
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is Laughter? 
 
A Totally Serious [tic] Academic Investigation by Someone Who Has 
Laughed Before 
 
 
Laughter is one of the most recognizable human behaviors, yet it remains one of the most complex to 
define. It is not simply a response to humor, but a multi-modal, social, physiological, and 
neurochemical event. This paper synthesizes current research from neuroscience, psychology, and 
physiology to answer what laughter is, how it is produced in the brain and body, and what functions it 
serves. 
 
 
ONE: Defining Laughter 
 
Laughter is typically defined as a rhythmic, vocal, everted behavior consisting of short, repeated 
expirations of air accompanied by characteristic facial expressions and vocalizations. Critically, 
modern research separates laughter from humor. Long viewed as a byproduct of humor, laughter may 
have evolved not from punchlines but from mammalian play, according to a growing paradigm in 
neuroscience. In animals, laughter is a form of social bonding based on a primordial reflex to tickling, 
but human laughter has come a long way from these playful roots. 
 
Researchers now distinguish between spontaneous, or Duchenne, laughter and conversational or 
social laughter. These different kinds of laughter also spark different connections within the "laughter 
perception network" in the human brain depending on their context. 
 
 
TWO: The Neurobiology of Laughter 
 
The expression of laughter depends on two partially independent neuronal pathways. This 
dual-pathway model is central to current understanding. 
 
a) The Involuntary Pathway: This older, emotional system originates in subcortical structures including 
the amygdala, hypothalamus, and periaqueductal gray, with motor effectors in the brainstem. Studies 
using fMRI during conflicting voluntary vocalization versus laughter show that the laughter-triggering  
 



 
 
 
 
 
network relies heavily on sensory and deep interoceptive analysis, as well as on motor effectors in the 
brainstem. This pathway is responsible for the uncontrollable, contagious laughter that arrests speech. 
 
b) The Voluntary Pathway: This newer system involves premotor and motor cortex, the supplementary 
motor area, and lateral prefrontal cortex. It allows us to produce polite, social laughter on demand and 
to inhibit laughter when inappropriate. 
 
c) Perception: Hearing laughter engages a distributed network. Tickle-induced laughter provokes extra 
activity in the secondary auditory cortex, likely reflecting acoustical complexity, whereas joyful and 
taunting laughter prompts more activity in the medial frontal cortex, a region associated with social and 
emotional processing. Individual differences in attributing social intention to laughter are also linked to 
trait-level differences in mentalizing, with attenuated tendency to attribute positive social intention 
associated with higher autistic traits. 
 
 
THREE: Psychological and Social Functions 
 
Psychology has moved from viewing laughter as merely an expression of positive emotion to a 
functional social signal. 
 
1. Social Bonding Theory: The dominant evolutionary account argues laughter functions to facilitate 
bonding. In primates, grooming builds bonds via the opioid system. For humans, laughter is faster and 
gives an enhanced opportunity to build large social networks. Research shows relaxed social laughter 
is associated with feelings of wellbeing and heightened affect, and that social laughter is correlated 
with an elevated pain threshold, suggesting an endorphin-mediated opiate effect. 
 
This has been confirmed with neuroimaging. Social laughter triggers endogenous opioid release in 
humans, and laughter imposes less severe timing constraints on social bonding compared with 
grooming and could thus play a key role in enabling humans to live in exceptionally large social 
networks. The relationship between opioid receptor density and laughter rate also suggests the opioid 
system may underlie individual differences in sociability. 
 
Caruana's emotional mirroring hypothesis adds that a function of laughter is to facilitate emotional 
contagion and to boost affiliation and social bonding. In the long term, mirroring others' laughter 
shapes one's own socio-emotional habits. 
 
2. Social Function Differentiation: Recent acoustic work with 762 participants rating 400 laughter 
samples found that laughter acoustics systematically convey three fundamental social tasks: 
rewarding behavior, establishing affiliative bonds, and negotiating dominance. Joyful, affiliative 
laughter is distinct from dominant, mocking laughter in both perception and neural response. 
 
3. Developmental Function: Spontaneous laughter and smiles are the very first prosocial gestures that 
infants direct toward their caregivers. Laughter activates many of the same brain reward circuits as  
 



 
 
 
 
 
food and sex, and a 2025 synthesis finds it measurably lowers cortisol and may restructure how the 
developing brain builds resilience to stress. 
 
 
FOUR: The Physiology of Laughter 
 
Laughter is a full-body physiological event, not just a vocalization. 
 
Autonomic and Cardiovascular Effects: Vigorous laughter temporarily increases heart rate, benefits the 
immune system, increases alertness, and exercises skeletal muscles. Following extended laughter, 
there is a brief period during which blood pressure lowers and heart rate decreases. It can also 
stimulate circulation and aid muscle relaxation, both of which can help reduce some of the physical 
symptoms of stress. 
 
Endocrine and Immune Effects: Humor results in a general decrease in stress hormones. Early work 
by Berk showed humor reduced cortisol and catecholamine concentrations, which are products of the 
hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis, as well as increased the production of antibodies and endorphins, 
the body's natural pain killers. 
 
Laughter therapy physiologically reduces the level of stress hormones, increases health-promoting 
hormones such as endorphins, and strengthens the immune system by increasing the number of 
T-lymphocytes through activation of natural killer cells. Lab tests showed that the immune systems of 
"laughers" tend to have increased quantity and vitality of T cells, and that laughter increases Ig A, G, 
and M. Even a few minutes of genuine laughter can stimulate changes in immune activity that make 
the body more resistant to disease. 
 
Long-term, laughter may improve immune system function, as negative thoughts manifest into 
chemical reactions that can affect the body by bringing more stress and decreasing immunity. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
What is laughter? Biologically, it is a dual-pathway motor program rooted in ancient play circuitry and 
modulated by higher cortical control. Psychologically, it is a sophisticated social signal that rewards, 
affiliates, and negotiates status. Physiologically, it is a brief stressor that produces a longer-lasting 
relaxation and immuno-enhancing response. 
 
It is not simply the consequence of understanding a joke. It is a mechanism for maintaining social 
cohesion, regulating stress, and communicating emotional safety without words. As Dunbar and others 
argue, human societies became too large for physical grooming to maintain bonds; laughter became 
vocal grooming — efficient, contagious, and neurochemically rewarding. 
 
In that sense, laughter is best understood not as an emotion itself, but as a regulator of emotions, both 
our own and those around us. 
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