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Coping With Death Through Humor

Storyline by Doyne

Introduction

As cited in many sources, many people cope with stressful times through humor.  The following example shows how my family has coped through humor with the death of the matriarch of our family.

The Case

My grandmother passed away at the age of 81 two years ago.  She is survived by two children, their spouses, and four grandchildren.  The last year of her life was very difficult for all of us as her mental and physical abilities rapidly deteriorated to the point that she was completely helpless.  She was very dear to everyone in the family, making that last year especially trying.  Although we knew her time was near, her death was also difficult to deal with.  She had several humorous idiosyncrasies.  It has helped our family deal with the loss to recount these idiosyncrasies.  These allow us to keep her in our thoughts in a very positive manner.

I will highlight one of our favorite stories to tell each other.  She grew up in the Great Depression when money was tight.  Later in her life, she had significant financial means yet continued to watch every dime she spent.  She would take our family on Caribbean cruises every year or two.  She liked to gamble on these cruises.  Probably more than gambling, she liked visiting each of the slot machines and video poker machines to see if someone had left behind a quarter.  So there she was, this rather elegant elderly woman intent on finding someone’s left-behind loose change.  When we would catch her doing this, we would scold her and tell her to stop.  She would then giggle at herself as we told her she was embarrassing us.  Although this story probably isn’t that funny to anyone else, we laugh hard each time we tell it to each other.

Guiding Questions

1. Was my grandmother’s behavior typical of those who grew up in the Great Depression?

2. Can you think of examples of mourning through humor in your family?

3. Why do you think my grandmother behaved in such a way?  To gain attention?  To “make money”?  Out of habit?

4. Can you explain why we laugh when my family tells the story?

5. Can you think of examples when death is made light of in the movies or on television?  What do you think of those examples?
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Theory

1. Mourning through humor. There are examples in the literature that discuss the healing powers of laughter.  Those who laugh have an easier time dealing with disease and death because of the psychological and physiological lift that laughter can bring.

2. The Great Depression Generation and their attitudes toward money.
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