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PRAISE FOR LAUGHTER YOGA


‘Laughter yoga is a perfect way to laugh and get exercise at the same time. It approaches laughter as a body exercise, so it’s easy to laugh even if you’re depressed or in a bad mood … I’ve tried it, and it works.’


Oprah Winfrey


‘I can’t think of any other body – mind technique that has caught on this way. I told [the] American Senate Committee during a hearing about health-care reform that laughter yoga could help lower American health-care costs.’


Dr Andrew Weil


‘Laughter yoga exemplifies a form of “right-brain thinking” that managers should promote.’


Daniel H. Pink, New York Times bestselling author of A Whole New Mind


‘Laughter connects you with people. It’s almost impossible to maintain any kind of distance or any sense of social hierarchy when you’re just howling with laughter. Laughter is a force for democracy.’


John Cleese, after visiting a laughter club in Mumbai during the filming of the BBC’s TV series The Human Face




LAUGHTER YOGA
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Dr Madan Kataria, popularly known as ‘the guru of giggling’ (The Times), is the founder of the laughter yoga club movement that started in 1995 in Mumbai. A sought-after keynote and motivational speaker for corporations and organizations around the world, he has conducted seminars and workshops for UBS, Emirates Bank, IBM, Hewlett-Packard, and Volvo, among many others. He has also been featured on The Oprah Winfrey Show, CNN, and ABC, and is associated with an increasing number of medical research projects analyzing the benefits of laughter. Retired from medical practice, he devotes all his time to writing, teaching, coaching, and training laughter leaders in order to foster the spread of laughter clubs. He is the creator of the immensely popular World Laughter Day, which is celebrated on the first Sunday of every May.


Dr Andrew Weil is the New York Times bestselling author of numerous books, including Spontaneous Happiness, Spontaneous Healing, and Healthy Aging. A world-renowned pioneer in the field of integrative medicine, he is the founder and director of the Arizona Center for Integrative Medicine at the University of Arizona Health Sciences Center.




LAUGHTER YOGA


Daily Practices FOR Health AND Happiness


Dr MADAN KATARIA


FOREWORD BY Dr Andrew Weil
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To all my students, 
from whom I learned more than what I taught




When you laugh, you change,
 and when you change, the world changes.




Foreword


The success of laughter yoga and scientific studies across the world have left no doubt that laughter has a powerful and profound effect on the human body and mind. Not only does it help to prevent illnesses but also contributes toward healing chronic diseases—both physical and mental. Unfortunately, most people are unaware of the benefits of laughter if practiced regularly. Until Dr Madan Kataria made laughter yoga popular both in India and globally, there was no reliable method of bringing more laughter into people’s lives. His breakthrough has allowed people to enjoy the many benefits of laughter without depending on external conditions and stimulation. It employs a remarkable exercise routine that combines yogic breathing with laughter, making it an ideal tool for complete body-mind wellness.


The method is straightforward. After brief physical and breathing exercises under the direction of a trained individual, people simulate laughter with vigorous repetitions of ‘ha ha’ and ‘ho ho.’ This fake laughter soon becomes real and contagious and may even continue for half an hour or more. Laughter increases the supply of oxygen to body tissues, boosts immunity, relieves pain, lowers stress and even helps protect against heart disease, diabetes, arthritis, migraine and cancer. It is a powerful technique: safe, easy and a lot of fun.


I can’t think of any other body-mind technique that has caught on in this way. As laughter yoga gains popularity worldwide, the experience of thousands of people has stimulated research on the physiology and neurochemistry of laughter. I believe the movement is contributing significantly to public health.


Mere knowledge about laughter is not enough; you must practice it. It is the regular practice of unconditional laughter that brings about the desired physiological and biochemical changes that sustain a positive mental attitude. Training yourself to laugh regularly can also increase genuineness, compassion and sensitivity. It can make you more effective in dealing with others and with everyday situations. Over time, laughter yoga engenders qualities that can help you live a more sensible and virtuous life.


Dr Andrew Weil


Tucson, Arizona




Introduction


This book is a testament to my journey with laughter yoga, which began in India in 1995 with only five people and has reached over 100 countries today. Not only has laughter changed my life dramatically, it has also touched the lives of many others around the world.


The way laughter yoga has been growing exponentially without any marketing or advertisement indicates how effective and powerful it is. Laughter yoga is not rocket science—it is simple but profound. In fact, this unique concept has redefined laughter. Most people knew that laughter was the best medicine for the body and mind, but there was never a reliable delivery system. Laughter was simply the end result of some entertainment or amusement. Laughter yoga took it to an all-new level with a complete delivery system that allowed laughter to be prescribed as part of a daily routine in order to realize all the health benefits it has to offer.


