
Peripatetic Commentary 
Is Laughter The Best Medicine?

aughter is the best medicine is an over 
used, poorly understood, old adage. If 

laughter is the best medicine what does it 
cure? It cannot cure melancholia, 
depression or even anger. If laughter is 
necessary for good health, all comedians 
and jokers should be a picture of health. 
That is far from the truth. Geoffrey 
Burnard in his book on ‘Appreciating Art’ 
wrote “a smile is a smile is a smile”. A 
patient walking into a dentist surgery for a 
painful tooth also gives a smile. Is she 
happy? The photographer whilst taking a 
picture says “smile please”, does it make 
you happy? So clearly smile is a facial 
expression which need not be connected to 
your inner feelings. Laughter whether in 
low decibel or a “Patiala” laughter is meant 
to convey the state of your mind. But this 
can only happen if it is natural and not the 
laughter club brand, being promoted 
today by laughter clubs, who laugh 
without reason.

It has been said that better to laugh 
with people than at people. But the fact is 
that natural laughter only comes when 
you laugh at somebody. What creates 
laughter? It is incongruity in dress, 
behaviour, mood or a situation that 
creates laughter. Standup comedy is 
situational. Most standup comedians pick 
on well known local heroes, local politics or 
local situations. That is why an Indian 
sitting in an American standup, may not 
be able to laugh on jokes of an American 
standup comedian. They make people 

L laugh partly because of mimicry, partly by 
gesticulating and mostly by pointing out to 
the incongruity of the situation. Circus 
clowns make people laugh because of their 
dress and bufoonery. Theatre and movie 
comedy is situational and of very recent 
origin. For years, theatre has survived only 
on tragedies. Shakespeare never wrote a 
comedy and the Greeks who began theatre 
only believe in greek tragedies. They firmly 
believed that unless the theatre touches 
the heart, people won’t come often to see 
theatre.

Comedies are of recent origin. Charlie 
Chaplin the uncrowned king of comedy in 
the pre-war years created comedy out of 
action. Famous Hollywood comedians like 
Eddie Cantor, Bob Hope, Jerry Lewis and 
Laurel and Hardy created comedy out of 
witty dialogues and perky situations. You 
laugh in the theatre but there was no 
lingering effect. Telling jokes is a 
dangerous hobby. You have to get people 
into the mood and then tell jokes. Some 
will have heard the jokes before, some will 
not understand and only the rest will 
laugh. Besides the sense of timing is most 
important. Besides longer the session, the 
worse the results.

Is laughter necessary? The answer is 
yes !! We only like parties, picnics and 
outings with laughter. More the laughter, 
more you have enjoyed. It is a kind of 
yardstick to measure fulfillment and 
satiety. Imagine a world with grumpy 
faces? It will be like living in ghostland !!

How to make people laugh? Pick 

comedy from everyday situations. There is 
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no such thing as an absent funny side. 

Groucho Marx the most famous and 

vociferous of Marx brothers cracked that 

the worst thing about getting old is that 

everything pains and what doesn't pain 

doesn't work. There were some in the 

audience who didn’t laugh. So he 

addressed them saying that tell me the 

story of your life and I will find out 

something for you to laugh. Bob Hope and 

many other comedians tell jokes about 

themselves. Perhaps that is the answer. 

Learn to laugh at yourself !! As a person, as 

a community, as a country !! There should 

be no hard feelings - Remember he who 

laughs - lasts.
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