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MODULE: 4

LESSON: Health & Wellbeing. An inclusive approach to humor as a source for mental health and wellbeing: Laughing with, without sight …

SUBJECTS: Psychology, Social Sciences, Political Science, Cultural Diplomacy, English, …

    




1. Introductory guide
What it takes to be able to laugh with, instead of “laughing on someone” 
In this lesson, we approach to experience humor as a source for mental health and wellbeing including the experiences and perspectives of the blind people. Additionally, we explore how humor is regulated in policy, used as a form of cultural diplomacy and experienced by political representatives.
Tasks for engagement in self-reflection and exercises will enable deeper understanding of humor within various contexts.

Humor is a universal language that connects people of all ages and backgrounds. 
There are many theories of humor which attempt to explain what humor is, what social functions it serves, and what would be considered humorous. In this lesson, we will explore the theory of humor provided by French philosopher Henry Bergson. Henri Bergson’s theory provides a foundational understanding of humor’s social functions, emphasizing its role in societal cohesion and individual psychological relief. Bergson argues that laughter functions as a social corrective, gently nudging individuals to adapt and integrate within their communities. It is this social dimension of humor that fosters connections and creates a shared sense of understanding among people.
For blind individuals, especially teenagers, accessing humorous content can pose a particular challenge. In this introduction, we will explore why humor is important for blind people, how it can bring them together, and why it can also be a taboo topic, especially between blind and sighted individuals. Integrating insights from both blind and non-blind individuals into our understanding of humor enriches this perspective, highlighting humor’s capacity to unite diverse experiences and promote mental well-being. Through shared laughter and mutual respect, we can create a more inclusive and empathetic society.

1.1. Guiding Questions for Self-Reflection

Humor type: What types of humor do you enjoy the most (e.g., slapstick, satire, wordplay)? Why do you think these particular styles appeal to you?

Social influence: How do your friends and family influence your sense of humor? Are there specific people who have shaped your comedic tastes?

Humor Comprehension: How do you usually understand a joke or a funny situation? Can you recall a moment when a joke didn't make sense to you initially but later did?

Humor Expression: How often do you use humor in your daily interactions? Can you describe a recent situation where you used humor to connect with others?

Role of humor in life, it´s emotional Impact: How does humor help you cope with difficult situations? Can you share an instance where humor made a tough time easier for you?
Social Connection: How does humor help you in making and maintaining friendships? Are there specific moments when humor strengthened a bond with someone?

Personal Growth: In what ways has humor contributed to your personal development and self-awareness? Have you ever used humor to reflect on your own behavior or perspectives?

Summarize your findings and exchange with your fellow learners.
Engage in further readings and explore the importance of humor.

2. Why Humor is Important
Humor is not just a source of joy but also a powerful means of strengthening relationships and creating a positive atmosphere. Laughing together at funny situations or jokes allows people to relax, relieve stress, and develop a sense of connection. For blind teenagers, humor can play an important role in developing social skills and integrating into the community. By sharing humorous moments, they can not only get to know each other better but also break down prejudices and overcome stereotypes.

Explore more: Read the essay of the French philosopher Henry Bergson to deepen your understanding of humor with scientific/philosophical analysis. In his essay "Laughter," Henri Bergson explores the nature of comedy, emphasizing that humor arises from the human ability to perceive the incongruous and to laugh at the rigidity of social norms. Modern scientific research supports Bergson's insights, revealing that humor has profound benefits for mental health and well-being. 
https://www.templeofearth.com/books/laughter.pdf

2.1. Why Humor Can Be a Taboo Topic
Although humor is a powerful social bonding tool, it can also be a source of insecurity or embarrassment, especially regarding topics related to blindness or disability. Blind individuals are sometimes falsely assumed to not understand humor or be able to laugh at themselves. This can lead to a reluctance to share humorous content or participate in humorous interactions, especially if non-blind individuals fear an inappropriate reaction.

2.2. Extend: explore humor without sight, follow examples from Blind Artists
Despite these challenges, there are numerous examples of humorous content and interactions specifically designed for blind teenagers. Some blind comedians like Chris McCausland have proven that humor knows no bounds and can make blind people laugh just as much as sighted people. Additionally, there are online platforms and podcasts that focus on humorous content for blind individuals, but also great initiatives with a humor, such as by blind singer Steve Wonder by a Grammy Award ceremony in 2016: 
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/video/grammys-2016-stevie-wonder-teases-865878/ , 
https://izi.br.de/english/publication/televizion/19_2006_E/lyon.pdf & https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/video/grammys-2016-stevie-wonder-teases-865878/ 

Engage: Read the excerpt from the scientific paper, deepen your understanding of how blind people experience humor, what challenges they meet and how they cope with those challenges: "Today I Had an Eye Appointment, and I'm Still Blind": Crip Humor, Storytelling, and Narrative Positioning of the Disabled Self” by Teresa Milbrodt, University of Missouri – Columbia

