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Lipsyte (1998) has written of the importance of humor in maintaining identity and continuing relationships with others over time and through periods of illness.  Perhaps no recent public figure has exemplified this as vividly as Muhammed Ali in his relationship with his fans.

From the beginning of his boxing career to his present battles with symptoms of Parkinson's disease, Ali's skill and renown as a boxer have always been matched by his skill and fame as a humorist.

Through humorous exaggeration ("I'm so fast, I can turn out the light in my hotel room standing up and be in bed before it turns dark"), comic poetry ("They all fall/ in the round I call"), and mockery of his opponents' abilities (or alleged lack thereof) during his boxing career, Ali's aggressive wit was as fast and sometimes as lethal as his fists. 

Time and illness have now changed the physical ways that Ali interacts with others. Now the voice that never rested speaks only in brief whispers.  The powerful arms that used to knock out opponents now tremble. But using magic tricks, pantomime, jokes, and even "fake sleeping spells," Ali has found new and quieter ways of maintaining and sharing the humorous part of his personality with the world.

My presentation will include the true story of my own brief meeting with Ali, in which I saw directly how he uses humor today.

PAGE  
11

