
 

 

 

 

 

  

The Laughter of Literature  
A diachronic study of the social functions of 

laughter in British literature 

 

 

  

Bachelor’s Thesis in English Linguistics 

Author: Johannes Widegren 

Supervisor: Fredrik Heinat 

Examiner: Ibolya Maricic 

Term: HT18 

Subject: English Linguistics 

Level: Undergraduate 

Course code: 2EN10E 

 



 

  



 

Abstract 

This paper investigates the historical development of the social functions of laughter 

in literature using linguistic analysis. Many previous studies have analyzed the 

connection between humor and laughter, but very few have looked at laughter in 

literature. In this paper, using the eight social functions of laughter defined by Foot 

and McCreaddie (2007), instances of the word laugh and its variants were analyzed 

in canonical British literature from the 14th century to the 21st and then compared. In 

the literature investigated, derision laughter was the most common function during 

the 15th through 17th centuries. In the centuries to follow humorous laughter took 

that position. An explanation for this could be that there was no clear division 

between derision laughter and humorous laughter until the 18th century (Classen, 

2010). Also noted was an increase in the frequency of instances of laughter per 1000 

words since the 17th century in the investigated literature, as well as an increase in 

variation of social functions used. The low frequency of laughter in the past may 

have been a result of the teachings of the church in England. The increased variation 

in functions of laughter could indicate that the pragmatic feature of laughter has 

acquired new functions, or that some functions were not depicted in the older 

literature of this study.  
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1 Introduction 

“Laughter is a nonverbal vocalization occurring in every known culture, 

ubiquitous across all forms of human social interaction.” – Gregory A. Bryant, 

2018 

We all laugh. We laugh before we speak, and we laugh for a multitude of reasons. 

In every culture on earth people laugh, and it seems that in every culture people 

interpret laughter roughly the same (Bryant et al., 2018). This indicates that the 

phenomenon of laughter has been an important feature of human interaction for a 

long time in human evolutionary history, although theories regarding the 

evolutionary origins of laughter vary wildly (Boyd, 2004).  

Studies of laughter have often focused on humor, but it is obvious that humor and 

laughter are not always connected. For example, laughter fulfills many non-

humorous social functions (Foot & McCreaddie, 1986). Some of the very earliest 

instances of laughter in English literature are non-humorous ones, such as the 

monster Grendel’s laughter in Beowulf: “þa his mod ahlog” (then his heart laughed) 

the narrator tells us right before Grendel attacks the sleeping men in the mead-hall 

Heorot (Beowulf, l. 730). This laughter indicates disorder and social instability 

(Kries, 2002). 

But does laughter in the English-speaking world fulfill different social functions 

now than it did back in the days of the Anglo-Saxons? Since we cannot investigate 

actual laughter from before 1860 (there were no audio recordings before then), one 

place to search for the answer to this question is in the English literary canon, using 

linguistic evidence. The canon contains the major works of the most influential 

authors in English, from Chaucer, Spenser and Shakespeare to Wordsworth, Austen 

and Dickens. If we compare how the characters of their books laugh, we should get 

considerable insight into the role of laughter in different time periods. This would be 

of interest for historical studies and can be compared with other social phenomena 

to see if similar patterns emerge. 

This paper will use linguistic analysis in an attempt to determine how, and if, social 

functions of laughter in British literature have changed over the years. Several 
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canonical books from each century since Chaucer’s time will be searched for 

instances of laughter, and the frequencies of each social function will be compared. 

Hopefully this will shed light on an important aspect of our culture, and how it has 

functioned in different times. The research questions asked are: in the literature 

investigated, how has the frequency of laughter changed through time? Have the 

relative frequencies of social functions of laughter changed? If so, what functions 

have been the most common in different time periods, and why? What have the 

relative frequencies been of social functions of laughter associated with positive 

emotions vs. negative emotions? 

This topic was chosen because of a personal interest in laughter, and because no 

previous quantitative studies have been made on the functions of laughter through 

history. Thus, it will hopefully be a valuable contribution to our understanding of 

laughter in the British culture. 

2 Background 

The following sections will discuss the etymology of the word laugh, different 

theories regarding the origins of the phenomenon of laughter, whether or not 

laughter is a pragmatic feature, and finally previous research on laughter in 

literature. 

2.1 Etymology of laughter 

The OED tells us that the word laugh derives from the Old English hliehhan. It is 

related to many similar words in other Germanic languages, such as Swedish le, past 

tense log (meaning ‘to smile’). Its present-day definition, “to make the spontaneous 

sounds and movements of the face and body usual in expressing joy, mirth, 

amusement, or (sometimes) derision” (OED, 2018), seems to have been more or less 

the same since the days of early Old English (henceforth OE). There were many 

spellings and regional variants of the word until the late Middle English (henceforth 

ME) period, when it was standardized. This is of great relevance for this paper, 

since searches for the word laugh need to be adjusted according to the specific 

spelling used in the literature investigated.  
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The following is an overview of the various spellings of the word laugh in the 

literary works investigated for the present study. In some of the works investigated 

the spellings are anachronic, due to the work being published or printed centuries 

after its inception. These are, however, the spellings which were found to be the 

ones used in the publications. The method section will explain the selection of 

literature for the present study. 

In F. N. Robinson’s 1957 edition of the The Canterbury Tales (late 14th century) 

which is the one used in this study and the one most frequently used by scholars, the 

text is primarily based on eight printed manuscripts and on Thynne’s edition printed 

in 1532. Therefore, the spelling is not Chaucer’s own but rather reflects the semi-

standardized spelling of the early 16th century. Laugh is spelled laughe, laugheth, 

laughynge in the present tense, lough in the past tense (compare to Swedish le-log). 

This strong past tense form still persists in some English dialects, including Scots 

and northern English (OED, 2018). The past participle was laughen.  

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (late 14th century) was read for the present study 

in modern translation, but in the original, represented by J. R. R. Tolkien’s and E. V. 

Gordon’s scholarly edition (1967), laugh is spelled laȝe, laȝes, laȝez, laȝande, 

laȝyng in the present tense and laȝed in the past tense. Laughter is spelled laȝter. 

