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10. Reflections Upon Laughter (1750)

Francis Hutcheson

From Reflections Upon Laughter
I

Mr. Hobbes, who very much owes his character of philosopher to his assuming positive solemn airs, which
he uses most when he is going to assert some palpable absurdity, or some ill-natured nonsense, assures us
that “Laughter is nothing else but sudden glory, arising from some sudden conception of some eminency in
ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our own formerly: for men laugh at the follies
of themselves past, when they come suddenly to remembrance, except they bring with them any present
dishonour” ...

If Mr. Hobbes’s notion be just, then, first, there can be no laughter on any occasion where we make no
comparison of ourselves to others, or of our present state to a worse state, or where we do not observe some
superiority to ourselves above some other thing: and again, it must follow, that every sudden appearance of
superiority over another must excite laughter, when we attend to it. If both these conclusions be false, the
notion from whence they are drawn must be so too. First then, that laughter often arises without any imagined
superiority of ourselves, may appear from one great fund of pleasantry, the Parody, and Burlesque Allusion,
which move laughter in those who may have the highest veneration for the writing alluded to, and also admire
the wit of the person who makes the allusion. ...

It is said that when men of wit make us laugh, it is by representing some oddness or infirmity in themselves or
others. Thus allusions made on trifling occasions to the most solemn figured speeches of great writers, contain
such an obvious impropriety that we imagine ourselves incapable of such mistakes as the alluder seemingly
falls into; so that in this case too there is an imagined superiority. But in answer to this. we may observe that
we often laugh at such allusions when we are conscious that the person who raises the laugh knows abundantly
the justest propriety of speaking and knows, at present, the oddness and impropriety of his own allusion as well
as any in company; nay, laughs at it himself. We often admire his wit in such allusions and study to imitate him
in it as far as we can. Now, what sudden sense of glory or joy in our superiority can arise from observing a
quality in another which we study to imitate, I cannot imagine. I doubt if men compared themselves with the
alluder, whom they study to imitate, they would rather often grow grave or sorrowful.

Nay, farther, this is so far from truth that imagined superiority moves our laughter, that one would imagine
from some instances the very contrary: for if laughter arose from our imagined superiority, then, the more that
any object appeared inferior to us, the greater would be the jest; and the nearer anyone came to an equality with
us, or resemblance of our actions, the less we should be moved with laughter. But we see, on the contrary, that
some ingenuity in dogs and monkeys, which comes near to some of our own arts, very often makes us merry;

whereas their duller actions, in which they are much below us, are no matter of jest at all. Whence the author
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in the Spectator drew his observation, that the actions of beasts, which move our laughter, bear a resemblance
to a human blunder, I confess I cannot guess; I fear the very contrary is true, that their imitation of our grave,
wise actions would be fittest to raise mirth in the observer.

The second part of the argument, that opinion of superiority suddenly incited in us does not move to laughter,
seems the most obvious thing imaginable. If we observe an object in pain while we are at ease, we are in greater
danger of weeping than laughing; and yet here is occasion for Hobbes’s sudden joy. It must be a very merry
state in which a fine gentleman is, when well dressed, in his coach, he passes our streets, where he will see so
many ragged beggars, and porters, and chairmen sweating at their labour, on every side of him. It is a great pity
that we had not an infirmary or lazar-house to retire to in cloudy weather, to get an afternoon of laughter at
these inferior objects: Strange! — that none of our Hobbists banish all canary birds and squirrels, and lapdogs,
and pugs, and cats out of their houses, and substitute in their places asses, and owls, and snails, and oysters,
to be merry upon. From these they might have higher joys of superiority, than from those with whom we now
please ourselves. Pride, or an high opinion of ourselves, must be entirely inconsistent with gravity; emptiness
must always make men solemn in their behaviour; and conscious virtue and great abilities must always be upon
the sneer. An orthodox believer, who is very sure that he is in the true way to salvation, must always be merry
upon heretics, to whom he is so much superior in his own opinion; and no other passion but mirth should
arise upon hearing of their heterodoxy. In general, all men of true sense, and reflection, and integrity, of great
capacity for business, and penetration into the tempers and interests of men, must be the merriest little grigs
imaginable. ...

