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The field of humour research lacks a consensus on some of the most basic questions, including the most basic of all: what causes laughter?  Despite hundreds of theories that have been proposed since the dawn of Western philosophy, no explanation has proven generally plausible. Most theories, however, constitute variations on one of four basic schools of thought: superiority/aggression, incongruity, tension-release and play. 

This paper will seek to propose a new explanation of the sense of humour, based on the well-known idea of social interaction as a theatrical performance: “All the world’s a stage/ and all the men and women merely players”. Not only a literary insight, this theatrical metaphor of sociality has been widely-accepted within the social sciences in the form of Erving Goffman’s theory of the ‘Interaction Order’. The dramaturgical hypothesis of laughter claims that,

Spontaneous laughter arises when we notice some fact or event that discredits the character played by a social actor (unless the discredit affects us directly or other relevant aspects of the scene engage our attention or our emotions).

Laughter is described as a complement to the social emotion of embarrassment: I laugh at someone else’s potential embarrassment. It is argued that this interpretation can best account for the full range of funny events, from slapstick to tickling, punning to cunning, satire to silliness. 

This explanation brings together some of the key insights of Superiority theory (interpersonal aspects of humour) and Incongruity theory (joke structure), while illuminating also numerous findings of other schools of thought and research. It is not a wholly original account. Indeed, a neglected fifth school of humour theory is identified, including both celebrated antecedents (Aristotle, Plato, Bergson, Pirandello) as well as lesser known ones. 

