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Humor often seems to be an unwelcome guest in the towering halls of academia and 
sterilized rooms of laboratories—something frivolous, perhaps even unprofessional. But, 
to frame the scientific enterprise as a purely solemn pursuit is to misunderstand its deeply 
human core (for my expanded thoughts on this issue, see Houran, 2023). Beneath the lab 
coats, preregistered protocols, and jargon, science thrives on creativity, resilience, and 
connection—qualities that humor fosters in abundance. It is time to stop treating a sense 
of humor as incidental and start appreciating it as a serious tool for curious minds that 
can deepen scientific understanding, fuel innovation, and bring much-needed humanity 
to scholarly work.

The ability to find things amusing is not the antithesis of rigor but rather the compan-
ion of insight. Albert Einstein is famously credited as saying, “If at first the idea is not absurd, 
then there is no hope for it” (quoted in MacHale, 2002). Sadly, firm evidence is lacking that 
this is actually Einstein’s quote, so it might be mistakenly attributed to him. But its under-
lying sentiment is nonetheless well taken—if you want to break through in innovation 
or solve a problem that no one else has unraveled (as Einstein and select others have), 
know that the real innovation or solution is likely to sound ridiculous or seem absurd (e.g., 
read the history of Robert Goddard, rocket pioneer: https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/
Visit/Museum-Exhibits/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/197697/dr-robert-h-goddard/).

The point is that ‘absurdity,’ after all, is the playground of humor and even the central 
tenet of a process known as creative brainstorming. This refers to a group or individual 
activity where people come up with as many thoughts as possible, without judging them, 
to solve a problem or generate something new. The aim is to encourage wild, unusual, or 
even silly ideas because those are often the seeds of truly innovative solutions (Osborn, 
1953). The goal is to generate quantity first, not quality. Judgment and analysis come 
later. This process was popularized by advertising executive Alex Osborn in the 1950s. 
He believed that allowing people to think freely, without fear of being wrong or sounding 
ridiculous, was the secret to unlocking creativity (Osborn, 1953). Much research supports 
his basic view, that is, people tend to generate more original ideas when they are told to 
avoid self-censorship and encouraged instead to be playful (Nijstad et al., 2002).

Such brainstorming is successful because it taps into what psychologists call diver-
gent thinking, i.e., the ability to generate many different solutions to a single problem 
(Runco & Acar, 2012). Studies in cognitive psychology indeed show that humor enhances 
divergent thinking—an important component of creativity—by encouraging the brain to 
make novel associations (Ziv, 1983). This mental flexibility can lead to unexpected con-
nections and breakthroughs. Put simply, creative brainstorming works best when people 
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are allowed to think weird, think big, and think together—
without worrying about being ‘wrong’. Likewise, humor is 
no laughing matter. It makes sense, therefore, that many 
of history’s great scientists, like Feynman, Hawking, and 
even Darwin, were known for their wit as much as their 
intellect. 

Humor is also a powerful pedagogical tool—no joke. 
Banas et al. (2011) explained that when used appropriately, 
it can increase engagement, retention, and comprehension 
in scientific education. A professor who can explain ther-
modynamics with a touch of levity does more than simply 
entertain—the topic itself is made to feel accessible and 
alive. Indeed, humor reduces anxiety, humanizes instruc-
tors, and fosters a learning environment where students 
feel safe to explore complex ideas (Garner, 2006). Such 
benefits certainly do not stop in the classroom. In research 
teams and interdisciplinary collaborations, humor can 
defuse tension, strengthen bonds, and facilitate open com-
munication—qualities essential for productive science. A 
shared laugh in high-pressure environments is not a dis-
traction; it is more like a salve to relieve burnout and a gel 
to connect siloed minds (Martin, 2007).

