
It was early in our courtship that I re alised the guy I was dat ing, with whom I now co habit, wasn’t
laugh ing at my jokes. Well ac tu ally, he may have been laugh ing at my jokes, and in fact I thought he
was laugh ing at my jokes, be cause he con sis tently re sponded with bois ter ous “HAHAHAs” to my hu- 
mor ous text mes sages.

It was flat ter ing. Ex cept when I made a joke that clearly wasn’t that funny – per haps only wor thy
of a sin gle “ha” – and sud denly it dawned on me that his typ i cal HA HAHA re ply (that’s three HAs, no
spa ces, all caps) was for mu laic. Which could mean only one thing: this was not in dica tive of an ac tual
mea sure ment of laugh ter, but merely of the au to cor rect func tion on his phone that had mem o rised a
HA se quence. I was the id iot think ing I was hi lar i ous and he was just sooo into me.

Tex tual rep re sen ta tions of laugh ter go back at least to Chaucer, who fan cied the ono matopoeic
“haha” to con vey mer ri ment in his writ ing. Shake speare, mean while, pre ferred a more stac cato “ha,
ha, he”. But

nei ther Chaucer nor Shake speare could have pre dicted the uni verse of mean ing that now ex ists in
the sub tle nu ance be tween those two ex pres sions. These days, a HA HAHA ver sus a ha in a text can
in di cate the dif fer ence be tween “I’m dy ing laugh ing” and “I lit er ally never want to see you again”.

In an era when “Moby Dick” can be rewrit ten in emoji, it makes sense that a few HAs pro voke
such close scru tiny. Laugh ter, lin guists will tell you, es tab lishes close ness and con veys mean ing. It
sends mi cromes sages to our con ver sa tion part ner through length, tone, in to na tion and fa cial ex pres- 
sions. “It does the work of estab lish ing co he sion,” says Michelle McSweeney, a re search scholar at

From a spir ited ‘HA HAHA’ to a con de scend ing ‘ha’, the nu ances in tex tual laugh ter
con vey real mean ing, send ing im por tant mi cromes sages to our con ver sa tion part -
ner. Jes sica Ben nett ex plores the evo lu tion of dig i tal chuck ling
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Columbia Univer sity who stud ies dig i tal com mu ni ca tion. “To say, ‘I feel com fort able enough around
you to laugh’.”

And since we can’t crack up, lose it, gig gle, guf faw, snort, break into hys ter ics, snicker, chuckle or
sim ply nod and smile on text, we’ve had to come up with a host of dif fer ent ways to get across what
we mean.

Take ha haha, which we’ll call ba sic laugh ter. It’s ac tu ally any thing but ba sic, with the abil ity to
shorten (haha), lengthen (ha ha ha ha haha), cap i talise (HA HAHA), punc tu ate (Ha!), elon gate
(Haaaaaaaaa), or re place with an “e” (hehe) – though, re altalk, The New Yorker may have called
hehehe a “younger per son’s elaugh”, but ask any ac tual young per son to day and his or her re sponse is
likely to be “ew”. (Heh, how ever, is ac cept able.)

Then of course there is LOL, for “laugh out loud”, which ac tu ally means the op po site, be cause no- 
body us ing LOL has ac tu ally laughed out loud since at least 2015. “It’s like say ing ‘k’,” says Sharon At- 
tia, a 22year-old col lege se nior, not ing that a sin gle ha is also pretty much the equiv a lent to giv ing
some one your best rest ing bitch face.

Vari a tions to LOL (or lol, as it may be) in clude the pho netic “lul”, or “the cool girl’s el-oh-el”, as
At tia de scribes it, which is “like a blase-in spired ‘lol’ – as if I am ac knowl edg ing that this is hu mor ous
but do you re ally have noth ing bet ter to do than text me about it?” There is also loller skates, loller- 
coaster, loltas tic, words that are “fan tas ti cally cre ative”, as the lin guist Gretchen McCul loch has writ- 
ten, but “ring vin tage early 2000s”. An other ex pan sion, she noted, is lolz or lulz – “but it’s more of a
noun than an emo tive re sponse”, as in “so many lulz” (pro nounced “lawlz”).

