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“I think it’s the best encapsulation of humour in coaching that I have seen (and one of the best overviews of the science of humour).

Coaching is a creative process and as such is enhanced by playfulness. The more we understand about effective coaching, the clearer it becomes that coaching is improv for learning. This book provides an invaluable resource for professionals to bring laughter into the core of their practice”.

David Clutterbuck, Special Ambassador European Mentoring & Coaching Council; visiting professor Henley Business School




“I have been in psychotherapy several times in my life and I cannot think of a single occasion when my therapist told a joke or used humour with me. On the other hand I did on many occasions try to make my therapist laugh. I guess there were many reasons for this, both conscious and unconscious, but when I did – I was occasionally successful – I felt a sense of connection. Of course I may have been trying to manipulate them away from painful material, as Camba Ludlow suggests, and no doubt that was sometimes the case as, but the feeling of joining in on the joke was one that felt human and satisfying.

These experiences, along with a slight feeling of guilt when laughing with of my own clients, made me very curious to read this book. It doesn’t disappoint in its in-depth exploration of the history, meaning and structure of humour, as well as its use in psychoanalysis and coaching. Camba Ludlow shows us that humour can be used in many different ways, and can illicit many different responses.

Amongst other effects, it can subvert rigidity in thinking and burst the balloon of narcissism and pomposity, so has a useful role to play in coaching and psychoanalysis (including other forms of psychotherapy), as it brings us up short and helps us to face uncomfortable truths as well as encouraging us to experience the way we are all part of the flawed and vulnerable human race”.

Judy Ryde, PhD, psychotherapist and supervisor






Humour in Psychoanalysis and Coaching Supervision

Drawing from psychoanalytic principles, Ingela Camba Ludlow uniquely explores and endorses humour as a serious and essential practical tool in coaching, coaching supervision and psychotherapy, showing how, when successfully integrated, it can help clients navigate the most difficult professional and personal challenges.

Often misunderstood and not accepted in the academic arena, chapters in Part 1 begin by looking at the history and evolution of humour from the Ancient Greeks to the modern age, distinguishing different types of humour from each other, such as wit, sarcasm and pantomime. Freud believed humour to be the highest mechanism of the human psyche and the book continues to examine his relationship and use of humour in psychotherapy, looking at his personal correspondence and patient testimonials as well as how his contemporaries, such as Bion, applied humour in their practice. Moving from theory to practice, chapters in Part 2 show practitioners through case studies, exercises and examples how they can use humour in sessions with clients. Specifically addressing how to use humour ethically, how to remain neutral as the coach and how to use humour to address anxiety, express anger and offer alternative rationalisations, this book provides coaches with the practical tools to expand their coaching practice.

This interdisciplinary book will be essential reading for coaches, psychotherapists and counsellors looking to broaden their coaching supervision skill set, as well as those who are interested in how humour can promote personal and professional development through a psychoanalytic lens.

Ingela Camba Ludlow is a PCC ICF Coach, an EMCC credentialed coach, coach supervisor and psychoanalyst. She has 20 years of business experience and 15 years working in human development, training and coaching. Based in Mexico, she has partnered with clients in various countries in Latin America, the United States, Canada and Singapore.
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Preface to humour: names, frames and games

Humour always needs a preface – “Have you heard the joke about….?” “Let me tell you a funny story?” “That reminds me when…”.

And that reminds me of Gregory Bateson, one of the greatest thinkers of the 20th century, who I have been learning from for over 40 years. He did not often tell jokes, but one he did tell went like this:


A computer enthusiast searched out the latest and most powerful computer in the world, and programmed it to answer the question, whether or not computers would be able to think like human beings. After a very long wait the computer printer started to hum and the enthusiast rushed over to watch what was the answer the computer was printing. here on the paper were the words:

“Now that reminds me of a story…”



I think what the computer really said was “Now that reminds me of a story and it is very funny, do you want to hear it?”

