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Abstract

This thesis examines how Trevor Noah uses humor as a narrative strategy in Born a Crime:
Stories from a South African Childhood, with a particular focus on trauma, racial identity, and
systems of power. The study uses close reading of selected passages and draws on trauma
theory, postcolonial theory, and humor studies, especially the work of Cathy Caruth, Homi K.
Bhabha, Frantz Fanon, Salvatore Attardo, and Rod A. Martin. The analysis focuses on how
incongruity is constructed through wording, tone, narrative order, irony, and unexpected
responses. It argues that humor gives Noah a degree of narrative control over how difficult
experiences are presented, while also allowing him to challenge racial classification and
expose the contradictions of apartheid. The analysis further shows how language and
code-switching influence how Noah is socially interpreted and how humor can create
temporary forms of agency. At the same time, the memoir demonstrates the limits of comic
framing. In scenes involving domestic violence and Patricia’s shooting, humor becomes
unstable or disappears before later returning through Patricia’s own response. The thesis
therefore concludes that humor and pain coexist in the memoir without cancelling one
another, and that humor functions as a flexible but limited form of narrative and social

agency.

Keywords: Trevor Noah, Born a Crime, humor, incongruity, trauma, racial identity, apartheid,
narrative control, language, postcolonialism
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1. Introduction and Aim

Trevor Noah begins Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood by explaining
that his very existence was illegal under South African apartheid law: “During apartheid, one
of the worst crimes you could commit was having sexual relations with a person of another
race. Needless to say, my parents committed that crime” (21). This statement introduces a life
shaped by contradiction, in which identity, race, and belonging are constantly negotiated
within a system that criminalizes existence itself. It also establishes one of the memoir’s
central tensions: Noah’s personal experiences cannot be separated from the political and

racial structures that shaped his childhood.

Rather than presenting his life exclusively through suffering, Noah frequently uses humor
when narrating experiences of violence, discrimination, poverty, and exclusion. Serious
events are often described through satire or an unexpectedly casual tone. For example, Noah
recalls being thrown out of a moving car as a child, yet narrates the event by comparing it to
action films and commenting on how unrealistic such scenes appear on screen (5). The reader
might expect fear, panic, or emotional intensity, but instead encounters a retrospective and
humorous reflection. The contrast between the seriousness of the event and the manner in
which it is narrated raises an important question: how can humor be used to represent

traumatic experience?

Previous research on Born a Crime has examined humor, trauma, race, language, identity, and
resistance from several perspectives. However, these studies generally emphasize broader
thematic, linguistic, or discourse-level questions rather than sustained close reading of how
individual humorous moments are constructed through wording, tone, contrast, and timing.
The present study therefore narrows the focus to the textual construction and function of
humor in selected passages. More specifically, the study asks: How does Noah use humor,
particularly incongruity, as a narrative strategy to represent traumatic and difficult

experiences, negotiate identity, and challenge systems of power in Born a Crime?

This thesis argues that humor in Born a Crime is not simply decorative or entertaining.
Instead, it functions as a strategy of resistance, reframing, and narrative control. Through
humor, Noah creates narrative distance from traumatic and difficult experiences without
erasing their seriousness, negotiates racial and linguistic identity through language and

code-switching, and exposes the contradictions of apartheid and its effects. At the same time,



the memoir demonstrates that humor has limits, since certain experiences of violence and
trauma temporarily interrupt or resist comic framing. Humor therefore allows Noah to tell
painful experiences on his own terms, while holding the tension between comedy and

suffering that characterizes the memoir.

