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I think I would have more luck defining an elbow or a corned-beef sandwich.

(Bruce J. Friedman on defining black humor)

Against the critics view, black humor can be defined.  The usual definitions of black humor are first presented.  Black humor will then be analyzed in terms of the cognitive theory of emotion whereby humor is a perceived mistake or deviation which must be positively accepted (PE) in order to generate humor, rather than horror.  With black humor (an oxymoron) humor is in various ways juxtaposed with horror (a negative assessment NE).  The ways in which these two interact are explored by means of the types of metaphor in what I call the metaphorical method.  (cf. Metaphor is the Black Humorist's mode of expressing something...a fresh or defamiliarized perspective. (Horvay Barnes 1978: 113)

PE and NE (humor and horror) form the major variables which are then related by diverse connectives (PE-R-NE) where R = some relation. For example, humor may alternate with horror in a black novel. Each of the types of combination creates a different type of emotion.  Other examples of the possibilities are: 

1. PE = NE. Here humor is horror, an oxymoron, similar to Nietzsche's "truth is falsity."


2. PE or NE.

3. PE and NE.  Cooperation, combination or juxtaposition of humor and horror. 

4. PE not NE.  Humor pure. Exclusion and rejection of horror. The horrible can become humor itself!

5. NE not PE. Horror pure. Exclusion and rejection of humor. Humor shall become the horrible itself.


6. PE (verb) NE.  (e.g., humor undermines the horrible. Verb is negative.)


7. NE (verb) PE.  (e.g., The horrible supports humor.  Verb is positive.)

8. PE (preposition) NE.  (e.g., PE over NE, PE under NE, PE by NE, PE in NE, NE beside PE, PR mixed with NE, PE fused with NE, etc.) e.g., humor confused with horror. In emergency work humor is mixed with crisis.


9. NE (preposition) PE.  (Reverse of above.)


10. PE ≠ NE.  Total unlikeness between humor and horror.


11. One PE to one NE.  (Each type of humor can relate to a different type of horror.)


12. PE becomes NE. Humorous defeated expectation becomes shock.

13. NE becomes PE. "The worst returns to laughter." Shakespeare. There is an attempt to find joy in horror. 

14. PE becomes NE. Positive Emotion becomes Negative Emotion.  In paradoxical intention and paradoxical therapy, one does what one fears most. 

15. PE alternates with NE. Laugh-shock-laugh model. 


16. Meta-Humor. Humor about humor, humor about horror, humor about anger.

17. PE?NE. This indicates that the tension oxymoron of black humor cannot be reduced to the literal, the relationship can be paradoxical, experimental, an exploration.

Thus, the formula, NE-R-PE leads to a new metaphoric of black humor and new possibilities of creativity. 

"Is black humor bad?" will also be answered on the basis of the above. 