The ME letter ȝ (yogh) was pronounced in various ways; it was later substituted in 

texts for the digraph gh. Notice the present participle laȝande, the old -ande suffix 

being similar to Swedish -ande/-ende. Although the -ande/-inde/-ende suffix later 

developed into -ing/-yng, in Sir Gawain both suffixes seem to have existed side by 

side. 

The version of Morte D’Arthur used in this paper is Caxton’s edition from 1485 

presented in modern spelling by Sir Edward Strachey. In Caxton’s original, laugh 

was spelled laugh, laughe, laughyng, laughynge, laughed, laughter. 

Lydgate’s The Fall of Princes (1430’s) was read in Bergen’s 1923 edition for this 

paper. The spelling is the original, laugh spelled as lauhhe, lauhtir, lauhtre 

lawhhyng in the present tense and louh in the past tense.  
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The remainder of the works studied for this paper were read in editions where laugh 

is spelled the modern way. 

2.2 Theories of laughter 

Why do we laugh? Considerable amounts of research have been carried out 

investigating what we find funny and why (Hobbes, 1640; Freud, 1905). As already 

mentioned, however, humorous laughter is only one of many different types of 

laughter. To understand the phenomenon of laughter in all its complexity, we must 

look at its origins, however difficult this may be. The attempts made have resulted 

in three main theories of humor which can enlighten our understanding of laughter. 

Hobbes, famously, wrote in his book The Elements of Law, Natural and Politic 

(1640):  

The passion of laughter […] is nothing else but sudden glory arising from 

some sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with 

the infirmities of others, or with our own formerly. – Ch. 9 (cited in Boyd 

2004) 

Hobbes ideas have resulted in what is now known as the superiority theory. We 

laugh to express our feelings of being superior to the victim of our laughter. This 

coincides with one of the evolutionary theories of laughter, namely that laughter has 

evolved from sounds of aggression, such as when chimpanzees hoot at an enemy 

(Boyd, 2004). However, the superiority theory fails to explain other functions of 

laughter, such as social laughter or apologetic laughter which will be discussed 

later in this section. 

Another theory called the relief theory was elaborated by Freud in his 1905 book 

Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (cited in Boyd, 2004), although the 

relief theory can trace its inception back to Aristotle. Freud’s views, according to 

Boyd, were that in humorous situations we summon energy in anticipation of 

emotions such as fear, and when we realize that there is no danger, we release that 

energy through laughter. The problem with this theory is that it fails to explain 

humor in situations where there is no reason to feel either fear or any other negative 

emotions.  
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The most widespread theory of laughter is known as the incongruity-resolution 

theory (Boyd, 2004). It focuses on our expectations and on sudden twists that thwart 

our expectations. While surprises and incongruities are often the basis of humor, this 

type of events are only perceived as humorous in contexts where humor is 

appropriate, e.g. in a theater. In other contexts, such as in a dark alley at night, 

surprises can lead to anxiety or fear (Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:295).  

This leads us to a theory which better explains why laughter occupies such an 

important place in human interaction, as well as the variety of social functions 

laughter fulfills. Van Hooff, a Dutch primatologist, has developed a theory stating 

that laughter has developed out of play (van Hoof, 1972 cited in Boyd, 2004:6). In 

his article A Play Theory of Laughter, Boyd (2004) summarizes van Hooff’s theory, 

referring to the relaxed open-mouth face that primates and many other animals show 

when playing and suggests that this has become a ritualized behavior, that is, an 

expression which clearly shows the intent of the one using it.  

Boyd goes on to explain how animal play occupies a vital role in preparing for the 

unexpected. When playing, animals exaggerate their moves and attempt to surprise 

each other, but to clearly signal that there is no harmful intent they make use of the 

open-mouth face (the opposite of the tight baring of teeth signaling aggression). The 

suggestion van Hooff makes, according to Boyd, is that human laughter has evolved 

from this open-mouthed panting so typical of animal play.  

Thus, laughter has developed to be a universal signal of lack of threatening intent 

and of friendliness. Connecting this to modern human laughter, it can be said that 

humor is a play with our expectations, just as animals attempt to catch each other off 

guard. When we all expect something to happen and we are then surprised by the 

outcome, our laughter shows how much of our expectations we have in common. 

This explains part of why laughter and humor are such important markers of group 

cohesiveness (Boyd, 2004).  

This leads us to Foot’s & McCreaddie’s definitions of the eight social functions of 

laughter which will be used for this study. The functions were summarized by Giles 

and Oxford (1970 cited in Foot & McCreaddie, 2007), Foot and Chapman (1976 

cited in Foot & McCreaddie, 2007) and Pfeifer (1994 cited in Foot & McCreaddie, 
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2007), based on earlier studies on the functions and purposes of laughter by Gruner 

(1978 cited in Foot & McCreaddie, 2007) and Hertzler (1970 cited in Foot & 

McCreaddie, 2007). They will be reviewed below one by one to see how they relate 

to the different theories of laughter.  

The first function, humorous laughter, is typical of this play with expectations 

which was earlier mentioned. We laugh at incongruities in the world around us, 

preparing for the unexpected by playing with our expectations of social codes, 

institutions etc. (Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:308-310). Second, social laughter 

expresses friendship and liking and bolsters group cohesiveness by confirming 

shared expectations (Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:308-310).  

Third, ignorance laughter is when we are in a group, the group laughs but we do not 

understand the joke. Ignorance laughter is a faked laughter in order to not be left out 

(Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:308-310). We can see this as an attempt at social 

laughter, feigning that we do participate in the shared expectations. Next is evasion 

laughter, which is an emotional mask behind which we can hide our true feelings 

(Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:308-310). The reasons for doing this can be many; one 

suggestion could be that evasion laughter serves to divert attention from the fact that 

our emotions differ from the group’s. Fifth is apologetic laughter which is a 

hedging laughter we make use of to soften the blow, for example before telling bad 

news or when we are uncertain about the outcome of a task (Foot & McCreaddie, 

2007:308-310). Perhaps we do this to lighten the mood, to appear playful, in order 

for the result of our actions to appear less serious. 

