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Through exposition and contemplative thought, it can be asserted that both novels Catch-22 and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest are not only shining examples of the enigmatic satire that is “black humor”, but are powerful driving forces in defining such a genre. In addition, though similarities can be drawn between either novel for touting traits of farce, misnomer, and non sequitur; their respective outcomes are stark in contrast and therefore cannot be conclusively considered equal in respect to theme or mood.
Before delving into an analysis of the books’ use and effectiveness of dark comedy or black humor, we must first objectively define what exactly ‘black humor’ is. A . . summation by the Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition reads as follows:
Black humor in literature, drama, and film, grotesque or morbid humor is used to express the absurdity, insensitivity, paradox, and cruelty of the modern world. Ordinary characters or situations are usually exaggerated far beyond the limits of normal satire or irony. Black humor uses devices often associated with tragedy and is sometimes equated with tragic farce.1
Much like garden-variety satire, black humor seeks primarily to satisfy the role of clever, undulating social commentary that is conveyed in a usually comedic or jovial manner. Not only do the irony and false sense of truth with which tales of black humor are told make them more engaging, but they also make them literally more concise and effective. In both Catch-22 and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, a duality of exposition exists: the clear and present circumstances of the instability at the medical ward in Catch and the insane asylum in Cuckoo’s Nest; and the outside problems- in Catch’s case, Yossarian’s predicament as a bombardier in the war, and in Cuckoo’s Nest, McMurphy’s apparently tiresome prison work detail.
Ironically, in seeking reprieve from their respective torments, both men are ultimately dealt what can be considered an even greater oppressor: the process of dealing with corruption, policy, and whatever other local politics plague their new supposed refuge. This paradox, or “catch-22”, as it were, is also what makes the novels such exemplary targets of dark comedy. 
Let us begin with the case of Catch-22. Now commonplace in everyday jargon, the title of the book itself ultimately sums up the comedic anti-war, anti-conformity sentiments expressed throughout the novel; which, in essence, are what make it standout in black humor. As is often the case in today’s novels of farce and satire, Catch-22 makes it a point to expose a truthful situation and blow its considerably realistic circumstances out of proportion.
The protagonist, a resentful bombardier by the name of Yossarian, makes it abundantly evident that he wishes not to participate in the war that is at hand; as, by his logic, it does not directly involve him. His justification for escape via infirmary is simply one of self-preservation and will to live. Tired of putting his life at risk for no deserved reason, Yossarian resolves that he will do everything in his power to stay out of wartime piloting, no matter how ludicrous the means.
Battling his conscripted duties through unreal means such as perjury, forgery and other illegal measures, Yossarian’s desperation and resentment towards the war echo author Joseph Heller’s own negative sentiments. Heller uses Yossarian’s predicament and circumstances in Catch-22 to not only satirize the United States Military and institutions of medicinal treatment, but to directly criticize them.2 The influence of mail clerk Wintergreen, the computer foul-up that promotes Major Major Major Major, and the petty rivalries among officers satirizes the communication failures and the cut-throat competition Heller saw within both the civilian and military bureaucracies of the 1950’s. Even the Civil Rights movement, not yet widespread in the 1950’s, is satirized in Colonel Cathcart attitudes toward enlisted men.3
The discipline of medicine, though commonly seen as precise and scientific, is seen in Catch-22 as a blunt, inexact, and perhaps barbaric practice that is lacking in knowledge and precision. Heller emphasizes such a claim by showing with what ease Yossarian is able to feign and sustain the appearance of jaundice, a fake ailment which affords him a considerable amount of downtime from the war.
In his nonfiction text, The Open Decision, author Jerry H. Bryant notes Heller’s heavy criticism in not just the area of military, but in a multitude of areas.
His satire is directed toward the institutions that make up society, business, psychiatry, medicine, law, the military, as well as other areas of social injustice.4

Funnily enough, the CliffsNotes on Catch-22 supply a rather interesting secondary view of Heller’s socio-political views in regards to the novel. Instead of supposing Heller’s social commentary to be a brutish attack on the problems in America at the time, CliffsNotes author C.A. Peek asserts that it is merely a milder, more exacted approach to addressing a deeply-rooted issue that is in need of resolve. More specifically, Peek writes, "It’s not a flag-waving war adventure, but a novel using humor to discredit or ridicule aspects of our society5.” Clearly, Catch’s use of humor and satire to criticize American institutions is clear and present evidence of its operation as black humor, verbatim.
Digressing, the case of mid-century author Ken Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is similar in form but quite different in approach. Dependent less upon witty rhetoric and more upon taught character development, Kesey takes a moderately liberal but irrevocably subtle approach to addressing the issues; albeit, similarly epitomizing black humor along the way.
Unlike his bombardier counterpart, Randall McMurphy, the protagonist of Cuckoo’s Nest, has an enemy capable of embodiment through a single human being. Where Yossarian was afforded the opportunity to blame the war on a multitude of people and policies, McMurphy must exact his revenge upon his one and, to an extent, only tormentor: Nurse Ratched. Calm and collected, Ratched’s vicious putdowns in regard to other mental hospital patient are executed with such poise, precision, and subtlety that they come off as both quaint and unpleasant. This surreal paradox of character is the essence of dark comedy in general. Kesey’s style is clever in that, by creating a hemisphere of tension, anger, and frustration, he is able to greater emphasize the fallacy of fun and light-heartedness within the opposing hemisphere of the otherwise dreary mental institution.

McMurphy’s dialogue throughout the novel is witty, dry, and biting; tones not often seen nor heard commonplace in mental institutions. The farce and fallacy of his inimitable jovial demeanor are not only cleverly effective manipulations of black humor; but are also traits similar to that of texts within Catch-22.
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