The study is based on close reading of selected scenes from the memoir. Particular attention
is given to word choice, tone, narrative order, irony, understatement, profanity, repetition, and
shifts in perspective. The theoretical framework combines trauma theory, postcolonial theory,

and humor studies.
1.1 Material and Method

The primary material for this study is Trevor Noah’s memoir Born a Crime: Stories from a
South African Childhood. The analysis uses close reading of passages in which humor
interacts with experiences of danger, racial classification, language, poverty, and domestic
violence. The passages have been selected because they illustrate different uses and limits of
humorous narration. The selected passages also allow comparison between scenes in which
humor shapes danger, identity, and political criticism and scenes in which comic framing
becomes limited or disappears. The study examines how these textual features construct
incongruity and shape the representation of difficult experiences. In this study, “narrative
control” refers to the narrator’s control over sequencing, tone, emphasis, disclosure, and
framing. It does not imply psychological mastery over trauma or prove that a painful

experience has been fully processed or disappeared.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1 Trauma Theory

In Unclaimed Experience, Cathy Caruth describes trauma as an experience that may not be
fully understood at the moment it occurs. She refers to this as a form of “belated experience”
(7). Her concept of latency is therefore not simply a delay between an event and its later
effects. Instead, the difficulty lies within the traumatic experience itself: the event may not be
fully available to consciousness when it occurs and may acquire its traumatic force through

its later returns. Caruth writes:



“The experience of trauma, the fact of latency, would thus seem to consist, not in the
forgetting of a reality that can hence never be fully known but in an inherent latency within
the experience itself” (17). The event may later return through nightmares, repetitive actions,

or other forms of repetition (4-6).

Caruth also explains trauma through what she describes as “the oscillation between the story
of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its survival” (7).
This means that trauma involves two connected but different experiences. The first is the
original shock or violence of the event, while the second is the continuing experience of
living with what has happened. The traumatic event belongs to the past, but its effects remain
present in the survivor’s life. Caruth refers to this relationship between the traumatic event

and its continuing survival as ”double telling” (7).

2.2 Postcolonial Theory

Homi K. Bhabha argues that cultural identity should not be understood as completely fixed or
connected to one separate culture. Instead, cultural meanings and identities can develop
through interaction, translation, and negotiation between different cultural positions. Bhabha
therefore questions the idea that cultures are completely separate, stable, or pure (35-38).
Bhabha uses the concept of the “Third Space” to describe the negotiation that occurs when
different cultural meanings and positions meet. It is not a physical location but a process in
which meanings are translated, questioned, and changed rather than simply transferred

unchanged from one culture to another (36-38).

This is closely connected to Bhabha’s concept of hybridity. Hybridity does not mean that two
pure cultures are simply mixed together. Instead, it describes the instability that appears when
cultural meanings are produced through contact and negotiation. The concept therefore
challenges the idea that cultural identities can remain completely fixed or pure (37-38,

113-14).

Frantz Fanon also examines identity within colonial and racialized societies, but places
particular emphasis on the relationship between language, culture, and power. In the opening
chapter of Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon connects language to culture and social belonging.
He writes that “to speak means... to assume a culture” (17). This statement suggests that

language is more than a neutral method of communication. For Fanon, speaking the



colonizer’s language also means entering the cultural hierarchy attached to that language.
When an individual speaks a language, they may therefore also become associated with the
culture and social position connected to it. This pressure is important because colonial
systems frequently establish the colonizer’s language and culture as superior. The language of
the dominant group may become associated with education, intelligence, authority, and
civilization, while other languages are treated as less valuable. As a result, speaking the
dominant language can appear to offer greater access to social recognition and opportunity

(38-39).

Language can consequently function in two ways. It can create communication and cultural
belonging, but it can also reproduce social inequality. It may give an individual access to
certain spaces while simultaneously reminding them that their acceptance depends on how
closely they meet the expectations of the dominant culture. Fanon’s perspective therefore
shows that language is both personal and political. It is connected to individual expression,
but also to broader questions of recognition, racial hierarchy, and colonial power (18-21,

38-39).

2.3 Humor Studies

A central concept within humor studies is incongruity. Incongruity refers to a mismatch
between what is expected and what actually occurs, or between different meanings,
perspectives, or frames of interpretation. Attardo describes incongruity as a divergence
from expectations and connects it to discrepancies between different scripts or frames.
He also distinguishes incongruity from surprise, explaining that incongruity concerns
the cognitive recognition of a mismatch, while surprise refers more to the emotional
response to it (Attardo 383). Humor may emerge when the reader or listener recognizes

this mismatch and interprets the situation through a different frame.