“(…) Disability studies scholars stress the importance of humor in helping to enable successful communication between disabled people in peer groups, among friends who do not share similar disabilities, and when communicating with temporarily able-bodied individuals (TABs) (Burbach and Babbitt; Shakespeare). Along these lines, Tom Shakespeare writes, "Disabled people have discovered and proved that impairment is not the end of the world; that it does not undermine subjectivity or possibility, and they have demonstrated this by developing an alternative comic language around the body" (51). Within disability communities, some have chosen to call these kinds of jokes "crip humor," reappropriating the term "crip" to frame it in a positive light (Albrecht 73).

While this kind of humor serves an important social function, it has not been studied as intensively as disability humor in cartoons, comics, and texts. As Robillard suggests, little critical attention has been paid to "specific interactional situations where, in the course of interactions in real time, disabled people and able-bodied use humor as a way of integrating the disabled into the ongoing social surround" (62-3). While research has been conducted on joking behavior among groups of disabled people, these studies have tended to focus on how joking can serve to cement group cohesion, distinguish in-group from out-group members, and function as a means to poke back at dominant society and assert agency (Burbach and Babbitt, Rosquvist, MacPherson). At the same time, these studies have not considered how humorous narratives may serve a social function, both inside and outside of disability communities, and particularly when shared with able-bodied individuals. The focus of my research, then, was to interview disabled people about comic stories they tell that are related to their disability, and understand how they might integrate these stories into everyday communications. Many of the stories addressed ways that disabled individuals combated awkward moments with a witty remark, found comedy in potentially uncomfortable situations, or otherwise used humor to interact with able-bodied people, and challenge ableist perceptions of disability. (…)”

Source: https://dsq-sds.org/index.php/dsq/article/view/6163/4902 

2.3. Tasks for further research and experience gaining:
Watch the videos:
Cayla (in English) on YouTube:
In this video I share my thoughts on blind jokes. I talk about what kind of blind jokes I think are funny, and what kind of blind jokes are hurtful.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=URabZXZi4cc
Tommy Edison „Blind people perspective on colors”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=59YN8_lg6-U

Comments And Jokes About Being Blind - The Blind Life
Do you know someone who constantly makes little comments or jokes about your vision impairment? It's annoying right? Let's talk about it! This is The Blind Life! (formerly The Blind Spot) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CiU_v_N0H4s 
https://www.youtube.com/c/TheBlindLif...
Blind stand-up comedian on YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f2d0xY1wLFw 

Some maybe unfair jokes, please read and discuss with your colleagues and teachers, create a fair page and platform to change and provide fairness in humor!
https://dubistblind.de/blind-jokes/ 

Share your experiences and thoughts, exchange with your colleagues
Collect good jokes and share them, 
make a shift in perception from laughing at, toward laughing with

Present some jokes or fun stories from blind youth experiences as a recorded storytelling, in a form of a written poster or in some other format by your choice.
Enjoy the fun, exchange also critical points, 
especially when it comes to laugh together, instead of laughing at someone!

2.4. Smell & Sound: experiencing humor without sight

 Engage in exercise, explore the Impact of Humor on Well-being through Symbolic Interaction
Objective: to understand the “humor without sight” and its impact on well-being, by exploring how sound and smell can influence humorous experiences and social interactions.

Materials Needed:
A selection of humorous audio clips (e.g., funny skits, stand-up comedy, or humorous dialogues); a variety of scented items (e.g., lavender, citrus, peppermint, chocolate)
Blindfolds (optional, for added focus on sound and smell)


Instructions:
Introduction (5+ minutes)
Briefly explain the meaning of sensory awareness and symbolic interaction, emphasizing how people create meaning and respond to senses, signs, and symbols in their environment.
Discuss how humor can be a form of symbolic interaction, where sounds (e.g., laughter, tone of voice) and smells can trigger memories, emotions, and social responses.

Group Activity (20+ minutes)
Divide students into small groups (3-4 students per group).
Provide each group with a blindfold (optional) and a set of scented items.
Play a series of humorous audio clips for the groups. Ask students to listen carefully and pay attention to how the sounds make them feel and react.
After each audio clip, have the groups discuss:
How did the sounds contribute to the humor?
Did any specific sounds (e.g., laughter, vocal inflections) make the experience funnier or more enjoyable?
How did the humorous sounds affect their mood or emotional state?

Sensory Exploration (15+ minutes)
Introduce the scented items to each group. Ask students to take turns smelling the items while listening to a humorous audio clip.
After each scented item, have the groups discuss:
Did the scent enhance or diminish the humor in the audio clip?
Did any particular scent evoke memories or emotions that influenced their perception of the humor?
How did combining sound and smell affect their overall experience and well-being?

