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You can tell if someone’s laugh is fake. Real laughter, called Duchenne laughter after the French
neurologist Duchenne de Boulogne, contracts the tiny orbicularis oculi muscles surrounding the eye. A
non-Duchenne laugh doesn’t. Duchenne laughter is involuntary, spontaneous, and uncontrollable — it
is an intuitively recognizable expression of joy. Non-Duchenne laughter, on the other hand, is a social
tool, used, for example, in peacemaking, appeasement, and dominance reinforcement. Mocking and
teasing typically involve non-Duchenne smiles. This empirical distinction that scientists make between
Duchenne and non-Duchenne implies that there is a straightforward opposition between “real” and
“fake” laughter, that realness and fakeness are total opposites. With this implication it is possible to un-
pack a host of implicit dichotomies between real and fake behavior in general. For instance, people often
accuse others of being fake because their actions appear as social performance rather than an expres-
sion of a supposed authentic self. Yet smiling and laughter, even the Duchenne kind, almost certainly
evolved within a social context. That is to say that most behavior has always been at least somewhat
social, even involuntary behaviors like laughing or voicing a sound of surprise. The distinction between
involuntary and voluntary does not neatly map onto distinctions like real or fake, natural versus cul-
tural, authentic or inauthentic, benevolent or malevolent. There is no conceivable baseline back at the
beginning of evolution when people were alone with their instincts—no magic moment when history
began and people laughed alone. Who knows how or when Duchenne laughter evolved? Research into
epigenetics shows that environmental factors including social life have very concrete effects on ge-
netically inherited traits; evolution is the reciprocal interaction of nature and nurture. Biology is never
fixed. Even Duchenne laughter is a social tool, since Duchenne laughs please others to hear; it’s not
inconceivable that frequent Duchenne laughers tend to be more socially successful, meaning that they
pass along that propensity to their descendents. To laugh a non-Duchenne laugh is just as authentic,
and authentically human, as any other kind of facial expression. You may laugh while alone, but this
laughter is the expression of a social being. There is no ancient, true, inner self, giggling outside of time

and space. Why try to distinguish between types of laughter at all?
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