Sixth is anxiety laughter, resulting from social tension or embarrassment. It can be 

after an awkward moment has passed or after a danger has passed, for example 

(Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:308-310). Maybe we should see this as an unsuccessful 

attempt at social laughter, i.e. an attempt to establish shared expectations. Seventh is 

derision laughter, which out of these social functions is closest to the superiority 

theory of laughter. However, it can also be related to the play theory of laughter if 

you think of how it creates group cohesiveness by playing with our expectations of 

the behavior of others. When someone’s behavior does not conform to the group’s 

expectations, our derision of them makes clear that those expectations are shared 
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within the group (Foot & McCreaddie, 2007:308-310). Last, joyous laughter is a 

pure expression of joie de vivre (Foot & Chapman, 1976 cited in Foot & 

McCreaddie, 2007). We laugh out of exhilaration or pleasure signaling our 

enjoyment, just as we exhibit pleasure when playing. 

It is clear that all of these social functions are important in human interaction, 

creating a feeling of group belonging as well as group exclusion. When put in a 

historical perspective, it stands to reason that since social institutions, codes and 

expectations vary significantly over time, so too might the way we use laughter.  

2.3 Is laughter a pragmatic feature? 

The following definition of pragmatic features is taken from Pichler (2013).  

[…] discourse-pragmatic features constitute a formally heterogeneous category 

of syntactically optional elements which make little or no contribution to the 

truth-conditional meaning of their host units and – depending on their scope, 

linguistic co-text as well as sequential, situational and cognitive context – 

perform one or more of the following macro-functions: to express speaker 

stance; to guide utterance interpretation; and to structure discourse. (2013:4) 

Following this definition, laughter can be seen as a pragmatic feature since: 

• It makes no contribution to the truth-conditional meaning of its host unit 

(compare “the book is on the table” with “the book is on the table [laugh]”; 

the truth-conditional meaning is still the same) 

• It helps expressing speaker stance (compare “that’s really funny [silence]” 

with “that’s really funny [laugh]”; the laughter emphasizes the meaning of 

the sentence) 

• It guides utterance interpretation (compare “you suck! [silence]” with “you 

suck! [laugh]”; one is most likely interpreted as an insult, the other is most 

likely interpreted as friendly banter) 

Relating this to the social functions of laughter, it can be argued that the social 

functions are simply different uses of the pragmatic feature of laughter.  
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2.4 Previous studies 

While there are many studies on humor, and laughter in connection to humor, few 

studies have focused on the social functions of laughter itself. Even fewer have done 

this in a historical perspective. In my 2018 paper Laughter – a serious matter? I 

presented a short corpus study looking at laughter in a historical perspective. I 

investigated what adjectives pre-modified the word laugh and all its variants, what 

adverbs post-modified them, what prepositions were used after them etc. I compared 

the results such queries yielded in the Early English Books Online Corpus covering 

the years 1470-1690 with the Corpus of Historical American English (1810-2000) 

and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (1990-2017). What I found was 

that “in English/American culture laughter seems to have moved from being largely 

derisive in the 15th – 17th centuries to being much less so in the 19th – 21st centuries” 

(2018:12).  

The only book-length study of laughter in a historical perspective, and English 

laughter specifically, that could be found for the purpose of this study was A 

History of English Laughter (Pfister, ed., 2002). It is a collection of essays 

concerning laughter at various points in British history, and the authors find their 

evidence in literature. In the introduction, Pfister questions whether there is a history 

of laughter or whether laughter has remained much the same throughout human 

history. He argues that while laughter itself remains the same, “what may appear as 

nature only […] on closer inspection proves to be the product of the cultural 

processing of nature” (2002:v). That is, while laughter may have sounded the same 

throughout history, the norms circumscribing laughter have changed significantly 

from one period to another. 

3 Material and Method 

3.1 Material 

This section will discuss the selection of literary works included in this study. 
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3.1.1 Selecting literary works 

To begin with, a method for selecting literary works suitable for this type of 

investigation was needed. As will be explained in further detail below, the works 

included in this study should be part of the English literary canon or, in the case of 

recent works, likely to be included in a future literary canon. They should also be 

available in a digital format so as to be electronically searchable. After an initial 

search, more than 10 instances of laughter should appear; if not, another work from 

that time period should be selected instead of the first or to act as a compliment for 

the first work, if it is of a similar genre. 

3.1.2 Comparability 

The major issue with the material in this study is comparability. In an attempt to 

compare the function of laughter during different time periods, comparable material 

from these periods is needed. The most accurate way of achieving this would be 

electronic corpora balanced by genre. However, to date there are no electronic 

corpora which encompass the time span intended for this study. The best solution, 

then, is to compile a new corpus. Due to the limited time available for the present 

study, a selection of literature for the corpus had to be made on the basis of what 

literature would give the most accurate insight into the social function of laughter at 

the time of it being written.  

It is reasonable to assume that the most praised authors of different time periods are 

the ones who have managed most successfully to capture the essence of their time. 

The most influential authors and their works are collected in the so-called English 

literary canon (Folkenflik, 2018), and if the selection of works for this type of study 

were restricted to the canon, the results should allow for more accurate comparison 

regarding the function of laughter in various time periods. 

Other factors to consider were that the works should be written originally in 

English, to reflect the “British” laughter which is researched in this study. 

Furthermore, there should be at least two works from each century included to 

balance the influence of any author’s specific style in the results. This is the reason 

why no works written before the 14th century were included in the present study; 
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there are simply not enough literary works from each century available in electronic 

format to allow for accurate comparison. 

All works should be of sufficient length to include several instances of laughter, that 

is, no short poems or short stories should be included. Rather, the works should be 

novels, longer poems, or plays. The content should be as varied as possible to allow 

for variety in the function of laughter. The more characters there are in a book, the 

higher the chances of different functions of laughter occurring in the same book. 

That being said, the content of the works should not be too specified or unique to a 

degree which would only allow certain functions of laughter (e.g. a novel set in the 

future where all the characters are robots). 

Another matter is whether or not plays should be included in this type of study. 

While generally considered to be literature, and literature worthy of being in the 

canon at that, plays naturally differ from other literature in many aspects. Most 

obviously, the spectators of a play (or the readers of a playscript) are not privy to the 

internal dialogues of the characters. One might argue that this fact makes it more 

difficult to detect some of the more complex social functions of laughter, such as 

ignorance laughter or evasion laughter, where conflicting emotions are involved. 

Nevertheless, the reactions of the other characters to a character’s laughter, along 

with the general context, should allow sufficient evidence of the social function 

involved. Therefore, plays are included in the literature investigated for the present 

study.  

