
 

Humor: Definition, Significance, 

Types, and Roles in Human Life 

 

Humor (or humour) refers broadly to the capacity of situations, expressions, or ideas to 

provoke amusement or laughter. In common terms, it is “the tendency of experiences to 

provoke laughter or amusement” bcmj.org . More formally, psychologists often define humor as 

a cognitive process – the mental appraisal of events – that frequently but not necessarily 

leads to laughter researchgate.net . For example, Polimeni and Reiss describe humor as “the 

underlying cognitive process that frequently, but not necessarily, leads to laughter” researchgate.net 

. This process involves detecting incongruities or playful twists in familiar 

patterns and can elicit the positive emotion of mirth (joy) and the vocal response of 

laughter. Importantly, humor is universal: scholars note that “laughter and humor have 

existed in all societies throughout the ages” and even appear in many mythologies, 

underscoring its deep roots in human culture pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . Darwin himself famously 

remarked that humor is like a “tickling of the mind” by ludicrous ideas, analogous to tickling 

the body gutenberg.org . 

Humor is multifaceted – it can be verbal (jokes, wordplay), physical (slapstick, absurd 

gestures), or situational (ironic events) – but its essence is the perception of something as 

playfully incongruous or absurd. It engages both cognitive evaluation (recognizing 

incongruity or irony) and affective response (amusement). In sum, humor is the human 

ability to find amusement in incongruity, incongruous statements, or situations, often 

expressed 

through laughter bcmj.org researchgate.net . 

Psychological and Social Significance 

Humor plays a vital role in both individual psychology and social life. Psychologically, humor 

and laughter act as powerful coping mechanisms. Studies show that humor can lift mood, 

relieve tension, and interrupt cycles of negative thinking. For example, engaging with 

humorous stimuli is linked to improved positive emotions and moderation of stress  

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . A lighthearted or witty perspective helps people distance themselves from 

https://bcmj.org/blog/winnie-poo#:~:text=Humor%20is%20the%20tendency%20of,key%20structures%20for%20reward%20processing
https://bcmj.org/blog/winnie-poo#:~:text=Humor%20is%20the%20tendency%20of,key%20structures%20for%20reward%20processing
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237524550_The_First_Joke_Exploring_the_Evolutionary_Origins_of_Humor#:~:text=Humor%20and%20laughter%20are%20closely,they%20are%20no%20t%20synonymous
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237524550_The_First_Joke_Exploring_the_Evolutionary_Origins_of_Humor#:~:text=Humor%20and%20laughter%20are%20closely,they%20are%20no%20t%20synonymous
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237524550_The_First_Joke_Exploring_the_Evolutionary_Origins_of_Humor#:~:text=Humor%20and%20laughter%20are%20closely,they%20are%20no%20t%20synonymous
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237524550_The_First_Joke_Exploring_the_Evolutionary_Origins_of_Humor#:~:text=Humor%20and%20laughter%20are%20closely,they%20are%20no%20t%20synonymous
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Laughter%20and%20humor%20have%20existed,20
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1227/1227-h/1227-h.htm#:~:text=The%20imagination%20is%20sometimes%20said,as%20we%20have%20seen%2C%20likewise
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1227/1227-h/1227-h.htm#:~:text=The%20imagination%20is%20sometimes%20said,as%20we%20have%20seen%2C%20likewise
https://bcmj.org/blog/winnie-poo#:~:text=Humor%20is%20the%20tendency%20of,key%20structures%20for%20reward%20processing
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237524550_The_First_Joke_Exploring_the_Evolutionary_Origins_of_Humor#:~:text=Humor%20and%20laughter%20are%20closely,they%20are%20no%20t%20synonymous
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237524550_The_First_Joke_Exploring_the_Evolutionary_Origins_of_Humor#:~:text=Humor%20and%20laughter%20are%20closely,they%20are%20no%20t%20synonymous
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029


distress, and even clinical research suggests humor can relieve physical pain and strengthen 

immune function pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . In the realm of personality and development, humor also 

correlates with healthy self-esteem: young adults who report an adaptive sense of humor 

tend to have higher self-esteem and well-being, while maladaptive humor (like excessive 

self-deprecation) is associated with more anxiety and depression. 