The concept of laughing for no reason stems from my roots. The youngest of eight children, I grew up in a small farming village, Mohrewala, in Punjab. It was here that I learned about the relationship between simplicity and laughter. Most people in the village could laugh at the smallest of things. They did not need a reason to laugh or share jokes. For them, laughter was the most natural outcome of their uncomplicated daily lives. Meeting each other and dancing and singing at festivals, weddings and celebrations was reason enough to laugh and have fun. However, my perception of people and their ability to laugh underwent a major change while studying medicine in a big city.


Life was different in a metropolis. People were alone, constantly battling the stresses of modern life. Not having many reasons to laugh, they were always on the lookout for one. Their happiness and laughter were primarily conditional. Laughter was no longer natural; it was dependent on logic and reason. Also, people were self-conscious about laughing. Often, their laughter and humor turned negative as they ridiculed others.


Soon, I began my pursuit of laughter and happiness. The search for unconditional laughter led me to the discovery of laughter yoga, which guarantees benefits for everyone, even those who are serious and introverted. Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined that laughter could be as simple as that: just laugh, because you can!


This book begins with the history and genesis of the laughter yoga phenomenon: how it evolved and spread across the globe, spilling into different areas of life. You will learn how to practice laughter exercises in groups, as couples, and even by yourself. Laughing for no reason is the concept and philosophy behind the methods of laughter yoga. This idea can be used to put to rest many myths and misconceptions about laughter. For example, it answers questions such as: How can you laugh when you don’t feel like it? How can you laugh if you are not happy? Do you need a sense of humor to laugh? Why do children laugh so much and adults so little? How can I learn to laugh?


The benefits of laughter are numerous in all facets of life—personal, professional and social. Backed by countless evidence-based studies, laughter is practiced not only as an exercise but also as a therapeutic tool to control chronic diseases.


Many regular practitioners of laughter yoga have shared their life-changing experiences in this book. This book also includes several scientific studies, based on laughter methods, that have been conducted in universities all over the world.


Laughter yoga was conceived when the world needed it, at a time when everyday life was becoming more stressful and stress-relieving methods were becoming time-consuming, complicated or expensive. Over the years, yogic laughter has helped me uncover the principles of the inner spirit of laughter. My personal stories, based on my belief system of sensible and virtuous living, will hopefully motivate and inspire the reader to cultivate a more positive mental attitude, which will enable him/her to get past the challenges of life with a smile.


Finally, the practical suggestions about strategies and tools in this book will assist the reader in bringing more laughter into his/her daily life.


Laughter yoga is instant yoga. Its benefits can be felt from the very first session. Not just this, it is cost-effective, less time-consuming, has scientific backing and is easy to learn.


Keep laughing! Ha ha!




Find Your Laughter Quotient


How much do you laugh each day? Do you laugh enough? Is laughter all about laughing? Not at all. Complete this questionnaire and find your Laughter Quotient (LQ). Once you calculate your LQ, you can decide how to bring more laughter and joy into your life and into the lives of those around you.


Rate each question/statement on a scale of 1–5:




1: 	Not true at all


2: 	Slightly true


3: 	Moderately true


4: 	Mostly true


5: 	Absolutely true







1. I laugh a lot every day.


1   2   3   4   5


2. My laughter is driven by my internal desire to laugh and have fun.


1   2   3   4   5


3. I use humor each day to perceive, express and experience situations in a humorous way.


1   2   3   4   5


4. I am very playful, both physically and mentally, while interacting with others.


1   2   3   4   5


5. I sing for no reason.


1   2   3   4   5


6. I dance for no reason.


1   2   3   4   5


7. I freely express positive and negative emotions.


1   2   3   4   5


8. I have a high percentage of positive thoughts.


1   2   3   4   5


9. I am peaceful and calm most of the time.


1   2   3   4   5


10. I frequently feel excited and passionate about life.


1   2   3   4   5


11. I often express myself as an extrovert.


1   2   3   4   5


12. I am satisfied and happy with life.


1   2   3   4   5


13. My physical, mental and emotional state is mostly relaxed.


1   2   3   4   5


14. I am able to communicate and interact with strangers with ease.


1   2   3   4   5


15. I generally feel refreshed and energetic.


1   2   3   4   5


16. I stay positive during challenging times.


1   2   3   4   5


17. I stay connected with friends.


1   2   3   4   5


18. It is easy for me to laugh without a reason.


1   2   3   4   5


19. I often perform random acts of kindness.


1   2   3   4   5


20. I have the ability to act silly before others.


1   2   3   4   5


 


If your score is:


80–100: You laugh a lot. Keep it up!


