist in a movie can be seen as both violating our expectations
and being harmless, leading to laughter.

The Social Theory of Laughter
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Comedy is inherently social. It brings people together, creates shared
experiences, and strengthens social bonds. This is where the social theory of
laughter comes into play. According to this theory, laughter serves as a means of
social bonding and communication. It helps to establish relationships, diffuse
tension, and signal approval or agreement. Think of how laughter fills a room
during a stand-up comedy show or a funny story among friends.

The Evolutionary Theory

From an evolutionary perspective, comedy serves a purpose in human survival.
According to this theory, proposed by Charles Darwin, humor evolved as a way to
stimulate social cohesion and foster group harmony. Laughter signals positive
intent and helps to build trust among individuals. It also enables us to navigate
complex social situations by relieving tension and diffusing conflicts, thereby
increasing our chances of survival.

The Cultural Perspective

No discussion of comedic theories would be complete without considering the
cultural perspective. Comedy varies across cultures, and what one person finds
funny may not resonate with another. Cultural norms, values, and beliefs play a
significant role in shaping our sense of humor. Comedy can also be used as a
tool for cultural criticism or satire, highlighting societal issues and challenging the
status quo.

As we have seen, the theories of comedy are as diverse as the jokes that make
us laugh. From the ancient Greeks to modern-day thinkers, numerous theories
attempt to unravel the mystery of humor. Whether it be the relief theory, the
incongruity theory, or the social theory of laughter, each perspective offers
valuable insights into the complex nature of comedy. So the next time you find



yourself doubled over with laughter, take a moment to ponder the theories behind
what makes us find things so funny.
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UPDATED SECOND EDITION! Why do we laugh? How does comedy work? This
book examines the theories from philosophers to scientists on why we need to
laugh and how we laugh. For the comedy fan or comedy writer, this enjoyable
and fast read will fill you in on all of the theories of humor.
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covered! In this...
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