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The questions of what makes people laugh and what constitutes ‘humour’ have been under discussion for a long time - certainly since Plato (Philebos) and probably before. This paper presents some of the results of a corpus-based conversation analytic study of humour that attempts to illuminate the extensive theoretical discussions of the last few millennia. The material on which this study is based is the conversational corpus of the British National Corpus (BNC) and the Bergen Corpus of London Teenage Language (COLT).

Linguistic analyses of humour have generally been based on prepared material (texts, canned jokes) and introspection. It is only in the last thirty years, as the attention of the conversation analysts turned to explaining the frequent occurrence of laughter in their material, that we have seen attempts to investigate humour and laughter in a conversational context. This pioneering work does however suffer from the limitation that it is often based on eclectic collections of anecdotal data or small purpose-built corpora focused on narrow selections of conversational context. In order to begin to understand how humour and laughter function in the general population we have to go beyond this limitation. It is clear that the progress of theory in this area has greatly outstripped that of empirical verification.

The conversational part of the BNC offers a way out of the problem of gathering representative samples. Although not primarily designed for discourse-analytic purposes, it presents a large corpus of spontaneous conversations, with speakers of various different social backgrounds and ages, that the analyst can draw upon.

The paper presents the empirical results of an investigation of humour in everyday talk, focusing on the following issues:

· What joke formats are preferred in spontaneous speech?

· What kinds of humorous manoeuvres are used in actual talk?

· How does laughter relate to humour?

· To what extent do social categories determine humorous/laughter behaviour?

Some propositions advanced by advocates of incongruity and superiority humour theories are reviewed in the light of the evidence of ‘humour-in-action’ as exercised by speakers in their daily encounters.