60–79: You are good at laughing, but you can do better.


40–59: You laugh very little and need to be happier.


Under 40: You seem to have a serious problem and must do something to bring more laughter into your life.
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Origins of Laughter Yoga




“The sun demands no reason to shine, water demands no reason to flow, a child demands no reason to smile, then why do we need a reason to laugh?”





My Laughter Story


Born in a small village on the India-Pakistan border, I was the youngest of eight children. Hailing from a farming background, my parents had never attended school. Being simple village folk, they were mostly engrossed in the daily grind of farm life. None of my siblings were interested in academics, which made me the odd one out. It was my mother’s dream that I become a doctor because in those days one had to travel almost ten miles to seek any kind of medical help. She hoped that I would study medicine and return to the village.


In pursuance of her wish, I went to a boarding school in Ferozepur, Punjab, and got my medical degree from Amritsar Medical College. After graduating, I went to Mumbai and started practicing as a family physician. Lured by the glitz and glitterati of the city, I imagined myself becoming rich and famous. I tried everything I could to reach for the skies, but soon realized that it was not that simple. I did not succeed in my quest and slumped into depression.


Life was tough as it was not easy to make money without any experience. I was stressed and miserable. My mother, who visited Mumbai at that point, was shocked to see my state. “Madan, what is wrong? You don’t look happy and you don’t laugh and smile like you used to in the village,” she would ask.


She was right. Somewhere in the midst of the hurried upward scramble to the imagined riches, I had lost my laughter. The transition from an innocent village boy to a city doctor had altered my persona. Having realized the enormity of the situation, I embarked on a new search, and this time it was not money. It was to find my laughter again: the key to happiness and joy.


Not content with being just a physician in a suburb of Mumbai, I launched a health magazine called My Doctor to spread more awareness about the importance of good health. It was in March 1995, while writing an article titled “Laughter: The Best Medicine” for my magazine, that I stumbled upon a rich repertoire of scientific work done on laughter as a therapy. Further exploration led me to an amazing volume of documented studies that described many proven benefits of laughter on the mind and body.


While going through all the scientific literature, I was profoundly inspired by Anatomy of an Illness, a book by American journalist Norman Cousins. It describes how Cousins laughed his way back to health from ankylosing spondylitis, a chronic condition affecting the spine. He took a lot of painkillers each day but found no relief, which is why he decided to watch funny movies instead. To his surprise, he found that just thirty minutes of laughter gave him almost two hours of painless sleep.


I also read about the scientific studies conducted by Dr. Lee Berk of Loma Linda University in California, which showed that mirthful laughter reduced stress and had a positive impact on the immune system.


This got me thinking. Life in Mumbai was stressful and people hardly laughed. They were forever in a rush and struggled to meet their needs and fulfill their dreams. Even I appeared dour and had lost my laughter to the daily rigors of my profession and the added burden of a publication. It was not a joke: there was no time to laugh.


I believed that laughter could improve health and enable one to cope with the stressors of the modern age. I looked for ways to add more laughter to people’s lives and help them with their medical or personal crises. I started joking and laughing with my patients and realized that they recovered much faster when they were happy and positive.


The Beginning


It was March 13, 1995. I was awake at 4 a.m. and pacing up and down my living room, desperate to find a solution to the stress I was facing. An idea came to me: if laughter was indeed so good, why not set up a laughter club? I was ecstatic and could hardly wait to implement the concept. Three hours later, I hurried to the public park where I went for a morning walk every day. I tried to convince a few regular walkers about the importance of laughter and the idea of starting a laughter club.


The response was predictable. They were nonplussed and probably thought that I was crazy. They laughed at the idea and scoffed at the concept. But I persisted and managed to motivate 4 out of 400 people. The first laughter club started with just five people.
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L to R: (standing) Madan Mohan Pushkarna, Mohan Singh, Rajendra Tandon; (sitting) Madhuri and Dr. Madan Kataria. They were members of the first laughter club in 1995.


We met for half an hour every morning to laugh together, much to the amusement of befuddled onlookers. Initially, the sessions would begin with someone sharing a joke or a humorous anecdote. Soon, we started enjoying the whole exercise and reported feeling much better after a laughter session of just twenty to thirty minutes.