Reflection and Discussion (10+ minutes)
Bring the groups back together for a class discussion.
Ask each group to share their observations and insights about how sound and smell influenced their humorous experiences.
Discuss the broader implications of these findings:
How can sensory experiences enhance or affect our perception of humor?
How might humor, influenced by sound and smell, impact our social interactions and well-being?
Can these sensory experiences help us understand and appreciate the humor of others, including those with different sensory abilities (e.g., blind individuals)?

Conclusion (5+ minutes)
Summarize the key points discussed and highlight the importance of understanding humor through the prism of sensorial aware3ness without visual perception and symbolic interaction through the sound and smell- experiences.
Encourage students to be mindful of how sensory experiences can shape their social interactions and overall well-being, and to appreciate diverse forms of humor. What experience of the scent causes laughter and why, what sounds “funny” and what smells “funny” and why...

Extension Activity: 
As an optional follow-up, have students create their own humorous audio clips incorporating different sounds and scents. Share these clips with the class and discuss the different reactions and experiences. 
Discuss various tastes related to smell and sound, and what an impact they may have on wellbeing. Exchange experiences about what reactions has been enacted by particular sound and
Such an exercise may help students explore the complex interplay between sensory experiences, humor, and well-being, fostering a deeper understanding of symbolic interaction through sensorial awareness without visual perception and its impact on social relations. 

References for further readings and research:
"The Role of Humor in the Lives of Blind Adults" - A research paper by Smith, J., & Johnson, L. (2022). This study explores the significance of humor in the lives of blind adults, including how they perceive and engage with humor.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/364400740_HUMOR_IN_DISABILITIES_AND_IMPAIRMENTS
WebMD Blog:
https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/how-does-humor-affect-mental-health 
"Humor and the young child”:
https://izi.br.de/english/publication/televizion/19_2006_E/lyon.pdf .
Using Humor with Children
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2631&context=grp 
Provine, R. R. (2000). Laughter: A Scientific Investigation of laughter, exploring its evolutionary roots and social functions. It illustrates how laughter and humor play a critical role in social bonding and well-being.
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Robert-Provine-2/publication/232489851_Laughter_A_Scientific_Investigation/links/56eacf7308ae9dcdd82a3b51/Laughter-A-Scientific-Investigation.pdf
Freud, S. (1928). Humor. International Journal of Psycho-Analysis, 9, 1-6.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/317386267_Freud's_theory_of_humor 
Ruch, Willibald, 2008, Psychology of Humor:
https://www.zora.uzh.ch/id/eprint/6447/1/%5B9783110198492_-_The_Primer_of_Humor_Research%5D_Psychology_of_humor.pdf
Martin, R. A. (2007). The Psychology of Humor: An Integrative Approach.
(Digital book) with in-depth analysis of the psychology of humor, including its social, cognitive, and emotional aspects. It discusses how humor contributes to social bonding, mental health, and well-being. https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2006-21361-000
Kuiper, N. A., Grimshaw, M., Leite, C., & Kirsh, G. (2004). Humor is not always the best medicine: Specific components of sense of humor and psychological well-being. Humor - International Journal of Humor Research, 17(1-2), 135-168.
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2004-14432-007 
Neuroendocrine and Stress Hormone Changes During Mirthful Laughter
The American Journal of the Medical Sciences
Volume 298, Issue 6, December 1989, Pages 390-396
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0002962915361929


3. Humor in policy, and as a form of cultural diplomacy

During an interfaith banquet, a Catholic priest told a Rabbi: “When are you going to give up your antiquated customs and eat some of this delicious ham?” 
The Rabbi replied: “At your wedding, Father.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Read more in the Diplo blog by Peter Serracino-Inglott “To joke or not to joke. Diplomatic Dilemma in the Age of Internet: https://www.diplomacy.edu/resource/to-joke-or-not-to-joke-a-diplomatic-dilemma-in-the-age-of-internet/ ] 


3.1. Regulation of Humor in European Policy and Human Rights Awareness
Humor in Europe is regulated primarily through laws on freedom of expression, hate speech[footnoteRef:2], and defamation. The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) guarantees freedom of expression[footnoteRef:3] under Article 10, allowing individuals to express their ideas and opinions, including through humor and satire. However, this freedom is not absolute and can be restricted under certain conditions, such as protecting national security, public order, public health, morals, and the rights and reputations of others. [2:  Read more about the regulation: https://ks.echr.coe.int/documents/d/echr-ks/hate-speech ]  [3:  Weblink to webpage, info: https://www.coe.int/en/web/freedom-expression ] 

Humor plays a significant role in raising human rights awareness by highlighting social injustices, challenging authority, and promoting dialogue. Satirical humor, in particular, can expose and criticize abuses of power and human rights violations, fostering a more informed and engaged public.
Engage in media research: look for cases in digital media, or other examples, about the use of humor in international relations, and how it impacts relational cultures. Discuss with your fellow learners, create a poster with “good jokes” and cluster negative examples, use that tools for improving your classroom humor and for preventing negative effects of humor on students and teachers. 