3.1.3 The final selection 

It is difficult to find literature from all centuries since the 14th which fulfill all of the 

criteria mentioned above. For example, the 15th century saw few great literary 

achievements written in English other than Morte D’Arthur (which was itself based 

on French books). Rather, the most popular books of the time were of foreign origin 

and sometimes translated into English. The selection of written works below, then, 

reflects the criteria for relevant literature for this study specified above as well as the 

difficulty of finding perfect objects of study which fulfill all of them. 

The 14th century is represented by Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales and 

the Pearl Poet’s Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Chaucer’s significance is hardly 
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debatable, and neither is the influence of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. These 

are both long works with a variety of characters and events. Due to the difficulty in 

interpreting its language, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was read in a close 

translation by Larry D. Benson, which should still reflect the laughter in its original 

form. 

One of Chaucer’s imitators, John Lydgate, was one of the few prominent British 

authors of the 15th century. His The Fall of Princes was included in this study, 

although it is based on an Italian poem by Giovanni Boccaccio. Malory’s Morte 

D’Arthur is by far the most important work of this century and is thus included, but 

it contains rather few instances of laughter. Therefore, a third work was added: 

William Caxton’s translation of the Dutch Historie of Reynart the Foxe. While 

producing few works of his own, Caxton’s translations of famous foreign works into 

English give him great significance in the English literary tradition. His translations 

are free ones, and Caxton freely edited the works he translated to his liking. This work 

may not reflect the “British” laughter investigated in this study as well as the others 

do; nevertheless, the contents of the story of Reynard the Fox were widespread across 

Europe at the time, including England, and could not be specified as neither 

specifically British nor specifically Dutch. Therefore it is still considered, for the sake 

of this study, as sufficient evidence of British laughter at the time of Caxton’s 

translation, for lack of better literature.  

The Faerie Queene by Edmund Spenser was chosen as the most prominent work of 

the 16th century. Its length and variety make it well fit for study. To complement it, 

Utopia by Thomas More was added. Utopia, however, was originally written in Latin, 

but accurately translated in 1684 by Gilbert Burnet. Since there were only 5 instances 

of laughter in Utopia, a decision was made to also include all of Christopher 

Marlowe’s plays. He was one of the most influential British playwrights before 

Shakespeare. 

Although some of Shakespeare’s plays were written before 1600, most of them were 

written in the 17th century. All of his tragedies but not his comedies were included in 

this study, because of an initial assumption that literature designed to cause laughter 

might skew the results away from social functions of laughter associated with 
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negative emotions, such as derision laughter. Whether or not this assumption is 

correct requires further investigation. John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress 

represents the prose of the 17th century for the purpose of this paper.  

The 18th century is represented by Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Swift’s Gulliver’s 

Travels, both incredibly influential works for the prose genre and British literature as 

a whole.  

The 19th century follows with Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and Dickens’ Great 

Expectations, both descriptive of different levels of society and very well known.  

In the 20th century many great works were written by British authors, but Virginia 

Woolf’s To the Lighthouse and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four were selected 

for this study.  

Finally, it was more difficult to discern what works of the still young 21st century 

will be regarded as classics by the coming generations. Two British authors which are 

generally considered to be among the best today are Kazuo Ishiguro, winner of the 

2017 Nobel Prize and author of Never Let Me Go, along with Zadie Smith, whose 

novel White Teeth received several awards on its publication in 2000. These novels 

represent the 21st century in this study. 

3.2 Method 

In this section it will be explained how the study was performed. 

3.2.1 Searching for instances of laughter 

After the works had been selected, they were electronically searched for all 

instances of the word laugh in all of its forms, i.e. laugh, laughs, laughed, laughter 

etc. For older works, some variant in spelling had to be searched for if the standard 

spelling of that work differed from modern spelling, as explained in the etymology 

section. Unfortunately, it was not within the time scope of this paper to analyze 

synonyms of laughter or specific variants of laughter, such as giggle, guffaw or 

chuckle. Neither would these be suitable for diachronic analysis of the kind 

performed in the present study, since some of them have only existed for a couple of 

centuries. It was also beyond the scope of this paper to include markers of laughter 
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such as haha or teehee. Nevertheless, future studies would benefit from including 

other words for laughter, apart from laugh, as well as markers of laughter, such as 

haha. 

3.2.2 Method of analysis 

All hits were compiled in an Excel document and referenced. Then, each instance of 

laughter was analyzed for social function following the definitions set by Foot & 

McCreaddie (2007:308-310), using the method detailed below. For this study, the 

social functions were operationalized according to the following criteria: 

• Humorous laughter – mention of humorous stimuli, joke, intentional 

humor 

• Social laughter – mention of group presence, friendliness, social context 

• Ignorance laughter – mention of ignorance, inability to understand 

• Evasion laughter – mention of fakeness, hiding true emotions 

• Apologetic laughter – mention of hedging, reason to apologize 

• Anxiety laughter – mention of social tension, release of tension, 

embarrassment 

• Derision laughter – mention of malicious intent, superiority 

• Joyous laughter – mention of sheer joy, excitement, no specific function 

 

Each instance of laughter was looked at in a wide context (as much context as was 

needed to determine the function), to find any of the above-mentioned indicators of 

what type of laughter the author is describing. Sometimes the indicators would be 

within the sentence containing the laughter and sometimes the indicators were 

outside the sentence, in the paragraph before or the paragraph after. Sentences 

containing the social function indicator were easier to analyze, such as “Gan for to 

laughe, and scorned him ful faste.” (Canterbury Tales group 7, l. 3087). This was 

analyzed as derision laughter, due to the presence of scorn.  

When the indicator was outside of the sentence, the analysis was more difficult. For 

example, the following sentence says nothing about the emotions that gave rise to 

the laughter: “‘Otherwise you’ll have to hitch-hike.’ Then he did a laugh.” (Never 

Let Me Go, chapter 14). But looked at in context, a situation full of social tension is 
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evident. Kathy, to whom the remark was directed, is in a sulking mood. The others 

are trying to get her to join them. Rodney, the speaker of the above sentence and the 

one who laughs, tries to lighten her mood with a joke, which does not succeed. All 

of these indicators would suggest that Rodney’s laughter is an example of anxiety 

laughter.  