This pleasure must indeed be a secret one, so very secret, that many a kind compassionate heart was never
conscious of it, but felt itself in a continual state of horror and sorrow; our desiring such sights flows from a
kind instinct of nature, a secret bond between us and our fellow creatures.

I

In my former letter. I attempted to show that Mr. Hobbes’s account of laughter was not just. I shall now
endeavour to discover some other ground of that sensation, action, passion, or affection, I know not which of
them a philosopher would call it.

The ingenious Mr. Addiso,. in his treatise of the pleasures of the imagination has justly observed many
sublimer sensations than those commonly mentioned among philosophers: he observes, particularly, that we
receive sensations of pleasure from those objects which are great, new, or beautiful; and, on the contrary,
that objects which are more narrow and confined, or deformed and irregular, give us disagreeable ideas. It is
unquestionable that we have a great number of perceptions which can scarcely reduce to any of the five senses,
as they are commonly explained; such as either the ideas of grandeur, dignity, decency, beauty, harmony; or, on
the other hand, of meanness, baseness, indecency, deformity; and that we apply these ideas not only to material
objects, but to characters, abilities, actions.

It may be farther observed, that by some strange associations of ideas made in our infancy, we have
frequently some of these ideas recurring along with a great many objects, with which they have no other
connection than what custom and education, or frequent allusions, give them, or at most, some very distant
resemblance. The very affections of our minds are ascribed to inanimate objects; and some animals, perfect
enough in their own kind, are made constant emblems of some vices or meanness: whereas other kinds are
made emblems of the contrary qualities. For instances of these associations, partly from nature, partly from
custom, we may take the following ones: sanctity in our churches, magnificence in public buildings, affection
between the oak and ivy, the elm and vine; hospitality in a shade, a pleasant sensation of grandeur in the sky,
the sea, and mountains, distinct from a bare apprehension or image of their extension; solemnity and horror in

shady woods. An ass is the common emblem of stupidity and sloth, a swine of selfish luxury; an eagle of a great
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genius; a lion of intrepidity; an ant or bee of low industry, and prudent economy. Some inanimate objects have
in like manner some accessary ideas of meanness, either for some natural reason, or oftener by mere chance
and custom.

Now, the same ingenious author observes, in the Spectator, Vol. I, No. 62, that what we call a great genius,
such as becomes a heroic poet, gives us pleasure by filling the mind with great conceptions; and therefore they
bring most of their similitudes and metaphors from objects of dignity and grandeur, where the resemblance is
generally very obvious. This is not usually called wit, but something nobler. What we call grave wit consists
in bringing such resembling ideas together, as one could scarce have imagined had so exact a relation to each
other; or when the resemblance is carried on through many more particulars than we could have at first
expected: and this therefore gives the pleasure of surprise. In this serious wit, though we are not solicitous about
the grandeur of the images, we must still beware of bringing in ideas of baseness or deformity, unless we are
studying to represent an object as base and deformed. Now this sort of wit is seldom apt to move laughter, more
than heroic poetry.

That then which seems generally the cause of laughter is the bringing together of images which have contrary
additional ideas, as well as some resemblance in the principal idea: this contrast between ideas of grandeur,
dignity, sanctity, perfection, and ideas of meanness, baseness, profanity, seems to be the very spirit of burlesque;
and the greatest part of our raillery and jest is founded upon it.

We also find ourselves moved to laughter by an overstraining of wit, by bringing resemblances from subjects
of a quite different kind from the subject to which they are compared. When we see, instead of the easiness,
and natural resemblance, which constitutes true wit, a forced straining of a likeness, our laughter is apt to arise;
as also, when the only resemblance is not in the idea, but in the sound of the words. And this is the matter of
laughter in the pun....

Again, any little accident to which we have joined the idea of meanness, befalling a person of great gravity,
ability, dignity, is a matter of laughter, for the very same reason; thus the strange contortions of the body in a
fall, the dirtying of a decent dress, the natural functions which we study to conceal from sight, are matter of
laughter when they occur to observation in persons of whom we have high ideas. Nay, the very human form has
the ideas of dignity so generally joined with it, that even in ordinary persons such mean accidents are matter of
jest; but still the jest is increased by the dignity, gravity, or modesty of the person, which shows that it is this
contrast, or opposition of ideas of dignity and meannness, which is the occasion of laughter.