Still, many scientific institutions appear to undervalue 
the power of humor. Peer-reviewed journals rarely acknowl-
edge the role that humor plays in ideation or group dynam-
ics. Funding proposals are usually scrubbed of personality. 
Even science communications—intended to connect the 
public with discovery—often lean toward the sterile or 
overly serious, inadvertently reinforcing the myth that sci-
ence is cold, stuffy, or inaccessible. However, this editorial 
is not a call for silliness at the expense of scholarship. It 
is a recognition that humor, like curiosity or skepticism, is 
part of the scientific temperament. It helps us to cope with 
uncertainty, admit mistakes, and remain resilient when our 
ideas fail. It reminds us not to take ourselves too seriously, 
even as we take our work seriously. Science requires rigor, 
but it also needs joy. A sense of humor invites us to laugh at 
our blindspots and marvel at the absurdity of the universe. 
In doing so, it keeps us curious, humble, and, perhaps most 
importantly, human.

While humor itself may not directly cause a scien-
tific breakthrough, it often sets the cognitive and collab-
orative stage for one. That is, humor creates the mental 
space for risk-taking, playful thinking, and unconventional 
problem-solving—all essential ingredients for innovation. 
Consider the following instances where humor, wit, or 
playfulness either led to breakthroughs or played a visible 
role in major scientific developments:

•	 Richard Feynman’s Playful Curiosity and Quan-
tum Electrodynamics: Nobel laureate Richard 
Feynman famously embraced a mischievous, 
humorous attitude toward problem-solving. He 
credited his return to creative science after a pe-
riod of burnout to playing with physics problems 
“just for fun,” including spinning plates in Cornell 
University’s cafeteria. This seemingly silly exercise 
helped to rekindle his creative instincts, eventu-
ally leading to his revolutionary work in quantum 
electrodynamics (Feynman, 1985/1997).

•	 Alexander Fleming’s Accidental Discovery of 
Penicillin: Though not humorous in the joke-
telling sense, Fleming had a lighthearted attitude 
toward his work. After returning from vacation 
to find mold contaminating his Petri dishes, he 
reportedly quipped about how messy things had 
gotten—before noticing something peculiar: the 
mold killed the bacteria around it. His willingness 
to find humor in the mistake, rather than frustra-
tion, helped him see its scientific value (Fleming, 
1929).

•	 The Naming of the Quark Murray Gell-Mann, 
who introduced the concept of quarks, drew the 
name from the nonsensical line “Three quarks for 
Muster Mark!” in James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake 
(Gell-Mann, 1994). The whimsical origin reflects a 
deep truth, namely that scientific nomenclature is 
often infused with creativity and humor and that 
collective spirit can influence how theories are 
imagined and communicated.

•	 The Ig Nobel Prizes: While tongue-in-cheek by 
design, the Ig Nobel Prizes celebrate research 
that “first makes people laugh and then think.” 
Many award-winning studies—like the one ana-
lyzing the physics of slipping on banana peels or 
the acoustic properties of alligator calls in heli-
um—provoke laughter and legitimate scientific 
insights. These awards demonstrate that humor 
can open the door to genuine curiosity and en-
gagement, especially with the public.

•	 The “Pioneer Plaque” and Cosmic Humor: When 
Carl Sagan and Frank Drake helped to design the 
plaque placed aboard the ‘Pioneer 10’ spacecraft 
(the first human-made object on a trajectory out 
of the solar system), they included a nude image 
of a man and woman, along with a cosmic map. 
The idea was scientifically earnest but delivered 
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with a twinkle of humor: essentially, it was Earth’s 
first interstellar “hello,” complete with a cosmic 
joke. Sagan himself often used humor as a rhetori-
cal tool to inspire awe and accessibility in science.

•	 James Watson’s and Francis Crick’s Break-
through in DNA Structure: Watson and Crick’s 
famous exclamation, “We have discovered the se-
cret of life!” was not just a triumph—it was cheeky 
and self-aware. Their collaboration was marked by 
irreverence and playfulness, especially in contrast 
to the more methodical style of Rosalind Frank-
lin. While problematic aspects of credit distribu-
tion remain, their humorous banter and informal 
brainstorming helped to crack the double-helix 
structure (Watson, 1968).