Cases where the laughter clearly had dual functions were included twice in the 

results, once for each social function. The most common issue of this kind was 

when the laughter was both humorous and derisive, that is, there was some kind of 

intentional humor present but it was at the expense of someone else. One example 

such as this was found in Gulliver’s Travels:  

The mistress sent her maid for a small dram cup, which held about two gallons, 

and filled it with drink; I took up the vessel with much difficulty in both hands, 

and in a most respectful manner drank to her ladyship’s health, expressing the 

words as loud as I could in English, which made the company laugh so 

heartily, that I was almost deafened with the noise. (Gulliver’s Travels, part 2, 

chapter 1) 

In this case, it is difficult to determine whether the giants make a joke of Gulliver in 

a friendly way or in a derisive way. Therefore it was included twice in the results, 

once as an example of humorous laughter and once as derision laughter.  

3.2.3 Social functions associated with positive or negative emotions 

A general distinction can be made between social functions where the person who 

laughs feels “positive” emotions such as joy, belonging etc. and social functions 

where the person who laughs feels “negative” emotions such as anxiety, regret, 

hatred, confusion, discomfort etc. When divided this way, 3 of Foot’s and 

McCreaddie’s social functions are arguably associated with positive emotions 

(humorous laughter, joyous laughter and social laughter) while 5 of them are, 

arguably, associated with negative emotions (anxiety laughter, apologetic laughter, 

derision laughter, evasion laughter and ignorance laughter). The relative frequencies 

of the functions associated with positive emotions will be compared with the 

functions associated with negative emotions, which may give insight into whether 

laughter is primarily connected to positive emotions or negative emotions, or 

equally divided between the two.  
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The number of instances of the word laugh (or variants) per 1000 words will also be 

counted and compared, to see if any historical patterns emerge. Since only the word 

laugh and its variants are analyzed the results of this comparison do not account for 

all types of laughter, such as giggle, chuckle or guffaw. This needs to be kept in 

mind when analyzing the outcome of the present study. 

4 Results 

4.1 General results 

A total of 559 instances of the word laugh and its variants were found in the 

literature investigated in this study. Figure 1 shows the average number of instances 

of laughter per 1000 words divided by century.  

Figure 1 indicates that in the investigated literature laughter is much more frequent 

now than it used to be. It should be noted, however, that only the word laugh has 

been counted. If synonyms of the word laugh were to be included, or markers of 

laughter such as haha for that matter, the numbers would probably look different.  

Figure 2 shows the relative frequencies of each social function divided by century, 

with the number of instances of laughter specified below each column. The 

percentages are shown in Table 1.  

Figure 1. The average number of instances of laughter per 1000 words. 
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Figure 2. Social functions of laughter over 7 centuries. 

Table 1. Percentages of social functions over 7 centuries 

Century 14th 15th 16th 17th 18th 19th 20th 21st 

Anxiety laughter - - 1% - - 3% 4% 11% 

Apologetic laughter - - - - - 3% - 5% 

Derision laughter 23% 50% 57% 68% 44% 31% 24% 21% 

Evasion laughter 2% 6% 4% 3% - 6% 1% 11% 

Humorous laughter 20% 3% 12% 15% 46% 35% 31% 33% 

Ignorance laughter - - - - - - - 2% 

Joyous laughter 14% 19% 16% 10% 8% 7% 19% 3% 

Social laughter 41% 22% 10% 3% 3% 16% 20% 14% 

 

Figure 2 and Table 1 suggest that in the literature of this study, laughter is used for a 

greater variety of social functions today than it used to. Derision laughter, humorous 

laughter, joyous laughter and social laughter are nearly the only social functions 

used until the 19th century, from where a greater variation in usage can be noted.  

4.2 Examples of instances of laughter 

Below are examples of each social function of laughter found in the investigated 

literature. For further examples, see Appendix 1. 
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Example 1. Anxiety laughter 

I kept going through the pages, and for the next few seconds he stayed silent. 

Then I heard him say: “I wasn’t trying to spy on you. But I saw you from my 

room. I saw you come out here and pick up that pile Keffers left.” “You’re 

very welcome to them when I’ve finished.” He laughed awkwardly. “It’s just 

sex stuff. I expect I’ve seen them all already.” (Never Let Me Go, chapter 11) 

In Example 1, Kathy is looking in porn magazines. Tommy walks in and talks to her 

about it. Due to the taboo nature of the subject, Tommy seems caught off guard by 

Kathy’s remark: “You’re very welcome to them when I’ve finished.”. Since his 

subsequent laughing is described as “awkwardly”, this instance was analyzed as 

anxiety laughter.  

Example 2. Apologetic laughter 

Lydia was Lydia still; untamed, unabashed, wild, noisy, and fearless. She 

turned from sister to sister, demanding their congratulations; and when at 

length they all sat down, looked eagerly round the room, took notice of some 

little alteration in it, and observed, with a laugh, that it was a great while since 

she had been there. (Pride and Prejudice, chapter 51) 

Example 2 describes Lydia’s visit to her sisters’. She remarks that she has not been 

there for some time, which likely counts as a reason to apologize. Her laughter 

seems to have a hedging function in this case, which is why this instance was 

analyzed as apologetic laughter.  

Example 3. Derision laughter 

"What? Is this Arthur's house?"       quoth the horseman then,  

"That all the renown runs       through realms so many?  

Where is now your vainglory       and your victories,  

Your ferocity and your grimness       and your great words?  

Now is the revel and renown       of the Round Table  

Overthrown by one word       of one warrior's speech,  

For all dither for dread       without deed shown!"  

With this he laughs so loud       that the lord grieved. (Sir Gawain and The 

Green Knight, ll. 309-316) 

The passage in Example 3 are the words of the Green Knight after he extended a 

challenge to Arthur’s court. He clearly mocks his audience, questioning their 

courage: “Now is the revel and renown of the Round Table overthrown by one 
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word” (ll. 313-314). This indicates malicious intent and superiority, which is why 

this instance of laughter was analyzed as derision laughter. 

Example 4. Evasion laughter 

And all the way, the wanton Damzell found 

  New merth, her passenger to entertaine: 

  For she in pleasant purpose did abound, 

  And greatly ioyed merry tales to faine, 

  Of which a store-house did with her remaine, 

  Yet seemed, nothing well they her became; 

  For all her words she drownd with laughter vaine, 

  And wanted grace in vtt'ring of the same, 

That turned all her pleasance to a scoffing game. 