Socially, humor is a fundamental ingredient of human interaction. It is ubiquitous across 

cultures and ages pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov and acts as a social glue. People use humor to bond, 

cooperate, and defuse conflict. For instance, sharing a joke or laughing together builds a 

sense of group cohesion and warmth. In fact, experimental research shows that positive 

humor in relationships correlates with better teamwork, more creativity in problem-solving, 

and even stronger romantic attraction pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . Indeed, Western and other 

cultures often prize a “sense of humor” in friendships and in mate selection – people often 

look for a partner who can make them laugh pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . From an evolutionary standpoint, 

humor may signal social interest or alliance: one study found that both men and women 

spontaneously use humor when attracted to someone, suggesting humor helps 

initiate and monitor social bonds pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

At the same time, humor also plays regulatory roles in society. Styles like satire or sarcasm can 

critique social norms and “bite” on taboo topics, thereby enforcing moral values or power 

dynamics. However, such aggressive humor can be divisive if misused. Overall, the most 

important aspects of humor’s role are its coping and well-being functions for individuals 

and its bonding, communication, and social-regulation functions for groups. It is a bridge 

between minds – blending cognitive insight (spotting incongruity) with emotional release 

(laughter) – and thus is valued as “one of the most important factors in people’s lives” across 

cultures pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

Types of Humor 

Humor comes in many styles or genres. Scholars and critics have identified numerous 

categories; here we highlight several major types with examples: 

 Wit: A sharp, clever, or intellectual form of humor. Witty remarks often play on words or 

ideas with mental agility. Example: Oscar Wilde’s epigrams (“I can resist everything 

except temptation”) or a clever pun in conversation. 

 Satire: Humor that targets human vices or societal issues, using ridicule to provoke 

thought or change. It often involves exaggeration or irony to criticize folly. Example: 
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Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels satirizes politics and human nature; modern shows like 

The Daily Show use satire to lampoon current events. 

 Slapstick (Physical Comedy): Broad, exaggerated physical humor involving pratfalls, 

collisions, or visual gags. It relies on absurd or violent incidents for comic effect. 

Example: Charlie Chaplin or the Keystone Kops slipping on banana peels, a custard pie in 

the face, or the antics of Tom and Jerry cartoons. 

 Irony: Situational or verbal irony involves saying the opposite of what one means, or a 

twist where the outcome is different from expectations. It creates humor through 

contrast. Example: Saying “What a pleasant day!” during a storm (verbal irony), or O. 

Henry’s story “The Gift of the Magi” where both characters sell their most prized 

possession to buy the other a gift for that very item (situational irony). 

 Absurdism/Nonsense: Humor that relies on illogical, bizarre, or surreal elements. It 

breaks normal rules of reality to create amusement. Example: Lewis Carroll’s 

“Jabberwocky” or Monty Python’s nonsensical sketches (like the “Dead Parrot” skit), 

where language or scenarios are playfully absurd. 

 Dark/Gallows Humor: Treating taboo or grim subjects (death, disaster, tragedy) in a 

humorous way. This coping-oriented humor finds comic relief in the macabre. Example: 

Black comedy films or jokes that joke about terminal illness or war, highlighting 

absurdity in suffering. 

These categories are not exhaustive nor mutually exclusive (e.g. a joke can be both ironic and 

satirical). As one classification notes, established forms include farce/slapstick, comedy of 

manners (wit), absurd/nonsense humor, satire, and others frontiersin.org . The table below 

summarizes some key types with typical examples:  

Type of Humor Description Examples 

Wit (Intellectual) Clever wordplay or insight; quick 

repartee 

Oscar Wilde quips, clever political 

cartoons 

Satire Mocking vices or institutions with 

humor 

Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, satirical news 

shows 

Type of Humor Description 

Slapstick/Physical 
Exaggerated physical mishaps 

or gestures 
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Irony 
Saying/doing opposite of 

expectation for effect 

Absurdism/Nonsense 
Bizarre, illogical scenarios or 

language 

Dark (Black) Humor Joking about grim/taboo topics 

Examples 

Keystone Kops, Mr. Bean, pratfall gags 

“Nice weather!” in a downpour, situational irony in novels 

Monty Python sketches, Carroll’s 

Jabberwocky 

WWII cartoons, Gallows humor about death or illness 

Each humor style serves different psychological and social functions. For instance, affiliative 

humor (telling jokes to bond) builds community, whereas aggressive humor (mocking 

others) can enforce social norms or power structures frontiersin.org . Recognizing these types helps 

us understand the many ways humor operates in life. 