3.2. Humor as a form of Cultural Diplomacy
Humor plays a crucial role in cultural diplomacy by using comedy, wit, and satire to foster understanding, build bridges between cultures, and diffuse tensions. 
Engage: Read more about the role of humor in diplomacy and as a form of cultural diplomacy.

Engage: Look for examples in media, analyze and discuss, the impact of humor on relational cultures and on international relations. Read some facts about humor across cultures in the LEAP blog: Culture Shocks: Humour across cultures: https://leap.london/culture-shocks-humour-across-cultures/ 
and read about the Humor in different countries by Chris Smit in the blog Culture matters: https://culturematters.com/humor-in-different-countries/ 

Here are some positive and negative examples of the use of humor in international relations:

Positive Example: Red Noses “In Laughter, there is a Hope”
RED NOSES is an artistic organisation that was founded in Austria, in 1994 as a non-profit organisation.
Since then, RED NOSES has grown into an organisation with global reach. 
With eleven partner offices in different countries and a core international team, RED NOSES is commited to spread and share the power of laughter across the globe. 
Their core mission as firm believers in the positive impact of art and humour on mental health is to share the power of humour and laughter with people in need of joy through
psychosocial support through the art of clowning with people facing challenging circumstances.
https://www.rednoses.org/news-stories/news/detail/european-parliament-how-art-humour-can-increase-the-resilience-of-people-in-crisis/ 

Negative Example:
Offensive Humor by a prominent actor
Offensive humor relies on stereotypes or derogatory language can perpetuate negative perceptions and reinforce stereotypes between cultures. This type of humor risks offending audiences and undermining diplomatic efforts.
Example: 
In 2013, French actor Gérard Depardieu made a joke during an interview where he disparagingly referred to Belgians as "those who eat fries with mayonnaise." The comment caused outrage in Belgium and strained relations between the actor and the Belgian public. It highlighted sensitivities around national stereotypes and cultural differences.
Source: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-67661185 

Maintaining differences, constructive use of humor:
An example from Madeleine Albright, who served as the United States Secretary of State from 1997 to 2001. During a meeting with Russian Foreign Minister Igor Ivanov, Albright joked about their differing perspectives on NATO expansion:
"Igor, you and I disagree about NATO expansion. You think it goes too far. I think it doesn't go far enough. But that's what makes horse races!"
Source: https://diplomacy.state.gov/stories/how-secretary-albright-advocated-to-expand-nato/ 
This example is from Albright's diplomatic career and has been reported in various media sources and memoirs. It illustrates how humor can be effectively employed by diplomats to navigate contentious issues and maintain constructive dialogue.

Conclusion
Humor's regulation in Europe, its connection to human rights awareness, and its role in cultural diplomacy demonstrate its multifaceted importance in both political and social contexts.
Humor as a form of cultural diplomacy has the power to entertain, educate, and bridge cultural divides when used thoughtfully and respectfully. Positive examples demonstrate its potential to enhance international relations, while negative examples underscore the importance of cultural sensitivity and understanding in using humor as a diplomatic tool. Balancing humor with diplomacy requires careful consideration of audience perceptions and diplomatic objectives to achieve meaningful and positive outcomes.


References that provide insights into how humor is utilized in diplomatic contexts, its impact on cross-cultural relations, and the complexities involved in using humor effectively as a tool for cultural diplomacy

Online Blog:
https://diplomatmagazine.com/humour-and-diplomacy/
Culture for Health Report: https://www.cultureforhealth.eu/news/the-cultureforhealth-report-is-now-available/ 
"Humor in International Relations: Social Psychological Foundations" by Jennifer Erickson
This book examines how humor influences international relations, including its use in diplomacy and cross-cultural interactions.
Download Pdf: https://ia600703.us.archive.org/4/items/psychologyofhumo00martrich/psychologyofhumo00martrich.pdf 
Finding Humor in human Rights Master Thesis by Aistė Marija Macaitė. Online Pdf: https://repository.gchumanrights.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/69da5b7d-00cc-4796-ac6d-e94ce9ac98b2/content 

Research paper To the Operating Room! Positive Effects of a Healthcare Clown Intervention on Children Undergoing Surgery. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33959583/ 
doi: 10.3389/fpubh.2021.653884. eCollection 2021 

Diplomatic cartoons & comics blog: https://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/d/diplomatic.asp 

Intercultural Communication and Diplomacy web collection:
https://issuu.com/diplo/docs/intercultural_communication_and_dip
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