Example 4 describes a merry woman trying to entertain her passenger. Her joy 

seems insincere, however – she drowns it with “laughter vaine”. Her pleasance is 

turned into a “scoffing game”. This fits well with the mention of fakeness or hiding 

true emotions criteria for evasion laughter described in the Method section. 

Example 5. Humorous laughter 

[…] the poor boy was ready to die with fear, and begged of me not to go on 

shore till day.  “Well, Xury,” said I, “then I won’t; but it may be that we may 

see men by day, who will be as bad to us as those lions.”  “Then we give them 

the shoot gun,” says Xury, laughing, “make them run wey.”  Such English 

Xury spoke by conversing among us slaves.  However, I was glad to see the 

boy so cheerful, and I gave him a dram (out of our patron’s case of bottles) to 

cheer him up. (Robinson Crusoe, chapter 2) 

It seems in Example 5 as if Xury is making an attempt at intentional humor to 

convince Robinson to wait until daylight before going ashore. This instance might 

have been analyzed as derision laughter (Xury feeling superior for possessing a 

“shoot gun”) had it not been for the sentence after describing Xury as “cheerful”. It 

was therefore analyzed as humorous laughter.  

Example 6. Ignorance laughter 

Whenever they laughed, I laughed too just to be polite. Tommy seemed to be 

understanding things even less than me and was letting out hesitant little half-

laughs that lagged some way behind. Ruth, though, was laughing and laughing, 

and kept nodding to everything being said about Martin just like she too was 

remembering them. (Never Let Me Go, chapter 13) 
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It is clearly stated that neither Kathy (the narrator) nor Tommy understands the 

humor in this situation. This instance was thus analyzed as ignorance laughter.  

Example 7. Joyous laughter 

A hundred thousand welcomes. I could weep 

And I could laugh, I am light and heavy. Welcome. 

A curse begin at very root on's heart, 

That is not glad to see thee! You are three 

That Rome should dote on: yet, by the faith of men, 

We have some old crab-trees here 

at home that will not 

Be grafted to your relish. Yet welcome, warriors: 

We call a nettle but a nettle and 

The faults of fools but folly. (Coriolanus, Act 2, Scene 1) 

These lines in Example 7 are spoken by Menenius at Coriolanus’ return to Rome. 

Menenius’ laughter fits well with the criteria of sheer joy and excitement, and no 

specific function, outlined in the methods section as indicators of joyous laughter.  

Example 8. Social laughter 

now, quod oure hoost, I wol no lenger pleye       

With thee, ne with noon oother angry man.       

But right anon the worthy knyght bigan,       

Whan that he saugh that al the peple lough,       

Namoore of this, for it is right ynough!       

Sire pardoner, be glad and myrie of cheere;       

And ye, sire hoost, that been to me so deere,       

I prey yow that ye kisse the pardoner.       

And pardoner, I prey thee, drawe thee neer,       

And, as we diden, lat us laughe and pleye.     

Anon they kiste, and ryden forth hir weye. (The Canterbury Tales, group 6, ll. 

958-968) 

In Example 8, the knight urges the tavern host and the pardoner to make peace, so 

that they once again may “laughe and pleye”. This particular combination, “laugh 

and play”, was found several times in the literature investigated. It seems to always 

indicate friendly social gatherings such as feasting. This instance was therefore 

analyzed as social laughter.  

4.3 Further results 

Another indication given by Figure 2 and Table 1 is that in the 15th, 16th and 17th 

centuries, derision was the most common social function of laughter. Since then it 
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has decreased in relative frequency, while still being the second most common 

function in the 21st century. Its relative frequency over time can be seen in Figure 3. 

The downward relative trend of derision laughter shown in Figure 3 has been 

underway since the 17th century. However, it is not until the 21st century that its 

relative frequency is lower than in the 14th century, according to the material 

investigated in the present study.  

Figure 4 shows a comparison between the relative frequencies of social functions of 

laughter associated with positive emotions (humorous laughter, joyous laughter and 

social laughter) versus functions associated with negative emotions (anxiety 

laughter, apologetic laughter, derision laughter, evasion laughter and ignorance 

laughter), as outlined in the method section. 

Figure 3. The relative frequency of derision laughter over 7 centuries. 
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Figure 4. Social functions of laughter associated with positive vs. negative emotions 

What can be seen in Figure 4 is that functions associated with negative emotions 

were more common than functions associated with positive emotions during the 

15th, 16th and 17th centuries. In the 21st century, positive and negative social 

functions are at 50 % relative frequency each. 

5 Discussion 

It should first be stated that the results of this study are only true for the material 

investigated and cannot be generalized to a larger population. Further studies are 

needed to see whether the results of this study reflect general cultural developments 

in any way. 

That being said, the results of this study indicate that the relative frequencies of the 

social functions of laughter in literature have indeed varied over time. Furthermore, 

the findings seem to confirm my (2018) statement that laughter seems to have 

moved from being primarily derisive during the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries to being 

less so in the centuries that followed. I also pointed to what seems like an increase 

in variation of the social functions of laughter, which this study also confirms.  

However, in the 14th century the relative frequency of derision laughter in the 

investigated literature was almost the same as today (see Table 1). This is due to 
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derision laughter being very uncommon in Sir Gawain and The Green Knight and 

slightly more common in The Canterbury Tales. It seems that in the courtly culture 

of Sir Gawain, where chivalry was praised above all, there was little room for scorn. 

In the crude culture of The Canterbury Tales, on the other hand, mockery was quite 

acceptable as a device the pilgrims used to outwit another in the telling of their tales.  

In the centuries to follow, derision increased greatly in popularity. When looking at 

the figures of this study, Hobbes’ 17th-century quote regarding laughter being 

nothing but a sudden glory arising from the conception of some eminency in 

ourselves does not seem so strange. After all, derision was the primary social 

function of laughter in his day. But why was this?  

Classen (2010) states in his Laughter in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Times 

that: “Only by the eighteenth century do we observe a pronounced distinction 

between the comical and the ridiculous” (2010:8). This is most interesting 

concerning the results of the present study. If humor and ridicule used to be one in 

the Middle Ages, the high numbers of derision would make more sense. It would 

follow that the relative frequency of derision decreased as this type of laughter was 

separated from humorous laughter.  

