
Editorials

Joking relationships
A JOKING relationship involves a particular combination of
Akfriendliness and antagonism between individuals or groups
in certain social situations. In these, one individual or group
is allowed to mock or ridicule the other without offence. Joking
relationships may exist between relations, for example between
a man and his wife's brothers and sisters. Joking relationships
may also exist between groups such as the clans of a tribe.'
On my first day in practice, April Fool's Day 1951, I was well

aware that humour cements the doctor-patient relationship.
Childhood visits to a three-generation family of doctors in a
small Black Country town were always fun even when I was sick,
and I had an early impression of the etiquette appropriate to
the relationship which had been reinforced during my years at
Guy's. This impression was confirmed by an extreme example
which is not easily forgotten.
My tutor led the way from a side street across a dark yard.

Knocking, he announced the purpose of the visit requested by
the patient's daughter. From within, there came a stream of abuse
and insult, which seemed to threaten the reputation and per-
sonal pride of the doctor. Yet, when the door was finally opened,
neither patient nor doctor seemed in the least embarrassed or
perturbed. As Little Buttercup says in HMS Pinafore 'Things
are seldom what they seem.

Anthropological studies provide many examples of joking rela-
tionships. Writing in 1955, Gluckman described customs and
rituals in which apparently anti-social behaviour permitted the
expression of conflict without endangering social stability.2 An
early French explorer misunderstood the Zulu ceremony in which
the king was abused, seeing it as a tribunal rather than as the
licensed venting of grievance and conflict, which served to
enhance cohesion and the importance of kingship.
The customary rigidity of a social order may be rendered more

acceptable by the occasional suspension of normal rules of
behaviour, for example in the ceremonial reversal of social role
in Darnton's description of carnival.3 A medieval Black Sab-
bath, the ritual profaning of the Church, plays a central part
in Scott's novel The Abbot.4 In a footnote, Scott comments on
the permitted mockery of rites in contrast to the Church's total
intolerance of assault upon doctrine and further 'The inclina-
tion to laugh becomes uncontrollable when the solemnity and
gravity of time, place and circumstance render it particularly
improper'

In humour, the mockery of serious matters, shared beliefs and
fears allows simultaneous expression of the awe in which they
are generally held and brief relief from its constraints. There
are parallels to such mechanisms in ethology, for example in the
descriptions of Lorenz5 and Morris6 of certain displacement ac-
tivities of animals. Faced with similar situations human beings
employ gestural techniques to relieve stress.7 Laughter may be
an alternative to 'flight or fight' and may express or incite
aggression or more happily defuse it. Laughter may also serve
both as a defence and as an expression of sociability and
common ties.

Radcliffe Brown, a social anthropologist, developed a theory
of joking relationships in primitive societies - in some societies
individuals are born into such relationships or they acquire them
on marriage within a prescribed group.8 He describes this rela-
tionship as 'in some ways, the exact opposite of a contractual
relationship. Instead of specific duties to be fulfilled, there is
priviledged disrespect and the only obligation is not to take
offence, so long as it is kept within bounds by custom'

Joking relationships are not confined to primitive societies
and they are mentioned in Frankenburg's review of community
studies in Britain in the 1960s.9 In the rural community of

Llanfihangel the young unmarried men ('lads' ranging in age
from 16 to 35 years) would gather to drink and for horseplay.
Their disorderly behaviour enforced moral norms and the were
seen to ridicule a middle-aged woman for enticing a young lad.
Frankenburg found that in urban societies joking relationships
were 'largely confined to work situations where segregation of
conflicting groups is not possible'.

Coser studied the social function of humour among the
medical staff of a mental hospital: 'The use of humour highlights
or creates group consensus at the same time that it permits all
to withdraw together from the seriousness of the concerns that
face the group"°0 The status structure of the group was sup-
ported by 'downward humour' senior staff never being the target
of a junior's humour. Humour reduced the social distance bet-
ween those working together and was employed 'as a device both
for lending support and for asking for support'

I once spent several days as a patient on an open ward at Guy's
and that experience confirmed that, in hospital, humour is the
best defence against the strangeness, the sleeplessness of others
and the inevitable and unexpressed fears. The ward doctors and
nurses adopt humour defensively.
The family doctor does not work in a hierarchical framework,

but is nevertheless separated from the patient by status, class,
special knowledge, idiom and role. Rarely can the doctor address
the patient in scientific terms. One dispenses help, the other
receives help; one is vested with assumed authority and
knowledge, the other cannot investigate his or her need.

Therefore, the wise doctor will often search for humour rather
than reach for the precription pad. The well-timed and well-
aimed projectile can change the way a patient looks at a problem
and it can also upset his or her previous conception and expec-
tation of the doctor. Equality in humour may mitigate obvious
class and status differences - both doctor and patient share
a knowledge of the local community and its cultural responses,
including objects of humour.
Humour may be consciously invoked to dissipate anxiety or

embarrassment in difficult areas. Joking is not a joke, it is a
means to break the ice and to speed communication on a delicate
or alarming matter.
A final cautionary note; participants in joking relationships

need to be skilful, sensitive and aware of the limits of accep-
table behaviour. Humour can be a means of injuring or ridicul-
ing others. It is a very powerful aspect of human interaction
and needs to be handled with care.

TOM MADDEN
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