Cultural and Historical Variations 

While the capacity for humor is universal, its expression and social value vary across cultures 

and eras. Every known society produces laughter, but what people find funny and how 

humor is used can differ. For example, studies contrasting Western and East Asian cultures 

find that Westerners generally view humor as an ordinary, positive personal trait, while 

Chinese culture traditionally regards humor as a rarer talent (often associated with dedicated 

comedians rather than everyday conversation) frontiersin.org . In one experiment, Canadians rated 

humor as more important and expected ordinary people to be humorous, whereas Chinese 

participants considered it a special disposition mainly of entertainers frontiersin.org . 

Historical context also shapes humor. Ancient Greek and Roman playwrights (Aristophanes, 

Plautus) used comedy in theater to satirize leaders. Medieval European festivals (like 

Carnival) temporarily upended social roles with bawdy humor and mockery. Trickster figures 

(Anansi in West African tales, Coyote in Native American legends) reflect cultural views on 

cleverness and chaos. In literature, British wit (e.g. Shakespeare’s fools or Jane Austen’s irony) 
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differs in style from say Japanese rakugo storytelling or African griot humor. Language plays 

a role: puns and wordplay often lose meaning across tongues, so each culture tends to 

invent humor suited to its idioms and taboos. 

Despite these differences, scholars emphasize humor’s cross-cultural core. Laughter appears 

in all languages and cultures as a vocal expression of amusement. In fact, anthropologists 

note that “laughter and humor have existed in all societies throughout the ages”  

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . Moreover, philosophers since antiquity (Aristotle, Plato, Hobbes, etc.) 

recognized humor’s social importance. For example, Aristotle observed that laughter often 

arises from human flaws and that comedy serves a social function. Today, ethnographers find 

that humor often reflects and negotiates social norms: what is considered funny often 

depends on cultural values, hierarchy, and shared knowledge. 

In summary, humor is culturally adaptable. It evolves with language, technology, and social 

change (from ancient joke books to modern memes). Yet its role—promoting group 

cohesion and offering relief—remains constant across human history pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov  

frontiersin.org . 

Evolutionary Perspectives on Humor 

Why did humor evolve? Numerous theories propose evolutionary functions for laughter and 

humor. Charles Darwin (1872) thought that laughter originated from tickling responses: he 

wrote that the “imagination is ... tickled by a ludicrous idea, and this so-called tickling of the 

mind is curiously analogous with that of the body” gutenberg.org . In other words, humans took the 

play signals seen in primate tickling and extended them to cognitive play with ideas. From 

this view, laughter may have started as a play signal among early hominids, communicating 

safety and social bonding during mock fights. Recent research supports this: non-human 

primates emit a “play pant” when tickled or during rough-and-tumble play, and this light-

hearted vocalization helps others know play is friendly pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . Some scientists thus 

argue that laughter evolved from primate play sounds, serving to reinforce social bonds and 

reduce tension during group play pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

Another evolutionary idea is social-cohesion: humor and laughter may have promoted 

group living. Shared laughter can synchronize emotions and signal trust, much like 

allogrooming (social grooming) does in primates. Studies find that laughter releases 

endorphins (the brain’s natural opioids) and raises pain thresholds, which is similar to the 

bonding effect of grooming pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . In this way, humor may have helped large human 

groups stay connected and cooperative (important as our ancestors began living in bigger 