Classen also mentions how laughter was attributed to the lower strata of society by 

medieval thinkers, and hence to the world of comedy and theater (2010:10). 

Whether the theater followed the general cultural development of the time or 

whether the theater was what shaped it in the first place is a question for another 

time; both are probably true to some extent. In any case, it might be that the answer 

to the question about derision can be found here. Ben Jonson, a playwright and 

contemporary of Shakespeare’s who had a lasting impact on the comedy scene, had 

a character state in one of his plays: “[a comedy is] the imitation of life, the glass of 

custom, the image of truth; a thing throughout pleasant and ridiculous, and 

accommodated to the correction of manners” (Jonson, 1599, cited on 

Britannica.com) 

What Jonson’s quote says is that in comedy, we see society as it is with all its folly, 

which should encourage us to improve our ways. Jonson’s characters were typical 

London inhabitants, all set on achieving their own goals. Their ridiculous failures 
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should warn us and teach us how to behave. Seen in this light, derisive laughter in 

the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries may have been the appropriate reaction to human 

inadequacies and shortcomings, and the one who did not laugh might have been 

regarded as having failed in recognizing the folly of the situation. If you did not 

deride, you were the same as the person being laughed at, and you were not going to 

improve.  

This changed, however, as can be inferred from the decreasing relative numbers of 

derision after the 17th century shown in figure 2. One reason for this change could 

have been the transition from the satiric comedy of the 17th century to the 

sentimental comedy of the 18th century. Jeremy Collier (1698), one of the advocates 

of the sentimental style, scolded the playwrights of the previous decades in his A 

Short View of the Immorality and Profaneness of the English Stage. He argued that 

“The business of Plays is to recomend Virtue, and discountenance Vice” (chapter 1). 

Follies should not be laughed at. During the 18th century, the nature of comedy 

changed fundamentally in correspondence with the rise of egalitarianism. People 

started believing that unlucky people’s fortunes could change. This could explain 

why they were no longer the object of ridicule.  

Along with the relative decrease of derision in the 18th century, Table 1 shows a 

great increase in humorous laughter in the investigated material, which is still the 

most common social function in the modern literature of the study. It could be that 

as people were no longer supposed to laugh at other people’s misfortunes, the focus 

in humor turned to more good-natured jokes. That is not to say that derision 

stopped, it simply no longer holds the majority function of the laughs in the 

literature investigated.   

But other functions of laughter have increased in frequency, ones that were not at all 

common before (anxiety laughter, apologetic laughter and ignorance laughter, see 

Table 1). There could be several reasons for this. The two most evident ones are that 

firstly, it could be that people did use laughter for all of these functions, only that it 

was not depicted in the literature investigated. Second, it could be that people did 

not use laughter for these functions. In that case, the conclusion could be drawn that 

the pragmatic feature of laughter has been used for more and more purposes over 
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the last couples of centuries. Especially, no instances of ignorance laughter were 

found in the literature from before the 21st century. Maybe this is a modern function 

of laughter which was not used before.  

Regarding Figure 4, it is interesting to see that after the negative functions of 

laughter were most prominent in the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries (due to the high 

relative frequencies of derision), positive and negative functions are now of equal 

distribution in the investigated material. Studies which only focus on laughter in the 

context of humor thus fail to see laughter as a phenomenon which could be as much 

related to negative emotions as it is to positive emotions. The three social functions 

which were almost non-existent in the literature until the 19th century, anxiety 

laughter, apologetic laughter and ignorance laughter, are all associated with negative 

or uncomfortable emotions. This could indicate that laughter has adopted new, 

negative social functions over the last 200 years.  

Finally, the number of laughs per 1000 words in the literature investigated shows a 

telling curve (See Figure 1). Future studies which also incorporate other varieties of 

laughter such as giggle, guffaw etc. are necessary to determine whether these 

frequencies are actually accurate, but judging by the frequencies in the literature of 

this study, laughter is more frequent in literature now than ever before. After a 

relatively high frequency in the 14th century, instances of laughter dropped and did 

not increase until the 19th century. An explanation for this could be found in the fact 

that laughter was condemned by the clergy during the Middle Ages, as described by 

Classen (2010). Laughter was seen as base and common, drawing from passages in 

the New Testament such as “Woe to you who are laughing now, /for you will mourn 

and weep.” (Luke 6:25, New Revised Standard Version Bible cited in Classen, 

2010).  

This attitude towards laughter was evident in the results of my previous study 

Laughter – a serious matter? looking at adjectives pre-modifying laughter in the 

Early English Books Online corpus (1470-1690). The four most common adjectives 

were, after great and loud, the following: immoderate, excessive, extreme and 

common. These all reflect the negative attitudes towards laughter which were 

prevalent at the time, at least among the clergy. 
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From the 19th century onwards, the church’s influence on common opinion has 

diminished. If the findings of the present study were to be confirmed by future 

studies, it would indicate that as the church’s grip on culture weakened, the 

frequency of laughter increased. It is difficult to say to what degree the literary 

works in this study reflect the culture of their respective time periods, but this much 

is certain: in the literature of the present study, people laugh more now than ever 

before.  

6 Conclusion 

Laughter, though ubiquitous in all times and all corners of the globe, is a social 

phenomenon and thus subject to change with societal norms. This study set out to 

investigate how and if social functions of laughter in British literature have changed 

over time. Instances of laughter in books from the English literary canon were 

collected and analyzed for social function. The relative frequencies of each social 

function were compared across the centuries. 

The results of this study support the assumption that laughter has been used for 

different social functions during different times. During the 15th, 16th and 17th 

centuries derision laughter was the most common social function, while humorous 

laughter has been the most common since. The decrease in derision could be related 

to the shift in focus of the comedies in British theater, as well as the rise of 

egalitarianism. Laughter also seems to be used for a greater variety of social 

functions now than it used to. This indicates a broadening in usage of the pragmatic 

feature of laughter.  

The frequency of laughter in literature has risen steadily since the 17th century 

according to the findings of this paper. The low frequencies of laughter in the 15th, 

16th and 17th centuries could be a result of the teachings from the church of the time 

which frowned upon excessive laughter.  

