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Are You Trying to be Funny?Are You Trying to be Funny?

I can’t tell jokes with any success. I’ve tried.
I can read or hear a funny joke, go over (and
over) it in my mind only to flop when I try
to tell it. I am successful at making people
smile  or  laugh—which  gives  me  great
pleasure. But when it comes to telling jokes,
I  am  a  failure.  If  you’ve  ever  seen  a
comedian “bomb” you know how painful it
can be,  both for the comedian and for the
audience. I’ve “bombed” more than once. 
   Wikipedia provides plenty of information
about jokes and joking. But I want to focus
on humor in general not jokes in particular. 
   It seems to me, humor has its roots deep in
incongruity and frequently in surprise. It is
nourished  by  unexpected  confrontations
with truth that make us laugh—at ourselves.
If humor occasionally does us a disservice, it
is when it veils too heavily the fact that we
are  laughing  at  ourselves,  at  our  own
condition,  our  own ridiculousness.  Perhaps
humor  can  be  thought  of  as  small  sugar-
coated doses of honesty.
   Of course, context is very important when
it comes to humor.  Present times seem (to
me, at least) particularly fraught, with many
people  or  collections  of  people  ready  to
pounce on real or perceived affronts. Often
innocent or ill-informed remarks or displays
cause  emotional  firestorms  (or  worse)
because of  an insensitivity  to  a  context  or
inappropriateness for a context.  The media
are always ready, of course, to report such
incidents and perhaps to amplify or distort
them—and to repeat them over and over.
   So, if you wish to introduce smiles and
laughter into people’s lives through humor,
it’s  important  to  maintain an awareness  of
others’ points of view and contexts, as much
as  is  possible.  If  you  don’t  have  that

awareness or if you are unsure, I’ve found
it’s best to avoid attempts at humor. Don’t
try to introduce humor by forcing it.
   So where to begin? With yourself and your
own experiences, idiosyncrasies and foibles.
When you make yourself, your experiences
and your mishaps the butt of your humor—
bearing in mind context—people can find it
easier to identify with it. 
   All people share Life’s problems and the
stresses and strains of daily living. (Well, at
least all of the people I’ve met so far in my
life.) So what you say or do to make people
smile or laugh must ring true to them or, in
the alternate, be so untrue or absurd as to be
laughable. Will Rogers said, “Everything is
funny,  as  long  as  it’s  happening  to
somebody else.” Be that somebody else with
your humor. Laugh at yourself.

“The most wasted of all days is one without 
laughter.” (e. e. cummings, poet, playwright)

“It is our responsibilities, not ourselves, we 
should take seriously.” (Peter Ustinov, actor,
writer, filmmaker, director, humorist)

“The statistics on sanity are that one out of 
every four people is suffering from a mental 
illness. Look at your three best friends. If 
they’re OK, then it’s you.” (Rita Mae 
Brown, writer)

“All you need is love. But a little chocolate 
now and then doesn't hurt.” (Charles M. 
Schulz creator of Peanuts) 

“Reality continues to ruin my life.” (Bill 
Watterson creator of Calvin and Hobbes)

“When you are courting a nice girl an hour 
seems like a second. When you sit on a red-
hot cinder a second seems like an hour. 
That’s relativity.” (Albert Einstein)

“When humor goes, there goes civilization.”
(Erma Bombeck, humorist, writer)

“T’ain't funny, McGee!” (Molly of the 
Fibber McGee and Molly radio show to her 
partner Fibber) 