communities). 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Laughter%20and%20humor%20have%20existed,20
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Laughter%20and%20humor%20have%20existed,20
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Laughter%20and%20humor%20have%20existed,20
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Laughter%20and%20humor%20have%20existed,20
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Laughter%20and%20humor%20have%20existed,20
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01495/full#:~:text=Humor%20seems%20to%20manifest%20differently,implications%20and%20limitations%20are%20discussed
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1227/1227-h/1227-h.htm#:~:text=The%20imagination%20is%20sometimes%20said,as%20we%20have%20seen%2C%20likewise
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11005796/#:~:text=When%20a%20chimpanzee%20is%20tickled,it%20could%20be%20considered%20a
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11005796/#:~:text=When%20a%20chimpanzee%20is%20tickled,it%20could%20be%20considered%20a
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11005796/#:~:text=When%20a%20chimpanzee%20is%20tickled,it%20could%20be%20considered%20a
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11005796/#:~:text=When%20a%20chimpanzee%20is%20tickled,it%20could%20be%20considered%20a
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11005796/#:~:text=When%20a%20chimpanzee%20is%20tickled,it%20could%20be%20considered%20a


A different perspective is sexual selection: humor might signal intelligence, creativity, or 

genetic fitness. Researchers have shown that people often rate a sense of humor as desirable 

in mates. For instance, a study by Li et al. (2009) found that humor not only signals “good 

genes” (general attractiveness) but also directly indicates interest in social relationships  

pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . In their experiments, both men and women initiated humor more with 

potential romantic partners and responded more positively to humor from those they were 

initially attracted to pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . This suggests that humor can function as a courtship tool 

— conveying wit and playfulness in mating contexts. 

More broadly, evolutionary psychologists have attempted to integrate classic humor theories 

(incongruity, relief, superiority) with adaptive functions. Polimeni and Reiss (2006) review 

many such ideas: they note that humor’s “conspicuous presence in the behavioral repertoire 

of humankind invites adaptive explanations” researchgate.net . Incongruity theory, for example, 

emphasizes the pleasure of resolving surprising mismatches; it may have evolved to make us 

flexible thinkers who notice anomalies (beneficial for problem-solving). Relief theory (Freud) 

treats humor as the release of psychic energy; evolutionarily, this might relate to 

tensionrelease mechanisms after stressful events. Superiority theory (Hobbes) sees humor as 

arising from feeling “above” others; evolutionarily, this could reinforce social hierarchies and 

cooperation within a group by harmlessly teasing those at the low end. While no single 

theory fully explains humor, many scholars agree that a combination of mechanisms — 

play, social bonding, tension relief, and cognitive shift — likely gave humor evolutionary 

utility. 

In sum, evolutionary accounts view humor and laughter as adaptations or byproducts of 

adaptation that improve fitness by strengthening social bonds, enabling sophisticated 

communication, and possibly signaling desirable traits. As one modern review concludes, 

humor likely evolved from our primate ancestors’ play and teasing behaviors, and it remains 

shaped by factors like language origins, group size, and social cognition researchgate.net  

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

Impact on Mental and Physical Health 

Humor’s effects on health have been widely studied, with growing evidence of both 

psychological and physiological benefits. Psychologically, humor is linked to better mental 

well-being. People with a good sense of humor tend to report higher life satisfaction and 

resilience. Humor can buffer stress and reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression. For 

instance, a recent systematic review found that humor-based interventions significantly 

reduced depression and anxiety symptoms in clinical studies pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . Patients who 
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engaged in humor therapy or laughter exercises often felt happier and less stressed 

afterward. Moreover, laughter stimulates positive emotions (mirth) and provides a 

psychological “break” from negative thoughts, which helps coping during illness or trauma. 

Therapists like Albert Ellis even used humor to reframe and challenge clients’ rigid thoughts, 

supporting the idea that a lighthearted perspective eases psychological distress. 

Physiologically, laughter (the usual response to humor) can produce measurable health 

effects. Laughter triggers the release of endorphins and other neurochemicals that reduce 

pain and boost mood. It also transiently increases heart rate and blood circulation (like mild 

exercise) followed by muscle relaxation, which may ease muscle tension. Some experimental 

studies report that genuine laughter can raise the pain tolerance threshold and lower stress 

hormones (like cortisol) pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . There is research suggesting laughter might stimulate 

immune function: for example, increased levels of salivary immunoglobulin A 

(SIgA) were found in people with a strong sense of humor pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . However, as reviews 

caution, the clinical evidence is mixed – some controlled trials have shown only modest 

immune effects from humor or laughter exposure pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . In general, while laughter 

feels like “medicine” (as the old proverb goes), scientists note that more rigorous studies are 

needed to pin down exactly how big the health gains are pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov  

