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T H E 

P H I L O S O P H I C A L REVIEW. 

P R O L E G O M E N A T O A T H E O R Y O F L A U G H T E R . 

W R I T E R w h o professes to discourse on laughter has to 

encounter more than one variety of i r r i ta t ing object ion. 

H e finds to his d i smay that a considerable part o f his species, 

w h i c h has been flatteringly described as the ' l a u g h i n g a n i m a l / has 

never exerc ised its h i g h and d is t inguishing capacity.* N a y , more , 

he soon learns that a g o o d many oppose themselves to the p rac ­

tice and are laughter-haters. T h i s k i n d of person (6 ^aoyeXax;) 

is so possessed wi th the spirit of seriousness that the opposite 

temper of jocos i ty appears to h i m to be someth ing s h o c k i n g l y 

w r o n g . A l l audible laughter is for h i m an i l l -b red display, at 

once uns igh t ly as a bod i ly contor t ion, and as a lapse f r o m the 

g rav i ty o f reason, a k i n d of mental degradation. T h i s estimate 

of the l a u g h as l o w and unseemly, is w e l l represented i n L o r d 

Chesterf ield 's w e l l - k n o w n Letters^ i n w h i c h the writer congra tu ­

lates h imse l f that since he has h a d the f u l l use of his reason, no ­

b o d y has ever heard h i m l augh . I n some cases this feel ing o f 

repugnance towards m i r t h and f u n takes on more of an e thical 

aspect. T h e laugher is identif ied w i t h the scoffer at a l l th ings 

wor thy , and condemned as m o r a l l y bad. T h i s is i l lus t ra ted in 

the say ing of Pascal , diseur de bons mots mauvais caracfere. 

N o w it seems evident that one w h o discourses on laughter is 

b o u n d to notice this attitude of the laughter-hater. I f he believes 

that the moods of h i la r i ty , and the en joyment of the lud ic rous , 

have their r i gh t fu l place in h u m a n experience, he must be ready 

to chal lenge the m o n o p o l y c la imed b y the out-and-out s t icklers 


