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KEN: We’re chatting today with CU Boulder professor Peter McGraw, whose research examines what makes things
funny, and its implications for marketing and management. With a talent for fostering fun and community, Professor
McGraw explores the inner relationships of judgement, emotion, consumer behavior and public policy. Happy to have
you, Professor McGraw.

PETER: It’s great to be here.

KEN: Tell us what’s new and exciting at the Humor Research Lab.

PETER: | actually prefer to call it HURL. It rolls off the tongue a little easier.

KEN: Or out of the mouth, as it were.

PETER: Indeed. So, we're doing actually a lot of really boring theoretical work these days.

KEN: It doesn’t fit the profile.

PETER: It doesn’t. |think that’s a blessing and a curse of having a lab dedicated to the scientific study of humor, from
the outside it just seems like it will be riot, but on the inside, it’s actually much like the kind of deep thinking, slow

thinking, tiring work that the average scientist does. We just happen to be able to crack better jokes along the way.

KEN: So, you’re saying that humor can be taken seriously in an academic setting.
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PETER: | think it has to be. One of the challenges of studying humor is that, at first, to an outsider, even to a scientist, it
kind of seems like a frivolous topic. Unlike other papers that | write; for instance, moral psychology or public policy, or
consumer behavior, or managerial decision making, when | write humor papers, | actually have to always include a
section that talks about why it’s important to be studying this, and now that’s an easy case to make, but it’s one that
doesn’t readily come to mind to an audience, and so, | have to kind of put it there for them.

KEN: | think that people don’t often make a connection between humor and serious academic study, but the
connection’s there.

PETER: Indeed, yeah. | mean, if you think about it, you know, humor is an incredibly important part of our lives, so it's
something that we pursue with our entertainment choices as a way to relax and cope with the stressful world. It
influences who we spend time with, our friends, people who become our loved ones. It can even influence where we
decide to work.

KEN: You’'ve come up with a theory called Benign Violation Theory. Tell us about that.

PETER: | never set out to study humor. It was something that | kind of stumbled on nearly 10 years ago. At the time, |
was studying what ended up being a closely related question, which is what makes things wrong. | was giving a talk at
Tulane University, and | gave an example of a moral violation, and the audience laughed. An audience member -- faculty
member raised her hand, and pointed out that people were laughing at this thing that we all agreed was wrong -- why
was that? So, | came back to CU, and | was puzzling over this question. | just started googling the answer, and found
that the existing theories have existed for 2,500 years, that our general understanding of humor was this age-old
question and an age-old answer, and really and insufficient one, until | arrived at a paper that formed the basis for this
notion of benign violations. Essentially, the idea is that we laugh at things that are wrong, yet okay -- things that don’t
make sense, yet, make sense -- things that are threatening, yet safe. So, my graduate student at the time, Caleb
Warren, and | gave it this term, benign violations. So, humor sits in this sort of sweet spot between something that’s
wrong and something that’s okay. It has both of those elements, concurrently.

KEN: So, it’s different between what Uncle Joe will say at the thanksgiving table that offends everyone.

PETER: Right. So, what a good humor theory should do is answer a lot of questions related to humor. So, one
question that it should answer is why are there two ways that a humor attempt can fail? The joke can be boring, or a
joke can be offensive. The joke’s purely okay in the former, or it’s purely wrong in the latter. It also would -- should
explain why there are vast individual and cultural differences in what people find funny. So, what Uncle Joe finds funny,
and what you find funny might be different, because you have different values, and different beliefs, and different
experiences, may even be in different moods at the time.

KEN: Are you a funny guy yourself?

PETER: Am | a funny guy? It depends on whom you compare me to. Compared to the average scientist, | do okay.
Compared to the average comedian, no, I'm not funny.

KEN: All right. So, you’re somewhere in the middle there.

PETER: I'm somewhere in the middle. | -- | try my best.

KEN: Have you ever done any kind of stand-up, any kind of humor related things outside the academic setting?

PETER: Yes, but I've done them for largely academic purposes. So, I've done some stand-up, actually many years ago
-- actually the night before | turned in my 10-year packet, | went to the Squire Lounge, which is this dive bar on Colfax,
and did an open mic with a journalist who had asked me if I’d be willing to come down to the Squire. | kind of
offhandedly suggested | get up on stage and tell a few jokes.

KEN: How did it go?

PETER: Much like you might imagine. It -- it went really badly. That actually was good, because it turned into a book
that | wrote -- | co-wrote with that journalist, in which, we then, subsequently, traveled the world in search of what makes

things funny, and then the final chapter, | get back on stage, this time at the Just For Laugh Festival in Montreal, the
world’s largest comedy festival to prove that I've learned something.
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(Section from page 7) KEN: | come from what | like to think as a family of funny people. We're Irish, and so that might
be part of it, but do you feel like humor can be genetic or cultural?

PETER: So, yes, | do think that. So, the best that we can tell the genetic basis of a sense of humor is intelligence, and
to the degree that’s --

KEN: I'll agree with that.