Despite the initial ridicule and criticism, I continued to advocate the health benefits laughter had to offer. Gradually, more people became receptive and showed interest. The numbers rose and by the end of the week there were nearly fifty-five people. The routine continued with much vigor for the next ten days, after which we hit a snag. The good jokes and stories were replaced by negative and hurtful ones. Reacting to the offensive jokes, two members complained that it would be better to close the club. Determined to keep the laughter club alive, I asked the members to give me a day to resolve the crisis. That night, I looked up methods to laugh without jokes. Luckily, I chanced upon a book called Emotions and Health from the Prevention Health Care Series. As I read a chapter on humor and laughter, I was surprised to learn that the body cannot differentiate between real and fake laughter. It concluded that if one could not manage a genuine laugh, one should pretend to do so. I also learned that not only laughter but a bodily expression of any motion generates a similar emotion in the mind. This was the breakthrough I was looking for: why not use laughter as an exercise?


The next morning, I explained the concept to the group and asked them to act like they were laughing for a minute. Though skeptical, they agreed. The results were amazing. For some, the fake laughter quickly turned into real laughter. It was contagious. Soon, the others followed. The group laughed like never before with hearty laughter continuing for almost ten minutes.


Finally, there was laughter, real laughter with no jokes.


The fact that one could laugh without an external trigger was something unique. However, there were some people who were shy and found it difficult to laugh without a reason. As every person has a different psychological makeup, it is harder for some people to laugh at will. My new challenge was to get these people to laugh.


I came up with warm-up exercises like clapping and chanting “ho ho” and “ha ha ha.” This helped people laugh more easily. Soon, varied laughter exercises were developed, which included elements of role play like childlike playfulness and other techniques from my theater days.


As the concept evolved, I identified similarities between laughter and pranayama. Both of them are based on the principle of optimal breathing, which is fundamental to good health. Together with my wife, Madhuri, I incorporated elements from this ancient form of yogic breathing into laughter. The result was laughter yoga or hasya yoga—a complete workout for health and wellness. A physically oriented technique, it offers multiple health benefits, primarily increasing the supply of oxygen to all parts of the body and boosting the immune system. It also energizes metabolism.


Scores of people are now taking advantage of the numerous benefits of laughter and experiencing relief from a variety of stress-related illnesses. Today, laughter has grown on its own strength. It is undoubtedly nature’s best medicine.


Initial Challenges


As I look back, I recall how the laughter club started for fun. I had never dreamed that it would become such a big movement. In its initial days, it was quite difficult for me to get started. The fear of being laughed at made people apprehensive of joining the group. In fact, the first one to object was the caretaker of the garden where we started the first laughter club. It was thought of as a public nuisance and I was advised to discontinue. However, I continued to motivate people. It was after a few talks on the health benefits of laughter that people started coming forward. Even then, many ridiculed the idea and called us murakh mandli, which means “a band of fools” in Hindi. Of the 300 to 400 people who came to walk in the Lokhandwala Park in Mumbai’s Andheri (west) every day, only fifteen to twenty people joined initially. More people trickled in after they reported feeling a sense of well-being after the sessions. This made the park authorities soften their stand and allow the laughter group to continue. Soon, the number of members swelled to fifty-five and then sixty, including women.


The very idea of laughing in a public place without a reason intrigued many people, who saw an ordinary bunch of people engaged in what they perceived was a “funny” activity. People would look at us from the balconies of their houses and from the roadside. The hundreds who walked in the park couldn’t resist staring as they passed us. The initial reaction was that of amusement and surprise. The question on everyone’s mind was: how could we laugh in a public place without a reason? Some of those living around the spacious park half-heartedly objected to being woken up by the laughter.


Those who practiced it daily and found it beneficial began spreading the news by word of mouth. The concept rapidly caught on in the residential area and many people would come to watch the “funny” people in action. As we kept updating our laughing techniques, people from adjoining localities also expressed the desire to start similar clubs in their areas. We were only too happy to share the joy. In less than two months, sixteen laughter clubs had come up all over Mumbai.




Lotte Mikkelsen, London: I started my daily laughter practice in 2008 after I was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis (MS) and have not stopped laughing since. This has had a major impact on my health with no relapses related to MS. In addition, I find that the way I deal with life in general and with other people has become more compassionate and kind. Laughter yoga has taught me and allowed me to express tears, playfulness and unconditional laughter without judging others and myself.





Unstoppable Laughter


Within a month, thirteen laughter clubs had come up in Mumbai. Back in my hometown, the local newspaper carried a photograph of one of the laughter clubs on the front page, which sent my eldest brother into a state of panic. He called me.


“Madan, what are you doing? Please stop it immediately. This is causing us a lot of embarrassment. We sent you to become a doctor; instead you’ve become a laughingstock.”