While the relative frequencies of positive and negative social functions of laughter 

have shifted over the years, the results of this study indicate that they are now at 

50% each. Thus, laughter should be considered to be as much associated with 

negative emotions as with positive emotions. 
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More research is needed in order to see if the results of this study reflect general 

cultural trends regarding laughter in British history in any way. Future studies of 

laughter in British history could focus on finding additional explanations for the 

high frequencies of derision and the low frequencies of laughter in general during 

the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries. Finding an explanation for the increased variation 

in the usage of laughter would also be a suitable topic. Social functions of laughter 

in other cultures could be investigated and compared with the social functions of 

laughter in British history.
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Appendix 1 

Table 2. Examples of each social function of laughter found in each century 

(indicator of social function not included: can only be analyzed in context) 

14th century Passages including laughter 

Derision laughter With this he laughs so loud that the lord grieved. (Sir 

Gawain and The Green Knight, l. 316) 

Evasion laughter With love-laughing a little he laid aside […] (Sir Gawain 

and The Green Knight l. 1777) 

Humorous laughter Thanne gan oure hoost to laughen wonder loude, (The 

Canterbury Tales, group 9, l. 94) 

Joyous laughter Then was Gawain full glad, and gleefully he laughed (Sir 

Gawain and The Green Knight, l. 1079) 

Social laughter In felaweshipe wel koude she laughe and carpe. (The 

Canterbury tales, group 1, l. 474) 

15th century  

Derision laughter and some of them laughed him to scorn, (Le Morte 

D'Arthur, book 1, chapter 8) 

Evasion laughter With a fals lauhtre on folkis thouh she smyle, (The Fall of 

Princes, l. 1528) 

Humorous laughter ye should have laughed. (Reynard the Fox, chapter 19) 

Joyous laughter He began ful soone to be merie. With sodeyn lauhtir at his 

natyuyte; (The Fall of Princes, l. 1514) 

Social laughter Then there was laughing and smiling among them. (Le 

Morte D'Arthur, book 6, chapter 28) 

16th century  

Anxiety laughter Mote I (then laughing sayd The knight) inquire of thee, 

what were those three, (The Faerie Queene, book 3, canto 

7) 

Derision laughter And his neighbours, who at first laughed at the folly of the 

undertaking, (Utopia: of the best state of a commonwealth) 
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Evasion laughter For all her words she drownd with laughter vaine, (The 

Faerie Queene, book 2, canto 6) 

Humorous laughter And wish his mistress were that kind of fruit As maids call 

medlars, when they laugh alone. (Romeo and Juliet, Act 2, 

Scene 1) 

Joyous laughter That I might liue to see this boy a man, How pretilie he 

laughs, goe ye wagge, (Dido, Queen of Carthage, act 4, 

scene 1) 

Social laughter Did seeme to laugh on me, and fauour mine intent. (The 

Faerie Queene, book 1, canto 9) 

17th century  

Derision laughter let the old ruffian know I have many other ways to die; 

meantime Laugh at his challenge. (Antony and Cleopatra, 

Act 4, Scene 1) 

Evasion laughter Now he denies it faintly, and laughs it out. (Othello, Act 4, 

Scene 1) 

Humorous laughter For he will live, and laugh at this hereafter. (Julius Caesar, 

Act 2, Scene 1) 

Joyous laughter Or wouldst thou in a moment laugh and weep? (The 

Pilgrim's Progress, section 9) 

Social laughter Pompey doth this day laugh away his fortune. (Antony and 

Cleopatra, Act 2, Scene 6) 

18th century  

Derision laughter it immediately occurred to me how I should be laughed at 

among the neighbours, (Robinson Crusoe, chapter 1) 

Humorous laughter that they afforded some opportunities for laughter and 

admiration. (Gulliver's Travels, part 1, chapter 3) 

Joyous laughter embraced him, hugged him, cried, laughed, hallooed, 

jumped about, danced, sang; (Robinson Crusoe, chapter 

16) 

Social laughter  and taking him up by the hand, laughed at him, (Robinson 

Crusoe, chapter 15) 



 

3(4) 

 

19th century  

Apologetic laughter Elizabeth coloured and laughed as she replied, (Pride and 

Prejudice, chapter 58) 

Derision laughter He received that piece of information with a yell of 

laughter, (Great Expectations, chapter 17) 

Evasion laughter but Elizabeth always laughed at the idea; (Pride and 

Prejudice, chapter 32) 

Humorous laughter Then, all the children laughed, (Great Expectations, 

chapter 23) 

Joyous laughter I dearly love a laugh. (Pride and Prejudice, chapter 11) 

Social laughter and then he drew his hand across his lips and laughed. 

(Great Expectations, chapter 32) 

20th century  

Anxiety laughter would say with a deprecating little laugh whenever he 

produced a new […] (Nineteen Eighty-Four, part 2, chapter 

5) 

Derision laughter same time, she would not let them laugh at him. (To the 

Lighthouse, chapter 1) 

Evasion laughter she asked, half laughing, half complaining, (To the 

Lighthouse, chapter 12) 

Humorous laughter her children laughed; her husband laughed; she was 

laughed at, (To the Lighthouse, chapter 17) 

Joyous laughter sitting on the floor, shaking a dice-box, and laughing 

excitedly. (Nineteen Eighty-Four, part 3, chapter 6) 

Social laughter laughing because the others were laughing. (Nineteen 

Eighty-Four, part 3, chapter 6) 

21st century  

Anxiety laughter fiddled with a small tortoiseshell button on her blouse, 

laughed shakily. (White Teeth, page 144) 

Apologetic laughter He did a little laugh as he said this, but then he seemed to 

fall deep into thought. (Never Let Me Go, chapter 22) 
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Derision laughter if he hadn’t been such a decent type, I’d have been a 

laughing stock in no time. (Never Let Me Go, chapter 9) 

Evasion laughter Mr Hamilton laughed softly to himself, turned his head and 

silently admired […] (White Teeth, page 157) 

Humorous laughter ‘Give us the one about Mangal Pande. That’s always good 

for a laugh.’ (White Teeth, page 204) 

Ignorance laughter letting out hesitant little half-laughs that lagged some way 

behind. (Never Let Me Go, chapter 13) 

Joyous laughter Woken by shouts and whooping laughter, Samad struggled 

into uniform (White Teeth, page 100) 

Social laughter no one to talk to about your worries, no one to have a laugh 

with. (Never Let Me Go, chapter 18) 

 