Freud said dreams were the royal road to the unconscious and Bateson that stories were the royal road to understand relationships and patterns. Bateson helped us realise how we are trapped in dividing the world up into things and then become further trapped in the world of the names of things. We then stop noticing the “pattern that connects” and it is in the connections of patterns that the real beauty of nature and life resides.

We easily get caught in what Wittgenstein called “language games”, and in the limiting frames of our constructed reality and the names of the names.

Bateson was also fond of quoting Lewis Carrol and Alice’s adventures, including how the White Knight introduces his song:


The name of the song is called “HADDOCKS’ EYES.”’

‘Oh, that’s the name of the song, is it?’ Alice said, trying to feel interested.

‘No, you don’t understand,’ the Knight said, looking a little vexed.

‘That’s what the name is CALLED. The name really IS “THE AGED AGED MAN.”’

‘Then I ought to have said “That’s what the SONG is called”?’ Alice corrected herself.

‘No, you oughtn’t: that’s quite another thing! The SONG is called “WAYS AND MEANS”: but that’s only what it’s CALLED, you know!’

‘Well, what IS the song, then?’ said Alice, who was by this time completely bewildered.

‘I was coming to that,’ the Knight said. ‘The song really IS “A-SITTING ON A GATE”: and the tune’s my own invention.



The name is not the thing named, and the thing named has been constructed by our naming of it and by how our mind has created a mental boundary around a part of what it has perceived and separated this out from its context. In nature text and context are inseparable, mutually interconnected and in-dwelling. Humour uses human madness to interrupt the human madness of building mental constructs that we then imprison ourselves within and imagine they are the only reality.

Here is a surreal joke from the very stand-up comic, Steven Wright:


“Last night somebody broke into my apartment and replaced everything with exact duplicates… When I pointed it out to my roommate, he said, “Do I know you?”



Steven Wright is playing with our sense of continuity and change in a similar way that Lewis Carrol does, when Alice is asked by the Caterpillar who she was, and replies that she knew this morning, but since then so much has changed since then, she no longer knows. Most of us, when asked who we are, we usually answer with what people have called us, or perhaps mention a few roles we have occupied, chosen to impress the other. We know at another level that it is not who we are, but, within the game of social convention, we know we are not lying. To not abide by these social convention games would be deemed to be mad, but it is also mad when we play the social convention game and believe that this is the reality.

In my book “The Wise Fool’s Guide to Leadership” (Hawkins 2005), I draw on the perennial stories of Nasrudin, the archetypal wise fool, who taught through his foolishness. Ingela quotes some of the stories in this book. I was intrigued by the many Nasrudin stories I had collected as I went around the world and listened to spiritual teachers and taxi drivers, and those who were possibly both. It struck me that if Nasrudin entered the 21st century he would probably become a psychotherapist, consultant or executive coach, so I took the liberty of recasting many of the stories in organisations of today. In the book I try and show how:


Nasrudin invites us to embrace paradox and to realize that causality is not a linear process but emerges from underlying interconnected patterns. Within the Sufi tradition the stories should work at least at three levels:


	the creative jump of humour

	the psychological shift in one’s mindset, and

	the spiritual dimension of releasing us temporarily from our personal fixity of being.



A good Nasrudin story always has an after-taste or a good kickback. The story slips into the house by its engaging good humor, but once inside it can start to re-arrange the furniture and knock new windows through the walls. This can be very releasing if you recognize the prison in which you often live, but very disconcerting if you have grown attached and comfortable in your institutionalized home.



Humour can help us with the frames through which we are looking and thinking, and which we have previously taken for granted. It can use paradox and double meaning to loosen our fixed beliefs and mindsets. Nasrudin, and also King Lear’s fool, could well be described by Viola’s description in William Shakespeare’s play “Twelfth Night” (Act III, Scene 1):


“This fellow is wise enough to play the fool;

And to do that well craves a kind of wit:

He must observe their mood on whom he jests,

The quality of persons, and the time,

And like the haggard, check at every feather

That comes before his eye. This is a practice

As full of labour as a wise man’s art:

For folly that he wisely shows is fit;

But wise men folly-fall’n, quite taint their wit”.