In this study, incongruity is identified through textual features such as word choice, timing,
understatement, repetition, and changes in tone. Timing is particularly important because the
order in which information is presented affects the reader’s expectations. A text may first
encourage one interpretation and then introduce a word, sentence, or detail that changes how

the previous information is understood.



Incongruity does not, however, mean that every unexpected contrast automatically becomes
humorous. Attardo also stresses that incongruity is generally considered necessary but not
sufficient for humor (383). He further explains that additional factors may determine whether
an incongruity is perceived as humorous rather than threatening (384). Incongruity therefore
helps explain the structure of a potential humorous effect without guaranteeing that the
response will be amusement. In threatening contexts, an unexpected contrast may

consequently produce a different response rather than uncomplicated humor.

In The Psychology of Humor: An Integrative Approach, Rod A. Martin examines humor as an
emotional, cognitive, and social process (Martin 5-7, 15-20). He argues that humor can
generate positive emotions that help counteract negative emotional states. In this sense,
humor can function as a way of regulating emotions and making difficult situations feel more
manageable. This does not necessarily mean that humor removes negative feelings. Instead, it

may temporarily change how an individual responds to them (Martin 269-70).

Martin classifies the psychological functions of humor into three broad categories: the
cognitive and social benefits of the positive emotion of mirth, the use of humor for social
communication and influence, and the role of humor in tension relief and coping (Martin 15).
These categories show that humor can operate on several connected levels. It can influence
an individual’s emotional and cognitive response while also shaping communication and

relationships between people.

The first category concerns mirth, the positive emotion connected with amusement. Martin
argues that positive emotion can reduce some of the physiological arousal produced by the
negative emotions. He writes that “the induction of positive emotions, including mirth, helps
to reduce the physiological arousal caused by negative emotions” (16). In other words, the
negative emotion does not disappear, but humor may temporarily reduce some of the tension

related to it.

Martin’s second category concerns humor as a form of social communication and influence.
Humor is frequently used to entertain others, but it may also serve social goals such as
gaining attention, prestige, or approval (Martin 17). This means that humor is not only an
individual emotional reaction but also a form of communication that can shape social
interaction. Drawing on Michael Mulkay, Martin explains that “humor may be viewed as a

mode of interpersonal communication that is frequently used to convey implicit messages in
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an indirect manner and to influence other people in various ways” (qtd. in Martin 17). Humor
can therefore communicate more than its literal wording suggests. A humorous statement
may appear playful while also expressing criticism, disagreement, or another social intention,
and this indirectness can help speakers manage relationships and social tension (Martin

17-18).

The final category Martin discusses is tension relief and coping. This function concerns
humor in relation to stress, adversity, and situations that threaten an individual’s well-being.

Martin writes:

“Over the course of evolution, humans appear to have co-opted the nonserious play of humor
as a means of cognitively managing many of the events and situations that threaten their

well-being, by making light of them and turning them into something to be laughed at” (19).

The quotation suggests that humor allows threatening experiences to be approached through a
temporarily nonserious perspective. Martin explains that humor can shift an individual’s
perspective on a stressful situation, allowing it to be viewed from a less threatening point of
view. Through this humorous reappraisal, the situation may become less stressful and more
manageable. Humor can therefore function as a way of regulating emotional responses and

coping with difficult or threatening circumstances (Martin 19).

3. Previous Research

Previous scholarly research on Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime has approached the memoir from
several related perspectives. Researchers have examined the relationship between comedy
and trauma, humor as resistance, the construction of racial identity through language, racial
passing, and Noah's mother Patricia's resistance to apartheid and patriarchy. Taken together,
these studies connect Born a Crime to questions of trauma, racial identity, language,
resistance and apartheid's continuing effects. However, the studies use different methods and

focus on different parts of the memaoir.
3.1 Humor, Trauma, and Incongruity

Nick M. Tembo’s scholarly article “Confronting Apartheid’s Revenants: Trevor Noah’s Born
a Crime and/as Traumedy” is particularly concerned with the relationship between comedy

and trauma in the memoir. Tembo examines how Noah uses personal experiences while
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situating them within the broader social and historical consequences of apartheid. Drawing on
approaches to life writing and embodied narrative, Tembo considers how Noah’s personal
story also reflects a wider South African context. Central to his discussion is the concept of
“traumedy,” which describes the transformation of traumatic or painful experiences into
comedic narrative material. Tembo uses this concept to show how Born a Crime can
represent individual and collective suffering while simultaneously employing humor as a way

of narrating those experiences (264-67).