LOL was among the most com mon on line “laughs” used on Facebook, ac cord ing to a 2015 study
by the com pany. It is used in English, Span ish and French, all in the form of “lol”. (And no, Mum,
once and for all it does not mean “lots of love”.)

A friend tried to make IATFLI – as in I’m about to lose it, along with a word we can not print –
pop u lar, but they couldn’t make it hap pen

An other vari a tion on haha in cludes “haha?” It is in tended for that friend who texts you the in ap- 
pro pri ate joke, when you’re not sure if you’re sup posed to laugh or per haps when the in ap pro pri ate
joke was yours. There’s ha ha ha (note the spa ces) as a way to in di cate what my 13-year-old self might
have re ferred to as “hardy har har” – or, very funny – NOT. And the more mis chievous mwa ha haha
or ba ha haha. And of course there is an emoji ha – which is cry ing tears of laugh ter and should not be
con fused with the cry ing tears of sad ness that is ap par ently the most com monly used emoji on
Instagram.

“I have one friend I was con vinced was au to cor rect ing ha haha to Ba ha haha, but re ally it was pur- 
po laugh se ful, just a lit tle mi cronu ance to her dig i tal laugh,” says Ilana Web ber, a 31-year-old mu si- 
cian in New York. “I like it be cause it’s a se ri ous laugh. Like, I’m not screw ing around with that laugh,
I’m laugh ing.”

Web ber adds: “It’s for more de serv ing in stances, I think. Or po ten tially if I want to make the other
per son feel good even if it’s not that wor thy.”

Like any di alect, elec tronic laugh ter has evolved. The first us age of LOL ap peared in a Cana dian
chat room 27 years ago, coined by a man who de scribed it as a re sponse to a joke by a friend named
Sprout. It was “so funny”, the man ex plains in a blog post, “that I found my self truly laugh ing out
loud, echo ing off the walls of my kitchen”. ROFL (rolling on the floor laugh ing) and ROFLOL (rolling
on the floor laugh ing out loud) fol lowed LOL some time in the early 1990s. By 2015, when Facebook



con ducted a study of e-laugh ter on its plat form, haha and hehe, fol lowed by the laugh ing emoji, were
among the most com mon types of laughs.

One of my friends, not ing that the in ter net “is so weird”, says that one time she and a friend of
hers made up “IATFLI” and tried to pop u larise it. That is: I’m about to lose it, along with a word we
can not print. But they couldn’t make IATFLI hap pen.

It’s strik ing how lit tle of this on line “laugh ter” has to do with hu mour. These days, lin guists might
say on line laugh ter has more of a “dis course func tion”, says McSweeney, who an a lysed 45,000 text
mes sages from bilin gual young adults, not ing that 14 per cent of all the mes sages had LOL in them.
As far back as 2008, a study of on line lan guage among teenagers pub lished in the jour nal Amer i can
Speech found that LOL had come to be used “as a sig nal of in ter locu tor in volve ment, just as one
might say ‘mm-hm’ in the course of a con ver sa tion”.

McSweeney’s re search, re cently pre sented at the an nual con fer ence of the Lin guis tic So ci ety of
Amer ica, found that dig i tal laugh ter can be used for among other ac tiv i ties flir ta tion, with a haha or a
LOL act ing as a kind of ca sual wink. (Him: “What are you do ing?” Her: “Talk ing ... lol.” The sub text:
“maybe about you!”)

There’s the laugh ter that hedges or soft ens what you might be say ing. There’s laugh ter as turn-
tak ing, the text equiv a lent of a pause to say, “Now you speak.” There’s also laugh ter as a way of show- 
ing em pa thy, the sub ject of a pop u lar TED talk by the lin guist John McWhorter. Imag ine:

Col league: Ugh, that meet ing sucked.
You: lol I know.
In ter est ingly, McSweeney said, peo ple don’t pick up each other’s dig i tal laugh ter in quite the same

way they do in real life; it is called “be havioural mimicry”.
“When it comes to texts, a ha-space-ha-er does not become a haha-er. An LMAO-er does not

become a LOLer,” she says. “So on line laugh ter is very much like a fin ger print, which is ac tu ally very
much like real life. You recog nise peo ple’s laughs.”

Un less, of course, they’re be ing au to cor rected by a ro bot.