Humour also can help us loosen our fixed self-narratives, the old stories we tell ourselves and others about who we think we are. Gentle teasing can help us see the incongruity between what we say and what we do, and it can prick our pomposity, help us laugh at ourselves and gradually become less narcissistic. As Barry Oshry points out in his wonderful book seeing systems, when “stuff” happens at work we take it personally but 95% of what happens is not personal, we just fail to see the bigger picture. However, as Ingela points out it is essential that we start by laughing at ourselves, before we laugh at others and indeed the ability to self-comment humorously on one’s own current behaviour I would see as an essential skill for all psychotherapists, coaches and supervisors. The best way to start every day is to look in the mirror and have a good laugh at whoever looks back at you.

Ingela helps us on the journey towards being “wise-enough to play the fool” and develops the practice that takes practice. She also shows how humour used by the psychotherapist, coach or supervisor can have many other beneficial aspects, as well as the ones, mentioned above, such as:


	Normalizing our experience and inviting us to see our common humanity

	Helping us approach difficult feelings and events in a softer, less direct way.

	A joint release of tension.

	To provide a safe enough play space to experiment with new perspectives and new ways of being.

	To see the same event from multiple perspectives.



The great Sufi teacher Hazrat Inayat Khan showed how a true Sufi or wise person, always sees any issue or event from more than one perspective, and indeed much of the distress that turns up in the therapy or coaching sessions, originates from the stories we have created about what has happened and our rigid attachment to them. To do good work, we have to loosen our attachment to our narratives, before we can begin to create new possibilities and new options for moving forward.

Ingela also points to the shadow side of using humour in our work. These include:


	How humour can be used as a defence against fully allowing oneself to feel and experience something, either by the client or the helping professional trying to resist fully letting in an experience that needs to be faced.

	How it can be used as a seductive manoeuvre by either party.

	Can come from a compulsive need to show off, perform or entertain the other.

	Can be used as a way of caricaturing the other in a way that labels them and/or puts them one-down. She shows how this can border on the sadistic.



Humour can also be a way of communicating something indirectly, while denying ownership and responsibility for what was said, by retorting when challenged – “I was only joking!”

We need to be watchful for these potential shadow aspects of humour, but not avoid the richness that humour can open for us. Without humour the world would be flat and we would find it harder to escape the prison of our fixed ways of thinking, doing and being.

I wrote in my notebook when still under 20 years old:

“We should take ourselves seriously and laugh at the world, rather we should take life seriously and laugh at ourselves for so doing”. When you can do this all you need is a mirror either in therapy, coaching, supervision or in your bathroom, to be able to have a lot of fun!

Thank you Ingela, for a book that shows the rich history of understanding the nature of humour and the many diverse ways psychoanalysts, psychotherapists, coaches and coach supervisors have taught how, and how not, to use humour, at the learning edge, where we discover what is knocking at our door.

Now that reminds me of a joke!

Professor Peter Hawkins,

Barrow Castle Bath March 2021
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The search for humour has a personal history for me. Humour can appear in any area of human life and it can even save lives.

My father lost his father when he was three and a half years old, at a time when it was difficult for a woman to support a family. In spite of some difficult moments, such as when it was impossible to renew school uniforms every year, the strictness of the teachers, the difference in the pastimes and travels of family and friends, my father always had a humorous and happy tale to tell about this period. Even if the tragedy of becoming an orphan has always lingered, his life has not been a dramatic one, but rather a journey in which humour has always accompanied him. From him, I learned that it is fundamental to expand the use of humour in all walks of life. I think it is important to see it as a healthy topic as well as an exploration. Then what could be better than to put it to use in practices such as psychotherapy, coaching, supervision or other related professions?.