Tembo also relates Noah's personal memories to apartheid's presence in post-apartheid South
Africa. Noah’s experiences of exclusion and difficulties in finding a sense of belonging are
connected to broader racial and social divisions. Tembo further draws on Jacques Derrida’s
notion of the revenant to explain how apartheid continues to affect the present even though
the political system has formally ended. In this way, Noah’s personal memories become part
of a wider narrative about both individual suffering and the continuing social consequences

of apartheid (275-78).

Sandiso Ngcobo and Witness Roya also examine humor as a response to apartheid in their
study “Unveiling Humorous Resistance: Incongruity and Critical Discourse Analysis in ‘Born
a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood.”” Their study is especially relevant
because it directly applies incongruity theory to the memoir. The authors combine
incongruity theory with Apartheid Studies and Critical Discourse Analysis. Their qualitative
analysis investigates how humor can challenge political and social power while also drawing

attention to the continuing effects of apartheid (Ngcobo and Roya 334-37).

Ngcobo and Roya define humorous incongruity as something that occurs when an event or
response does not correspond to what would normally be expected in that situation. They
apply this idea to Noah’s presentation of racial classification, apartheid legislation, violence,
religion, education, gender relations, and family life. In their reading, the humor often
appears through an unexpected contrast between the seriousness of the subject and the way it
is described. Apartheid’s violent and absurd practices are presented through wordplay, irony,
surprising reactions, and comic reversals. These contrasts expose the system as both

oppressive and absurd (Ngcobo and Roya 336-40).

Their study also connects humor with resistance. Ngcobo and Roya argue that humor allows

Noah to criticize apartheid laws and social relations indirectly by presenting them as
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irrational or absurd. The system that once controlled racial identity becomes an object of
criticism. Noah’s use of comedy therefore allows him to communicate political criticism in a
less direct but still recognizable form (Ngcobo and Roya 337-40). They also show that Noah
introduces humor into scenes of danger and violence, creating a contrast between serious

content and comic framing (Ngcobo and Roya 339-340).

Nouran Tarek Soliman and Rabia Abdul-Salim Madhi provide a more linguistic examination
of humor in their study “Transitivity, Verbal Humour and the Construction of Identity in
Trevor Noah’s Narratives.” Their study compares Chapter Two of Born a Crime with a
section from Noah’s stand-up performance Son of Patricia. They use a mixed qualitative and
quantitative method, combining Halliday and Matthiessen’s transitivity framework with the
General Theory of Verbal Humour. Their purpose is to investigate how Noah’s grammatical
and humorous choices contribute to the construction of racial identity and social commentary

across two different genres (Soliman and Madhi 252-53).

Soliman and Madhi find important differences between Noah’s use of language and humor in
the two genres. In the stand-up performance, Noah makes greater use of dynamic,
action-oriented processes, while the selected chapter from Born a Crime relies more strongly
on relational processes that describe identities, classifications, and relationships. The
researchers argue that these differences reflect the demands of the two forms: the
performance presents experience more dynamically, whereas the memoir gives greater space
to explaining racial identity and the social structures surrounding it. Their analysis of verbal
humor also shows that the stand-up performance challenges racial stereotypes more directly,
while the memoir develops its social commentary through narrative and descriptions of
identity and apartheid. Despite these differences, Soliman and Madhi conclude that Noah’s
strategic use of language in both genres contributes to the construction of his racial identity

and allows him to criticize racism and broader social norms (257-65).

3.2 Language, Race, and Identity

Adam Levin’s scholarly article “‘If I Speak Like You, I Am You’: Racial Passing in Trevor
Noah’s Born a Crime and Other Stories” examines the memoir through the tradition of South
African racial passing narratives. Levin compares Noah’s work with Peter Abrahams’s Tell
Freedom and Eusebius McKaiser’s A Bantu in My Bathroom. His purpose is to show how

Noah’s use of humor and imagination provides a different representation of mixed-race
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identity from the more tragic forms commonly associated with racial passing narratives

(Levin 278-80).