I tried to explain that the club was not funny entertainment or cheap comedy—it was a health club dedicated to maintaining the well-being of its members. But all explanations were in vain. He was adamant that I stop my laughter movement.


In order to convince my family, I invited my mother and brother to Mumbai and took them to the Jogger’s Park laughter club. They were surprised to see over 100 people laughing together. Most of them were professionals like doctors, engineers, accountants and businessmen. Coming from a small town where women were usually too shy to participate in any public activity, they were amazed to see even women actively take part in the sessions.


The overwhelming response from the members and the feeling of harmony displayed at the sessions had a profound impact on my family and they changed their attitude about the laughter movement. Comprehending the tremendous health benefits and the happiness and joy that the clubs have instilled in people across the world, they now take pride in my work and are part of my laughter family.
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What Is Laughter Yoga and Why Do We Need It?




“We have taken life too seriously.


Now, it’s time to take laughter seriously.”





Why Do We Need to Laugh More Today?


Over the past four decades, scientific research has proved that laughter has a profound effect on our bodies and minds. People have forgotten to laugh and consequently they frequently fall sick. Maintaining good health has become a challenge, but laughter yoga has come to the rescue of thousands in coping with stress and dealing with difficulties with a smile.


Stress: The No. 1 Killer


Laughter is fast disappearing from our high-pressure, high-tension modern world. Most illnesses today, be it high blood pressure, heart diseases, anxiety, depression, frequent coughs and colds, nervous breakdowns, peptic ulcers, insomnia, allergies, asthma, irritable bowel syndrome, colitis, menstrual abnormalities, migraine and even cancer, are stress-related. People find it difficult to laugh amidst these endless stressors. Though there are many methods available to release stress, most of them are time-consuming and expensive. Laughter yoga is cost-effective and the fastest way to reduce stress. The technique itself is simple and everyone can practice it.


Depression: The No.1 Sickness


According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 300 million people suffer from depression worldwide. It is the leading cause of disability and affects over 15 million American adults, or about 6.7 percent of the U.S. population that is above the age of eighteen in a given year.1


Trying to cope with life’s challenges, people often find themselves alone. With no one to talk to or share their feelings with, they sink into depression. This despondency is growing rapidly and has become the no. 1 sickness in the world. If you observe closely, you will find many elderly people in old-age homes who are depressed and youngsters who find it hard to deal with their careers or relationships. The number of suicides is on the rise and the inability to express emotions is becoming a cause for concern.


Laughter is a powerful antidote to depression as it releases endorphins, or the feel-good hormone, and increases the levels of dopamine and serotonin, which help maintain a good mood. Depressed people laugh rarely, but with laughter yoga one is less likely to be depressed.




Helga, Norway: I have been laughing daily for some years now which has helped me master my life in a much better way. I laugh alone every morning while driving to work. It takes about ten to fifteen minutes, and by the time I reach my office I’m in a fantastic mood. Nothing brings me down, which proves to be very helpful as I work with people who are sick. Every day, I write the words “ha ha” on my left hand, which serve as an important reminder for me to laugh when it’s not the obvious thing to do. For instance, if I’m stressed or angry with my husband, a few laughs bring the stress down or help the anger subside. It even helps me communicate with people around. In fact, one of these days I might just get a “ha ha” tattoo done … Ha ha!





An Overdose of Seriousness


Newspapers and television continuously bombard us with bad news, making us feel less secure. There is a lack of laughter even at the workplace, where it is believed that seriousness is the key to being more effective. However, this is not always true. People who are serious are usually less productive, and those who take themselves lightly are likely to be more efficient. We already pay a heavy price for taking life too seriously. It is now time to take laughter seriously. Laughter yoga can prove to be the tool that helps people loosen up and prepares them to take on all challenges.


Expensive Modern Medicine


Life expectancy has increased significantly thanks to advanced medical, surgical and diagnostic techniques. But for most people in developing countries, medical treatment remains expensive and beyond reach.


Laughter is preventive and has therapeutic value. It can help cut down on medical expenses by strengthening the immune system and reducing the risk of stress-related diseases.


People Have Forgotten How to Laugh


Where is our laughter? Who do you see laughing? Doesn’t it seem like people have forgotten how to laugh.


Children can laugh up to 400 times in a day, but for adults this frequency drops to barely 15 times a day. Children laugh more than adults because they do not place conditions on laughter. They laugh because they want to and because they are intrinsically joyful. As we grow older, we set conditions that limit our laughter. For example, if I get this, I will laugh, or if I get a job I like, I will be happy. We always look for reasons to laugh, but unfortunately there are few situations that make us laugh genuinely. In fact, there are an increasing number of circumstances that leave us unhappy.
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