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Laughter Yoga In A Nutshell 
By Sebastien Gendry 
http://www.laughangeles.com 
 
Laughter Yoga (Laugh Yoga, Laughing Yoga, Ha ha Yoga, Hasya Yoga) is a combination of 
simple, empowering and otherwise "tension-releasing" laughter exercises combined with 
gentle yoga breathing techniques.  
 
Our primary goal is not to connect with genuine laughter. If you do, good for you. It is of 
course a much desirable outcome. If you don't, then you don't and that was not the primary 
goal in the first place so you have not missed anything. Our primary goal is to exercise using 
rapid contractions of the diaphragm (the muscle you engage when you laugh) as a way to 
flush our lungs and through it our whole body with fresh oxygen, strengthen the immune 
system and boost "happy" chemistry. One cannot go through the physical motions of 
happiness without creating the very chemistry of happiness.  
 
These exercises are appropriate and beneficial for all, regardless of their cognitive, sensorial 
or motor abilities / limitations. We start with artificial forms of laughter and soon reach a 
crescendo of genuine belly laughter. No tricks, no tickling, no alcohol and no jokes. The 
laughter comes straight from the heart as pure joy. As one leading personality claims 
"exercise is for the body, meditation is for the mind, Laughter Yoga is for both. It is a gym for 
the soul!"  
 
Laughter Yoga is non-political, non religious, non-racial, non-threatening, non-competitive, no-
nothing. It comes with no strings attached. In a way we laugh so that the "e" can "go". There 
is no jokes or comedy, therefore there is no mind. No mind = no ego, no room for conflict or 
power struggle. Laughter is a universal language that transcends all barriers: language, age, 
gender, social or racial background.  
 
The unique concept of Laughter Yoga and Laughter Club is the brain child of Dr. Madan 
Kataria, a physician from Mumbai, India, and his wife Madhuri Kataria. 
 

Understanding the Laughter Yoga Phenomenon 

We have lost something important and we have an unconscious urge to 
get it back 
Laughter is an integral component of human happiness, and its absence is a pathology that is 
related to in maladaptive and other dysfunctional behaviors (e.g. guilt, depression, worry) 
 
Reasons why laughter is fast disappearing today include: 
 
• We live in a fast and stressful world. Very few things can make us laugh while 

hundreds can make us frown, howl and cry. The explosion of telecommunication has put 
the weight of world bad news onto everybody’s shoulders in almost real-time, resulting in 
extremely high fear levels. Death and destruction make headlines everyday, making 
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everybody feel his/her own world is insecure. Guilt, doubt, worry and fear are great factors 
that induce stress, and stress is a silent body, mind & spirit killer. 

 
• Nobody wants to take responsibility. As a result we as a society have become king 

escapists, refusing to take on the healthy yet hazardous path of learning from our own 
mistakes and growing in the present. Virtually all self-defeating behaviors are efforts at 
living in a moment other than the current one. “Now” is the only place where happiness 
and laughter can be experienced. 
o Guilt means that you use up your present moments being immobilized as a result of 

past behavior(s) which cannot be changed. It is by far the greatest waste of emotional 
energy because no amount of guilt can change history. It is a smoke screen that shifts 
the responsibility backward (for what you were or were not, did or did not do in the 
past) and provides an unhealthy reason to avoid the hard work of changing yourself 
now: it is easier to immobilize yourself with guilt about the past rather than learn and 
grow in the present. Learning from our mistakes is a necessary part of growth. 

o Worry is a clever device that keeps you immobilized in the now about something in the 
future – frequently something over which you have no control. Like guilt, it is an excuse 
to avoid dealing with something in the now that threatens you or you are afraid of. 
Worrying keeps you from living by keeping you inactive. Its best antidote is action. 

 
• We live in a fear- and rule-based society. The whole world is full of serious people who 

believe that problems have to be approached carefully rather than lightly. It is commonly 
believed that if you laugh “you don't understand”, or “you are not a responsible person”. As 
a result we are not allowed to laugh, cry, be sad and we keep suppressing our emotions. 
The ensuing frustration and often unhappiness leads to stress and the whole list of 
diseases that come with it. 

