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Do you change your laughter to match your
social situation?

Image 1. A young man bursting out into laughter. Photo: Jordan Whitfield / Public Domain

There's a video called "The Corporate Laugh" by actress Raven Jenai. It first went viral on social

media last year, and it now has more than 97,000 retweets on Twitter. It's proven popular for a

reason. Raven plays two average-looking coworkers, Bill and Jack. Jack sends Bill an email. Jack

eagerly waits for Bill to open it. Then, Bill reads the funny email and chuckles quietly. Jack laughs,

too. At the end, Bill tells Jack "you are a hoot, that's rich."

You might, like Bill and Jack, snicker at something funny you see at work,  but have an explosive

guffaw if you're with friends at a restaurant. That brings up a curious question: Do we have a range

of louder and more restrained laughs for various occasions? In other words, do we code-switch

laughter?

Everyone Code-Switches

Code-switching is how we change our language to match each social situation, especially when

talking to someone from a different cultural background. When you chat with family or friends,
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you may roll your R's or speak a blend of English and another language. In school or at work, you

might avoid cursing or use "standard" English. People code-switch to different degrees, depending

on what kind of background they come from. Teachers have tried using code-switching to help

multilingual students learn. Some think code-switching is necessary for groups of people to work

together. Others argue code-switching forces people from different cultures to strip away parts of

themselves, in order to make people who rank more "highly" in society feel comfortable. What is

somewhat agreed upon is that we all code-switch to some extent.

You Wouldn't Laugh At A Funeral

Phillip Glenn teaches communications at Emerson

College in Boston, Massachusetts. He says that "we

laugh in ways that are sensitive to context," meaning

that we respond to social settings. In the case of

someone getting tickled at a funeral, "you cover your

mouth and you spit a little bit because you know you

are not supposed to be laughing." That's not quite the

same as code-switching, he says. It's more about the

situation – being at a funeral, where you're supposed

to be sad – than your or the other funeral-goers'

cultural upbringings.  

Still, he says, "identity categories" like race, gender, and geography do play a role. They come up

"potentially at any time as people are dealing with each other," even if you can't always tell. If two

people were to laugh, he said, "it's not possible to know their being American or Methodist."

"Proper" Speakers Rank High On The Social Ladder

Dr. Betsy Rymes, a University of Pennsylvania linguistics professor, thinks identity categories can

powerfully change how we act. Casual conversations, she says, "are building blocks" for how power

works in a given society. These building blocks form language hierarchies that determine if a

certain laugh marks someone as "high class" or not. 

For example, Rymes says, if you speak "proper" British English, that makes you rank higher on the

social ladder than someone who speaks with a strong accent, for example. You might not need to

have a whole range of polite and impolite laughs because whatever laugh you use is already seen as

"proper." But "if you are a working-class person or person of color, you have to be more flexible

and need to be aware of code-switching your laughter," says Rymes. 

Laugh Out Loud To Form Friendships

"We all have a range of different laughs that we use for different purposes," said body language

expert Judi James in a 2014 Mashable article. According to James, people change their laughs to

form "social bonds" and get closer to one another. She gave the example of watching a TV comedy

alone versus with friends. "If you're alone, you'll probably laugh out loud very little, if at all," she

said. "But when you watch it with friends, you'll laugh with them as a form of social bonding and

shared experience."

The failure to code-switch can break these bonds. The book Shifting: The Double Lives of Black

Women in America by Charisse Jones and Kumea Shorter-Gooden focuses on how code-switching
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affects African-American women. Many African-

Americans speak what's called AAVE, or African-

American Vernacular English, as well as "standard"

English. The book says that African-American women

who cannot code-switch between AAVE and standard

English are sometimes made fun of for not fitting in.

"Why Code-Switching Matters"

Laughter

is a good

example

of why

code-

switching

matters.

For

instance,

people

might

laugh in a polite, slightly forced manner in the workplace because their job requires them to act

more formal. If someone were to laugh that way with friends, it could make them seem cold or

distant. In this way, social bonds can break when people can't code-switch.

Whether we consciously or unconsciously code-switch our laughter as a way to tune into our

audience is still debated. What is clear is that no one always laughs exactly the same way – we all

have a handful of "real" laughs to pick from.
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Quiz

1 The sentence below from the section "Laugh Out Loud To Form Friendships" helps to support the claim that knowing when to
code-switch is important.

The failure to code-switch can break these bonds.

Which sentence from the section provides further support for the claim?

(A) “We all have a range of different laughs that we use for different purposes,” said body language expert
Judi James in a 2014 Mashable article.

(B) According to James, people change their laughs to form “social bonds” and get closer to one another.

(C) Many African-Americans speak what's called AAVE, or African-American Vernacular English, as well as
"standard" English.

(D) The book says that African-American women who cannot code-switch between AAVE and standard
English are sometimes made fun of for not fitting in.

2 Read the paragraph from the section "Why Code-Switching Matters."

Whether we consciously or unconsciously code-switch our laughter as a way to tune into our
audience is still debated. What is clear is that no one always laughs exactly the same way – we
all have a handful of "real" laughs to pick from.

What conclusion is BEST supported by the paragraph above?

(A) Everyone learns that different kinds of laughs are appropriate at different times.

(B) The kind of laugh a person uses might depend on their particular background.

(C) Everyone has a range of laughs that might be used with or without forethought.

(D) The type of laughter we use affects how our audience might respond to us.

3 Read the following paragraph from the introduction [paragraphs 1-2.]

You might, like Bill and Jack, snicker at something funny you see at work, but have an explosive
guffaw if you're with friends at a restaurant. That brings up a curious question: Do we have a
range of louder and more restrained laughs for various occasions? In other words, do we code-
switch laughter?

Which of the following words from the section provides a context clue to the meaning of the word "guffaw"?

(A) restrained

(B) various

(C) curious

(D) louder
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4 Read the following paragraph from the section "Proper Speakers Rank High On The Social Ladder."

Dr. Betsy Rymes, a University of Pennsylvania linguistics professor, thinks identity categories can
powerfully change how we act. Casual conversations, she says, "are building blocks” for how
power works in a given society. These building blocks form language hierarchies that determine if
a certain laugh marks someone as "high-class" or not.

Which phrase from the paragraph helps you to understand that HOW a person speaks relates to their position in society?

(A) language hierarchies

(B) casual conversation

(C) identity categories

(D) building blocks