PETER: | think most funny people agree with the fact that humor is associated with intelligence. So, to the degree that
intelligence is genetically determined, then yes. So, why is that the case? Well, you need to be quick minded in order to
make things funny, because you’re looking for ways to create benign violations to find a way to make something both
wrong and okay simultaneously, and that takes some horse power to do. | have a strange belief. | believe that
everybody is funny in their own way. You have to find the right audience, and the right medium for them to be able to do
that. We all have the genetic capability to be funny and to laugh, and it’s just a matter of finding the right circumstance.
Culture can disguise that. So, some cultures really encourage humor. So, culture in the United States, in Australia, in
Ireland, certainly, you can -- there’s a kind reverence for that -- for levity. For instance, for the Humor Code, we traveled
to Palestine to seek out comedy, and one of the things that was really interesting is that everybody agrees in the Middle
East that the Egyptians are the funniest Middle Eastern people. It’s just part of the culture in a way that you can only
explain culturally. We also went to Japan, and at first blush, it seemed like the Japanese weren’t very funny. What we
had to realize was that there are very strong cultural norms about when it's appropriate to express emotion and when it’s
not. So, the Japanese seemed very serious in business context, and educational context, and public in general, but in
private, very funny people, really value comedy. There’s a huge comedy scene in Japan, so it's a matter of finding the
places where culturally it's okay to express that sense of humor.

KEN: What did you wanna convey in your book The Humor Code?

PETER: The book’s sort of written as part pop science book, part travel log, and part memoir. The most important thing
was we wanted to get this message out about this age-old question of what makes things funny, but quickly we wanted
to move beyond that, and talk about the pervasiveness, the ubiquity of humor in people’s lives, and how both has this
sort of universal element to it, and then also this individual element to it, and that there are both risks and rewards
associated with it.

KEN: In traveling the world, do you find -- are there are universal elements to humor?

PETER: Yes. Not many, | think. So, the most universal form of comedy is slapstick. Even more basic than that are
things like play fighting and tickling. That is a -- that’s not only culturally universal, but it actually even cuts across
species, so mammals will do the equivalent of laughing when, kind of, tickled or jostled. You can find -- you can find
YouTube videos of rats laughing, and it’s not unlike the kind of experience that you might have with your children,
tickling them.

KEN: Why is it important to know if animals or mammals have funny bones?

PETER: One way to study emotions in general is to look for them across species. So, if you can find the same set of
conditions when studying, for instance, things like anger or fear, that’s helpful to -- to really understand just the basic
building blocks of emotion. So, if you can find humor or some evidence of that in nonhumans, that’s suggestive of this
sort of small set of conditions that lead to laughter, whether it be a monkey, or whether it be a person.

(Section from Page 10) KEN: Does humor have a role in evolution?

PETER: So, any good theory of humor should account for the evolutionary aspects of humor, and here’s how we see it.
So, humor arose from play fighting and tickling, so physical forms of comedy, these are harmless attacks. So, those are
evident in humans, and tickling, for instance, and play fighting with kids, and the laughter that occurs there, but the
question becomes, “Well, how does that help explain things like wordplay and puns? How does it explain set up and
punch line jokes, and so on,” and here’s where those things have a commonality, is that, the tickling is a benign
violation. It's threatening, yet safe. It has that element of wrong, yet okay, and as humans evolved and started to take
on language and started to have societies and cultural norms, and societal norms, the things that could wrong, the
things that could be okay, blossomed, and so this rule, this association that we have emotionally with threatening, yet
safe, physical situations was extended to threatening, yet safe, social situations, threatening, yet safe, linguistic
interactions and so on. So, for instance, puns and wordplay violate a linguistic norm. From one perspective, it’s wrong,
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but makes sense from another perspective. If | say to a baker, “Hey, nice buns,” that can elicit laughter, because it’s
wrong to compliment him on his backside, but it’s okay, because | potentially am complimenting his bread.

KEN: Some of your work has also shown that in the workplace, humor can help people advance, so do | need to be
more funny at work to get ahead?

PETER: It depends, actually. So, humor can be greatly beneficial. So, it can smooth social interactions. It can make a
manager more approachable. Obviously, people like to work in a place that it is enjoyable, that’s not all serious. So, in
that way, humor’s really useful at work. The problem is that it’s impossible to study humor and not recognize some of its
dangers and down sides. So, whether someone should try to be funny at work, especially a manager, really depends on
their comedy style. That is, do they tend to use comedy in a kind of positive way to kind of uplift, or do they use it in a
negative to kind of put down. So, whether you should do that or not really depends on if the focus is on positivity or
negativity.

KEN: What is the danger in trying to be funny and having it go horrible wrong?

PETER: The danger is that even a well-intended joke can fail to land, and can land in a way that people don’t see how
it’s okay; they’re just offended by it, and that can be compounded, because the person telling the joke often doesn’t
understand why other people don’t find it funny. They were well intended. They meant amuse. So, there’s a tendency
to blame the audience for the failure of the joke teller.

KEN: | do it all the time.

PETER: Yeah. So, that -- so, when people are bored by your joke, that’s not terrible risky, but when people are
offended by a joke, that’s when the danger gets enhanced.

KEN: | think it’s especially so in today’s enhanced sensitivity environment.

PETER: One thing about comedy nowadays is that it has much more reach than it ever did before. So, a joke told in a
comedy club or, you know, intended for a small group of people, because of social media for example, it can reach a
group of people who -- they hadn’t heard the jokes that led up to that. They hadn’t had the two drinks that we part of
the two drink minimum. They’re hearing things and being exposed to things that are taken out of context that weren’t
meant for them. They might purely be insensitive to a different group of people, and so -- and that way comedy has
become better in the sense that you can find more comedy, but also more challenging, because it’s easier to fail than be
funny.

KEN: How do your students react to the study of humor, or introducing humor as a serious topic?

PETER: | think mi students are ﬁenerally, | think, intrigued by the fact that they have a professor who studies humor. |

KEN:

PETER: w

KEN:

PETER -

KEN:

PETER:
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