 
• Three myths prevail about laughter: 

o You must have a sense of humor to laugh, 
o You need to be happy to laugh, 
o You need to have a reason to laugh. 

 
• People have forgotten how to laugh. According to a study done by Dr. Michael Titze, a 

German Psychologist: 
o In the 1950's people used to laugh 18 minutes a day, but today we laugh not more 

than 6 minutes per day, despite the huge rises in the standard of living. 
o Children can laugh up to 300-400 times in a day, but when we grow into adults this 

frequency comes down dramatically to less than 15 times a day, if at all. 
 
• Sense of humor has become uncommon and uncertain. Due to excessive 

seriousness, the things at which we used to laugh heartily 50 years ago no longer 
stimulate even the faintest smile. 

 
• Happiness has become conditional on external factors. “Happiness” is primarily a 

mind phenomenon. The most common & accepted belief is that “If I get what I want, then I 
will be happy”. This naturally implies that if you don’t get “it” then you can’t be happy. Such 
forms of happiness never lasts long because of another human psychological 
phenomenon called “adaptation”. You get what you want, enjoy it (there is an initial high / 
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you feel on top of the world), and in due time the happiness level comes down as you get 
used to the initial object of your desires. You are no longer excited about what you have. 
Then you start looking for something more / all kinds of sense pleasures and the cycle 
starts again. Since human desires are endless and everything is temporary (we all have to 
die one day), true happiness never comes. 

Laughter Yoga meets the need 
Laughter Yoga is a simple technique that proved so powerful it became a worldwide grass-
roots social movement (non religious, non sectarian, non political). It aims to promote world 
peace through laughter. It is based on the philosophy of “acting happyness” and is a 
physically-oriented technique, not a mental practice. In Laughter Yoga, you don't need to be 
happy, have a sense of humor, or even have a reason in order to laugh.  
 
Laughter Yoga is commonly practiced in the context of Laughter Clubs, most of which are 
free and public. A typical Laughter Yoga session is a perfect blend of various stimulated 
laughter techniques, interspersed with gentle breathing and stretching exercises. 
 
It is important to note that laughing for no reason is  different from laughing with humor. 
Humor is a left brain process that does not require participation and therefore involves no 
personal commitment. A lot of people are afraid of being vulnerable in silliness. This is why 
they prefer passive fun. When listening to a joke, there is no risk of looking or feeling silly 
and out of control. In contrast laughing for no reason forces you to leave the comfort zone of 
the known yet limited left-brain and enter the unknown, ever new and ever changing world of 
the right brain and experience its unlimited potential. 
 
The worldwide success of Laughter Yoga can be explained with the following reasons: 
 
• It is easy. Anybody can do it. . Laughter Yoga crosses all barriers in that it is accessible 

and effective for most regardless of age, gender, race, physical condition, social status, 
etc. (some contra-indications do apply. We will review them a little later). 

 
Lift your left arm up. 
Good. Relax. 
Now lift your right arm up. 
Good. Relax. 
Now stay still and do NOT think of a monkey. 
Good luck. 
Moral: working on the body is easy. Working on the mind is hard. 
 
• The Laughter Yoga technique belongs to all and has no hidden agenda. Anybody / 

group can use it with equal benefit in any setting regardless of culture, religion, belief or 
political affiliation. We encourage all to be free and public. 

 
• It is socially and emotionally safe. Laughter Yoga makes competing and judging 

impossible: every laugh is successful. Laughter Clubs are the ideal platforms to laugh your 
way to silliness, because there is no fear of ridicule by anyone. As laughter opens us up 
and allows us to become vulnerable, we learn to trust and drop our defenses, becoming 
willing to make changes. We no longer need to keep score of the good things we do for 
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others. We lose track, and we don't even care. Laughter makes us generous to a fault and 
we feel better giving than receiving. 

