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Margaret McCartney: Medicine is a bit of a giggle
Margaret McCartney general practitioner, Glasgow

Medicine is serious, pressurised, and stressful; it deals with
death, life, ethics, human suffering, tragedy, hard statistics, and
the Krebs cycle. It’s also a bit of a giggle.
I can hardly tell of the truly funny things that have happened in
the consulting room, what with confidentiality and all. But some
things get repeated often enough to be at least partly, and
probably totally, mythical.
Take, for example, the GP on a house call whose patient
complained of her washing machine being broken. Bemused,
the doctor fixed the leaky connection, only to find later that he
had called at the wrong house and that the “patient” had assumed
he was an engineer.
Or the one about the patient in hospital who developed blue
discoloration above the waist. He had all manner of angiograms
until it was discovered that his pyjama top was new and that
the dye was gently leaching into his skin.
Here’s a gem frommy own catalogue of stupidity. I had finished
extracting advice on the phone about a patient from a delightful
but deeply conversational consultant. Hearing knocking at my
door and with urgent messages flashing on the computer screen,
I tried to close the chat by saying goodbye, but I also managed
to gush, “Love you!”—I had never met him. Oh, the shame; but
it has also been quite funny in the recounting.
Don’t we all have a bank of similar anecdotes? We could
respond to these silly situations with significant event analyses,
concerned faces, and forms to fill in, to prevent such medical
misadventures from ever happening again. Yet the hilarity itself
means that we can’t forget, and so we don’t have to worry.
In fact, humour often gets people through the stoma problems,
the tiresome ongoing need for injections, or the readmission to
hospital. There is subtle laughter as well as out-loud laughter,

a silver lining to the storm cloud. And humour directed against
oneself is often useful. Laughter is infectious, is more likely
when we are in the company of others, and bonds us together.1

A few years ago I was on a crowded train. The people I sat next
to, one of whom was terminally ill, were returning from a
weekend away. We pooled our food, found some wine, and
giggled all the way back to Glasgow. I missed my stop because
of significant inebriation. We found this hilarious, and happy
tears fill my eyes now as I recount it.
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