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“I laugh to bear the unbearable.”  “If I didn’t laugh I would cry.” These are phrases frequently heard at Alzheimer’s Support Group meetings. Laughter has long been thought necessary for survival.

Norman Cousin’s Anatomy of an Illness published in l972 gave this belief validity and brought it to the attention of the public. He credited his getting well again, in part, to daily doses of planned laughter. 

Linda Herman’s study of repatriated Vietnam prisoners of war indicated prisoners often found humor to be an effective coping and survival mechanism. This paper recounts humor we observed at Alzheimer’s support groups and in families who had a member diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Disease. 

We will try to answer the following questions in our paper:

1. What part does humor play in coping with Alzheimer’s Disease?

2. Does humor increase one’s perception of control with the current situation?

3. Does humor have a positive influence on patients’ and caregivers’ relationships with friends and family?

For the first time, people are being diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease in the early stages, when they are still able to understand the diagnosis and foresee the likely and dreaded outcome of the disease on their future. 

Humor and the need for laughter doesn’t die with the diagnosis of Alzheimer’s anymore than it does with the other tragedies and life challenges people face everyday. Just as humor can help us cope with the ongoing stresses of life as well as its inevitable challenges and misfortunes, using humor to give perspective to the ravages of this disease can help both victim and caregiver. 

Clearly, there is nothing funny about watching a loved one lose the ability to remember and cope with the challenges of daily life. Yet laughter at the unbearable appears to be one of the tools caregivers use to cope. We noted that humor increased the emotional bonding that occurred between the caregiver and the patient. The people in the trenches also used humor to connect—within support groups, with the patient, family, friends and even with the medical establishment. Caregivers appeared to use humor to take greater control over the uncontrollable disease of Alzheimer’s. 

This paper will focus on the uses of humor as a coping devise among the general aging population and their concerns about memory loss, the victims of Alzheimer’s disease, especially in the early stages, and among caregivers.

PAGE  
25