We generally imagine in mankind some degree of wisdom above other animals, and have high ideas of them
on this account. If then along with our notion of wisdom in our fellows, there occurs any instance of gross
inadvertence, or great mistake, this is a great cause of laughter. Our countrymen are very subject to little trips
of this kind, and furnish often some diversion to their neighbours, not only by mistakes in their speech, but
in actions. Yet even this kind of laughter cannot well be said to arise from our sense of superiority. This alone
may give a sedate joy, but not be a matter of laughter, since we shall find the same kind of laughter arising in
us, where this opinion of superiority does not attend it: for if the most ingenious person in the world, whom
the whole company esteems, should through inadvertent hearing, or any other mistake, answer quite from the
purpose, the whole audience may laugh heartily, without the least abatement of their good opinion. Thus we
know some very ingenious men have not in the least suffered in their characters by an extemporary pun, which
raises the laugh very readily; whereas a premeditated pun, which diminishes our opinion of a writer, will seldom
raise any laughter.

Again, the more violent passions, as fear, anger, sorrow, compassion, are generally looked upon as something
great and solemn; the beholding of these passions in another strikes a man with gravity. Now if these passions
are artfully, or accidentally, raised upon a small or fictitious occasion, they move the laughter of those who
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imagine the occasions to be small and contemptible, or who are conscious of the fraud: this is the occasion of
the laugh in biting, as they call such deceptions.

According to this scheme, there must necessarily arise a great diversity in men’s sentiments of the ridiculous
in actions or characters, according as their ideas of dignity and wisdom are various. A truly wise man, who
places the dignity of human nature in good affections and suitable actions, may be apt to laugh at those who
employ their most solemn and strong affections about what, to the wise man, appears perhaps very useless or
mean. The same solemnity of behaviour and keenness of passion, about a place or ceremony, which ordinary
people only employ about the absolute necessaries of life, may make them laugh at their betters. When a
gentleman of pleasure, who thinks that good fellowship and gallantry are the only valuable enjoyments of
life, observes men, with great solemnity and earnestness, heaping up money, without using it, or incumbering
themselves with purchases and mortages, which the gay gentleman, with his paternal revenues, thinks very
silly affairs, he may make himself very merry upon them: and the frugal man, in his tum, makes the same
jest of the man of pleasure. The successful gamester, whom no disaster forces to lay aside the trifling ideas of
an amusement in his play, may laugh to see the serious looks and passions of the gravest business arising in
the loser, amidst the ideas of a recreation. There is indeed in these last cases an opinion of superiority in the
laughter; but this is not the proper occasion of his laughter; otherwise I see not how we should ever meet with
a composed countenance anywhere. Men have their different relishes of life, most people prefer their own taste
to that of others; but this moves no laughter, unless, in representing the pursuits of others, they do join together
some whimsical image of the opposite ideas.

In the more polite nations, there are certain modes of dress, behaviour, ceremony, generally received by all the
better sort, as they are commonly called: to these modes, ideas of decency, grandeur, and dignity are generally
joined. Hence men are fond of imitating the mode; and if in any polite assembly, a contrary dress, behaviour, or
ceremony appear, to which we have joined in our country the contrary ideas of meanness, rusticity, sullenness,
a laugh does ordinarily arise, or a disposition to it, in those who have not the thorough good breeding, or
reflection, to restrain themselves, or break through these customary associations.

And hence we may see, that what is counted ridiculous in one age or nation, may not be so in another. We
are apt to laugh at Homer, when he compares Ajax unwillingly retreating to an ass driven out of a cornfield; or
when he compares him to a boar; or Ulysses tossing all night without sleep through anxiety to a pudding frying
on the coals. Those three similes have got low mean ideas joined to them with us, which it is very probable they
had not in Greece in Homer’s days; nay, as to one of them, the boar, it is well known that in some countries
of Europe, where they have wild boars for hunting, even in our times, they have not these low sordid ideas
joined to that animal, which we have in these kingdoms, who never see them but in their dirty styes, or on
dunghills. This may teach us how impermanent a great many jests are, which are made upon the style of some
other ancient writings, in ages when manners were very different from ours, though perhaps fully as rational,
and every way as human and just.
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