Freud (1980) ends his 1895 article Studies on Hysteria by telling a patient at the end of their first session of analysis: “you will be convinced that we are making good progress if we can manage to transform your hysterical distress into common misfortune” (p. 168). One must ask if Freud wasn’t his own worst promoter scaring off his patients with such words of comfort. Of course, at the end of the 19th century the fantasy that well-being lay within the reach of anyone, did not exist. Today, if one decides to submit to analysis, like the above patient, what sort of a promise would that be? Freud’s joke implies the idea that there is a gulf between hysterical distress and common misfortune. We have the clue as to how the humour in this case hides the possibility of something better, and this possibility might tempt us to venture to find that “something better” through analysis.

I started this research intrigued by those who have made humour a way of relating to life. Many questions arise: How is it that some people have it (a sense of humour) or master it? Is it a position? If humour makes life so pleasant, then how can this be reflected in the process of an analysis? Is it part of it? What are its limitations?

It is evident that humour has been mostly restricted outside of social context or entertainment. It is not a discursive form in supposedly rigorous studies: academia is the best example of this. In most disciplines, we find rigorous guidelines which are followed solemnly. This solemnity, devoid of humour, seems to annihilate curiosity and in the intent of formulating a thought the very essence of what we were seeking or creating is lost. The same happens in psychoanalysis, which has created its halo of sobriety. Giovacchini (1999), a psychologist living in the United States, tells us how during the 60s the meetings of analysts were held in an almost funeral atmosphere, “bearded analysts, smoking fat cigars, making profound judgements with a solemnity that made it seem that the future of civilization was at risk” (p. 89). Of course, psychoanalysis is serious, but there is no need for it to be sombre. The same about the helping professions, we are in the field of taking care of others in a professional and dedicated way, we are serious about it, there is no need to devoid it from humour. It is also the case for living.

This book can be read in different ways. It is composed of three parts. As a personal preference, I thought it interesting to start with the cultural aspects related to the history and the essence of humour itself and its distinctiveness with other humorous forms (Part I). Not an easy task and it might feel like an arbitrary choice, but we have to start from somewhere!. Then it is followed by a revision of humour in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis, with the analysis on its form and mechanisms based on each of these lines of thought (Part II). Then it is followed by how it can be used in Coaching and Coaching Supervision with specific tools on reflecting on humour, examples on to introduce humour during the sessions and clear humour dont’s (Part III). However, the reader can jump directly to Part II or Part III and decide to later visit the other segments of the text. It depends on how rapidly or how deeply the audience requires to learn about humour to introduce it in their practice or leadership style.

This book is intended for the helping professions: therapists, psychologists, coaches, supervisors, coaching supervisors, conflict facilitators, caretakers, etc. However, it is an invitation to the broader audience to invite humour in their lives, in their families, their classes, their meetings and their conversations where appropriate. And then the natural question is: What is appropriate? It is time to start reading this book.
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Knowledge is temperance for the young, consolation for the old,

wealth for the poor and ornament for the rich.

Diogenes



What the word humour describes/means has undergone important variations over time. The first time we come across it is in the medical writings of Hippocrates where he establishes the existence of basic humours in the human body that constitute the causes of diseases (Pollock, 2003, p. 15). This meaning is still valid: in the Oxford Universal Dictionary, one of the first definitions of humour is: “any fluid or juice of an animal or plant…”. This is not likely to be the one we had in mind, but it gives us a clue as to its origin being at the heart of the word humour. Further on, we find humour in reference to people and what they say, write, draw, etc. as a consistent quality describing or showing the comic or ridiculous side of things or persons with or without malice.

Humour as a bodily fluid or humour relative to a person’s actions? How has this great leap in the meaning of the word humour come about? To begin to understand it, we have to start with Greek history and take as a guiding thread the various manifestations linked to laughter, comedy and humour in different periods in time.

In this quest, I shall pause, indistinctly, at various notions such as comedy, laughter, sarcasm, invective, etc. All these are different instances that variously relate to humour (differences will be dealt with in the following chapter), as well as the concepts of love and pain which as we will see, are also part of this history.