 
• Doing is beneficial. No thinking required. There is sufficient data available from 

medical research to show that even if you pretend to laugh or act happy your body 
produces happiness chemicals. Our bodies do not know the difference between thinking 
about doing something and actually doing it. Therefore, whatever may be the source of 
laughter it leads to the same set of physiological changes occurring in our bodies. Many 
actors and actresses all over the world have experienced the effect of faking emotions. 
Many times they felt sick after acting out sadness. This clearly indicates that if acting sad 
can make you sick, acting happy can make you healthy. The idea of Laughter Clubs is 
based on this philosophy of acting happiness. Another theory is “Motion Creates Emotion”. 
If you put your body into an act of happiness, your mind will follow. 

 
The Duchenne Smile 

 
Scientific research shows that smiles and laughter actually trigger pleasure centers in the 
brain, even if artificially induced. Dr. Paul Ekman has opined that there is a brain pathway that 
allows you to generate your own emotions. French neurologist Dr Guillaume Duchenne1 
(see picture on the left) mapped 100 facial muscles in 1862. In the course of that work, he 
had something to say about smiling. He pointed out that false, or even half-hearted smiles 
involved only muscles of the mouth. But "the sweet emotions of the soul," he said, activate 
the pars lateralis muscle around the eyes. 
 
He discovered that when lips part and turn up, the eyes crinkle up showing crows feet 
and the upper lip droops slightly , then there is heightened activity in the left anterior region 
of the cortex of the brain, which is the center for happy emotions. Even an induced smile can 
turn your gloominess into an upbeat mood. 
 
Try it now. How do you feel? 
 
 
• Laughter is infectious. Self-induced, simulated laughter can easily be converted into real 

laughter when you do it in a group. Humans have a detector in their brain that is 
specifically devoted to laughter. This responds to laughter by triggering other neural 
circuits in the brain that generates more laughter. This explains why laughter is so 
contagious. Laughter spreads when you laugh in company and have good eye contact. 
We have all laughed without a reason when we were children. Children can laugh for no 
reason because they have very few inhibitions. 

 
The very essence of laughing without a reason lies in developing your child -like spirit and 
playful attitude. If you can do that, laughter will come to you with great ease. 

 
• Laughter Yoga is a simple yet powerful form of aerobic exercise that makes you feel 

good. You don't need to sweat hard on the jogging tracks. According to Dr. William Fry 
one minute of laughter is equal to 10 minutes on the rowing machine. Laughter exercise is 

                                                 
1 You can read more about Dr Duchenne at http://chem.ch.huji.ac.il/~eugeniik/history/duchenne.html 
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suited for sedentary people and those who are confined to a bed or wheelchair. Fifteen 
minutes of laughter in the morning makes Laughter Club members feel fresh throughout 
the day. The reason for the sense of well-being is that you inhale more oxygen while 
laughing. Two thirds of the lung capacity comes from abdominal breathing, which means 
that if you don’t use your abdomen to breathe  approximately 2/3 of the air in your lungs is 
stale. Laughing repeatedly fully flushes the lungs to the full extent of their capacity, 
therefore bringing substantially more oxygen into the blood stream. It stands to reason 
therefore that as oxygen is the life line of the human body. The more you have, the better 
you feel. 

 
 
-------------------------- 

An inspiring and inspired professional speaker, Sebastien 
Gendry knows how to get - and keep - an audience laughing 
for no reason at all – no jokes – while providing hands-on tools 
that they can use immediately to release stress, improve 

interpersonal relationships, and get more out of their own life. An enthusiastic and articulate 
speaker, he has been featured several times in the national US media (Good Morning 
America, National Public Radio, Associated Press, CBS News, Telemundo, Celebrity Fit Club, 
KCAL 9, Los Angeles Times, San Diego Union Tribune, Inspire, and more). Sebastien is the 
founder and Director of the Laugh Angeles Foundation as well as the American School Of 
Laughter Yoga. He is a board member of Laughter Yoga International, the organization 
leading the Laughter Clubs Movement of over 5000 clubs in 53 countries. He lives in Los 
Angeles, California. 