Across these cases, humor acted as a cognitive lubricant for 
divergent thinking, a buffer against failure that allowed sci-
entists to persist through trial and error, a bridge between 
disciplines that invited outside-the-box perspectives, and 
a means of communication that made science more human 
and accessible. The scientific method requires rigor, but the 
scientist needs levity. As these examples show, humor does 
not dilute science—often, it sharpens it. So, we should stop 
pretending that science must wear a three-piece suit and 
speak only in monotone. The next big breakthrough might 
not come from a clinical lab coated in silence, it might 
come from a physicist giggling over a spinning plate, a biol-
ogist chuckling at contaminated petri dishes, or a chem-
ist making puns over periodic tables. After all, if laughter 
is the best medicine, maybe it is also the secret sauce in 
the formula for innovation, if not genius. Science is serious 
business, but we should also acknowledge and celebrate 
the fact that funny things often happen on the way to the 
Nobel.

REFERENCES

Banas, J. A., Dunbar, N., Rodriguez, D., & Liu, S. J. (2011). A 
review of humor in educational settings: Four decades 

of research. Communication Education, 60, 115–144. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03634523.2010.496867

Feynman, R. P. (1985). Surely you’re joking, Mr. Feynman!  
(adventures of a curious character). (reprint ed. 1997). 
W.  W.  Norton & Company. https://doi.org/10.1119/ 
1.14087

Fleming, A. (1929). On the antibacterial action of cultures 
of a Penicillium, with special reference to their use in 
the isolation of B. influenzae. British Journal of Experi-
mental Pathology, 10, 226–236.

Garner, R. L. (2006). Humor in pedagogy: How ha-ha can 
lead to aha! College Teaching, 54, 177–180. https://doi.
org/10.3200/CTCH.54.1.177-180

Gell-Mann, M. (1994). The quark and the jaguar: Adventures 
in the simple and the complex. W.H. Freeman.https://doi.
org/10.1063/1.2808634

Houran, J. (2023). To engage, inform, and inspire: The many 
facets of scientific writing [editorial]. Journal of Scien-
tific Exploration, 37, 308–311. https://doi.org/10.31275/ 
20233131

MacHale, D. (2002). “Wisdom.” Prion Books, Ltd.
Martin, R. A. (2007). The psychology of humor: An integrative 

approach. Elsevier Academic Press.
Nijstad, B. A., Stroebe, W., & Lodewijkx, H. F. M. (2002). 

Cognitive stimulation and interference in groups: 
Exposure effects in an idea generation task. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 38, 535–544. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S0022-1031(02)00500-0

Osborn, A. F. (1953). Applied imagination: Principles and pro-
cedures of creative problem-solving. Charles Scribner’s 
Sons.

Runco, M. A., & Acar, S. (2012). Divergent thinking as an 
indicator of creative potential. Creativity Research Jour-
nal, 24, 66–75. https://doi.org/10.1080/10400419.2012. 
652929

Watson, J. D. (1968). The double helix: A personal account of 
the discovery of the structure of DNA. Atheneum. https://
doi.org/10.1063/1.3035117

Ziv, A. (1983). The influence of humorous atmosphere 
on divergent thinking. Contemporary Educational Psy-
chology, 8, 68–75. https://doi.org/10.1016/0361-476X 
(83)90035-8

https://doi.org/10.1080/03634523.2010.496867
https://doi.org/10.1119/1.14087
https://doi.org/10.1119/1.14087
https://doi.org/10.3200/CTCH.54.1.177-180
https://doi.org/10.3200/CTCH.54.1.177-180
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.2808634
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.2808634
https://doi.org/10.31275/20233131
https://doi.org/10.31275/20233131
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1031(02)00500-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-1031(02)00500-0
https://doi.org/10.1080/10400419.2012.652929
https://doi.org/10.1080/10400419.2012.652929
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3035117
https://doi.org/10.1063/1.3035117
https://doi.org/10.1016/0361-476X(83)90035-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/0361-476X(83)90035-8