We could actually think of the history of humour as a guiding thread in the history of mankind.


Antiquity

Hippocrates (460-370 B.C.) is considered to be the first physician. The basis of his theory states that a general humour-like fluid exists which flows through the whole body and has four qualities. These are bile, black bile, phlegm and blood, and the imbalance of these is the cause of illness.

In the particular case of black bile, the word melancholy describes both a fluid (black bile) and a state of mind, an emotional state (melancholy). Melancholia at that time was described as a state of sadness and fear, a meaning which remains to this day. Later on, melancholia would be the predecessor of depression, but there is still a long way to go before that.

At about this time, the encounter between medicine and laughter took place, at least in the Western world, represented by Hippocrates and the atomist Democritus of Abdera (ca. 460-370 B.C.). Democritus governed the city of Abdera for ten years, he was a well-respected man who in his old age retired to study and think calmly in his villa. Something about this isolation disturbed the senators to the point of considering him mad, so they summoned Hippocrates to visit him. During the encounter Democritus’ exaggerated laughter seemed incomprehensible to Hippocrates, who scolded him – he may have been rather alarmed – ordering him to suppress this laughter, since to laugh at all things implied that one could not distinguish between good and bad.

Democritus’ response was as follows:


when you have understood, laughter will seem to you and your people a better remedy and medicine (…) and you will be able to pass this knowledge on to others. When you have realized how much effort and dedication men spend on insignificant things, endeavouring to do worthless acts, consuming their lives with ridiculous things (…) you will think there are two causes for my laughter, a good one and a bad one. But I’m only laughing at man, his senselessness, his inability to act with rectitude, his puerile, local behaviour towards others; his pointless submission to countless hardships, his journeying to the ends of the earth (…) searching tirelessly for gold and silver, endeavouring to acquire ever more worldly goods, so as not to be among the last to free himself of the shame of not being considered a happy man.

(Joubert, 2002, p. 182)



The dialogue between these two continued, and at the end, Hippocrates was no longer the same man, as it always happens when there has been a good conversation. In his report to the senate, he declared:


Democritus is not mad, but rather he is the wisest of us all. He has made us wiser, and through us, all humanity.

(Joubert, 2002, p. 179)



Democritus was outside conventions and this was a contrast to his former life because he had been a statesman who organised others and lived himself by the law. So as not to weep over the misfortune of man’s banalities this man laughed, but it was a bitter laughter, and thus he turned it into an expression of wisdom.

G. Minois (2000) asked if this great laughter of Democritus’ was the most appropriate response. If nothing made any sense, wasn’t mockery the only reasonable attitude? Laughter seemed to be the only way to make life bearable since no other explanation seemed convincing.

Around the 4th century B.C., the philosophical and cultural movement known as Cynicism appeared.

The Cynics did not teach nor was there an institutional head of the movement, so one cannot call it a school. Its philosophy was not based on academic lecture, but it rather consisted in the imitation of exemplary figures (Bracht, 2000, p. 13), amongst them, Antisthenes (ca. 444-365), a disciple of Socrates, and Diogenes (ca. 413-327), the best-known disciple of Antisthenes. Of their vision, only fragments remain: daring and paradoxical testimonials with a singular sense of humour which attempt to reveal the truth. Their proposal about the relation of man to the world implied subversion of the established order. The examples they practised and the questions they posed are stark and reveal the absurdity and arbitrariness of the social convention. They exposed the false division between the nature of animals and that of humans. This meant that society finds itself in conflict with nature and that values such as religion, politics and ethics are false and counterproductive. Thus, he strongly criticised his fellow citizens who allowed themselves to be tormented by unimportant things. It is nature that should condition the ethical norm, and this is observable in animals based on real, vital necessities (eating, sleeping, procreating and defecating). The word Cynic comes from the Greek kinikos which means dogs.
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