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

Despite some remaining questions, the consensus is that humor tends to be beneficial for 

health and well-being. Laughter yoga groups, therapeutic clowns, and laughter programs in 

hospitals (for children or the elderly) have reported happier moods and better social 

engagement among participants. Notably, in one review of 49 workplace studies, positive 

humor at work was associated with lower stress and burnout, and higher job satisfaction  

positivepsychology.com . In education, teachers who use humor in the classroom often see more 

engaged, less anxious students. These effects likely stem from humor’s ability to momentarily 

reduce stress and to build social connectedness – both key ingredients of good mental 

health. 

However, it’s important to acknowledge that not all humor is health-promoting. Aggressive 

or self-defeating humor (sarcasm, put-downs, or excessive self-mockery) can exacerbate 

anxiety or social strain. Culturally insensitive jokes can harm social relations. Thus, adaptive 

(affiliative, self-enhancing) humor styles are generally what researchers find to correlate with 

positive mental health positivepsychology.com . 

In summary, the health impact of humor is largely positive. It acts as a cheap, natural 

stress reliever – “like a medicine” for emotional wounds pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . Humor can improve 

mood, strengthen social support networks, and even distract from pain or illness. For these 

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=Metamessage%20Sensitivity%20Subscale%20%28SHQ,of%20humor%2C%20while%20not%20directly
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=Metamessage%20Sensitivity%20Subscale%20%28SHQ,of%20humor%2C%20while%20not%20directly
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=Metamessage%20Sensitivity%20Subscale%20%28SHQ,of%20humor%2C%20while%20not%20directly
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=modest%20effect,8
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=modest%20effect,8
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=modest%20effect,8
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC1375238/#:~:text=Diverse%20literature%20suggests%20that%20effects,no%20controlled%20studies%20have%20been
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC1375238/#:~:text=Diverse%20literature%20suggests%20that%20effects,no%20controlled%20studies%20have%20been
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2686627/#:~:text=modest%20effect,8
https://positivepsychology.com/humor-psychology/#:~:text=More%20specific%20workplace%20benefits%20of,and%20job%20performance%20and%20satisfaction
https://positivepsychology.com/humor-psychology/#:~:text=More%20specific%20workplace%20benefits%20of,and%20job%20performance%20and%20satisfaction
https://positivepsychology.com/humor-psychology/#:~:text=good%20sense%20of%20humor,esteem%20and%20happiness
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3135316/#:~:text=Although%20the%20%E2%80%9Cscience%20of%20humor%E2%80%9D,14%20%2C%20%2029


reasons, many psychologists and medical professionals encourage finding moments of 

laughter in daily life. 

Conclusion 

Humor is a complex, multifaceted phenomenon at the heart of human life. It is the 

cognitiveemotional spark that turns incongruity into joy. Psychologically, humor helps us 

cope, connects us to others, and can even sharpen our minds. Socially, it lubricates 

interaction, eases tension, and can enforce or challenge norms. Across cultures and history, 

humor appears in folktales, theater, literature, and media, always evolving but always 

fulfilling basic human needs. Evolutionarily, humor likely grew out of our social instincts – a 

playful signal that has become woven into language and intelligence. Importantly, research 

shows that humor and laughter have tangible benefits for mental and physical health, 

reducing stress 

and boosting well-being pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

For these reasons, the most crucial aspects of humor’s role are its social and emotional 

functions: it cements friendships, dissolves barriers, and offers perspective on life’s 

difficulties. In the words of one humor theorist, people value humor as “one of the most 

important factors in their lives,” attesting to its deep significance pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 

Understanding humor – its definitions, types, cultural forms, origins, and effects – thus gives 

us insight into the very fabric of human nature: how we think, what makes us laugh together, 

and why a mere joke can feel so profound. 

Sources: Credible reviews and research in psychology, anthropology, and evolutionary 

science pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov researchgate.net frontiersin.org frontiersin.org  

pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov . 
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