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To Laugh or to Cry?

Storyline by Lilit Hayrapetyan

Introduction

It was the first week that I arrived in Nashville. I had a lot of things to do. I had to register for courses (I did not even know how to log in OASIS), I had to sign and fill many agreements and insurance forms and I had to find an apartment to live in because I was allowed to live at the hotel only six days. Also, I opened an account in one of the banks and they told me that after ten days they would post my Visa card and the pin number in one letter.

All those six days passed like a nightmare for me running from one side of Vanderbilt to the other. In addition to all these I often found myself lost in Vanderbilt campus, and I had to walk so much that sometimes I could not feel my feet. The situation was really stressful and I was having really difficult times because everything was new for me: be it opening an account or registration for courses, different agreements, etc. So, everything was mixed and I needed a strong will power to overcome those difficulties and to arrange everything on time. Actually I came here with a group of six people from post Soviet Union, and all of them received their letters with their cards and pin numbers eight or ten days after opening an account in the bank. Unfortunately, my letter was not there. I decided to wait for a couple of days hoping that I will receive it, but my waiting was in vain. The thing is that all of us opened our account in the same day. So, something was going wrong with my letter. I did not call the customer service but decided to go there and settle the problem personally. So I approached to one of the financial services representatives and presented the situation. He looked at my address and the one saved in their files and said, “Oh, man, we have made a mistake in typing your address. The zip code here differs from the actual zip code of your address. So, I think we should annul the previous card and pin number and create a new one. You will receive your new Visa card and pin number after a week or so.” When I heard these words I was ready to burst into tears because this was the culmination of my patience. But instead of crying I burst into laughter and began to laugh at the situation where I occurred. Also, I told him about some of my problems in such a manner as if I was telling a joke. We laughed together at that (I do not know how to call it critical or ridiculous) situation that I occurred in. In addition to those problems I could not find a place where cook dishes familiar to me. And I told him about my first visit to Chinese restaurant. There I ordered a meal that was completely unfamiliar for me, and I ate a little black pepper (I have never seen such peppers before and I thought it was a little egg-plant or something like that) and it was so bitter that my eyes filled with tears and I could hardly breathe. I drank a lot of juice and water but they did not help me. This time it was the representative’s turn to burst into laughter. We laughed and talked a little and he promised me that he personally would send the letter to the right address as soon as he can. I got the letter after five days and he really did his best to send it as early as he could because it did not last a week or longer.
Analysis  
Now, when looking back on those days I remember how worried I was. Now I laugh at my fears and tensions, but all those disengagements were disturbing me in those days. Speaking about distance in time Morreall (1997) mentions that when “we look at things from farther back, in the biggest picture, so that … we are not overwhelmed with concern, we will see them more objectively” and events that embarrassed at that time will seem funny now for us.

I found power in myself to distance me from the problems where I occurred and looked at them from other point of view thinking that everything will be arranged and there was no need to worry. In fact, I could do nothing but laugh at so many unexpected or as Morreall would call “ incongruity” problems that I faced, because as Griffith (1990) says all problems become less frustrating if, instead of “ indulging them, you confront them. Touch a thistle timidly and it pricks you; grasp it boldly, and its spine crumbles.”

I completely agree with Morreall (1997) that humor is the opposite of stress. In such stressful situations it is important to keep cool mind and look at things with “enough perspective to realize that it is not the end of the world. And remaining in control, we can act rather than just react.”

My reaction to bank financial representative’s news about my card was spontaneous; there was nothing intentional when I started to tell her some other anecdotes from my life in America. But from psychological point of view my way of looking at things humorously was right because it created a positive attitude towards me (“humor can play a significant role in assessing the channels of communication” (Kushner, 1990) and he also started to laugh together with me and promised to do his best to arrange things as soon as he could. I told the restaurant anecdote and it was rather effective and made point, because it was related to all problems that I was facing. Also, there was some “self-effecting humor” in what I told and I remember that he really could not stop laughing. According to Kushner (1990)  “your first step in harnessing the power of humor is to use it for purpose…” and when humor is used in the right place and right time “our reaction is likely to be more generous.”

In conclusion, all problems and embarrassment are temporary and it is useful to remember that it could be worse. If you train your mind to be flexible in difficult and changing situations and add humor to your troubles, then you will succeed and will add more strength and confidence in your character. If you always react to stresses they will never go away.  “In a “laugh or cry” situation, choosing to laugh helps maintain morale during the recovery period” (Kushner, 1990), and the best thing is to approach all kind of problems and stressful situations from other perspective trying to lighten things up.

I would like to end my case with Kushner’s (1990) words: “self-effacing humor is a leadership trait. It reflects strength and confidence. It shows that you’re secure enough to laugh at yourself. It also creates rapport… and makes you more likable.”   
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