Levin explains racial passing as movement between identities that society treats as separate.
In Born a Crime, Noah’s appearance and the ways in which others interpret his racial and
linguistic identity cause different groups to identify him in different ways. His identity is
therefore not determined by him alone but is repeatedly shaped by the assumptions of others.
Levin argues that Noah’s experiences reveal the instability of racial categories, despite their
presentation as fixed and stable within racialized systems (Levin 279-80). Levin contrasts
Noah with the traditional “tragic mulatto™ narrative, in which mixed-race identity is primarily
associated with limitation and exclusion. Noah’s use of humor and imagination instead

presents racial identity as a potential site of creativity and possibility (Levin 283-84).

Levin therefore presents Noah as a comic alternative to the traditional tragic-mulatto
narrative, where the same racial instability that produces exclusion also gives Noah a position
where racial classification can be questioned (284-287). Language is central to Levin’s
argument. Noah’s ability to speak several languages allows him to move between
communities and challenge assumptions based on his appearance. When he speaks to people
in their own language and accent, their understanding of his identity changes. Levin argues
that this demonstrates that racial identity is not determined simply by the body. It is also

performed, interpreted, and negotiated through language and social interaction (288-290).

3.3 Patricia and Resistance

While much previous research focuses on Noah’s identity and personal development, Israel
Oluwaseun Adeleke shifts attention towards Noah's mother, Patricia, in “Black Female
Resistance and the Womanist Temper in Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime.” Adeleke argues that
Patricia’s narrative has often been overlooked, even though her decisions and resistance form
an important foundation for Noah’s development. The study uses postcolonialism and
womanism to examine Patricia’s opposition to apartheid, patriarchy, domestic violence, and

restrictive communal expectations (Adeleke 355-57).

Adeleke defines Patricia's everyday actions in private and communal spaces as forms of
nonviolent resistance (357-61). The study examines her refusal to accept the limited position
that apartheid assigned to Black women. Her pursuit of education and white-collar

employment challenges the economic and educational restrictions of the system. Her
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movement from rural and segregated areas into Johannesburg challenges apartheid’s
regulation of Black movement and residence. Her decision to have a child with a white man
directly violates laws that criminalized interracial relationships. Adeleke interprets these

actions as conscious refusals to be completely controlled by the state (Adeleke 365-68).

Adeleke also examines Patricia’s role as a mother. Her resistance does not end with her own
independence; it shapes how she raises Noah. She exposes him to different communities and
refuses to allow apartheid’s racial categories to determine the limits of his future. According
to Adeleke, Patricia’s parenting contributes to Noah’s ability to move across racial and

cultural boundaries and to imagine possibilities beyond the system’s restrictions (368-70).

Adeleke’s study expands the previous scholarship because it demonstrates that Noah’s
development cannot be separated from Patricia’s resistance (Adeleke 357-61). Levin
examines how Noah uses language and humor to negotiate racial identities, while Adeleke
shows that Noah'’s relationship to racial categories is also shaped by his mother’s choices
(Levin 279-80, 284-86; Adeleke 365-68). Ngcobo and Roya also discuss Patricia in relation
to resistance, gender, and apartheid, but Adeleke makes Patricia’s resistance the central

concern of the entire study (Ngcobo and Roya 338-40; Adeleke 357, 361).
3.4 Research gap

Taken together, the five studies establish several important points about Born a Crime.
Previous research has therefore already examined humor, trauma, incongruity, identity,
language, and resistance in Born a Crime. This study does not claim that these areas have
been overlooked; instead, it narrows the focus to the textual construction of humor in selected

passages.

Tembo’s main concern is the broad relationship between comedy, psychological pain,
belonging, memory, and apartheid’s continuing presence. His concept of traumedy explains
why pain and comedy can appear together, but the detailed textual construction of individual
humorous moments is not the central organizing question of his study. Ngcobo and Roya
identify incongruity across a wide range of political and social themes, including race,
religion, education, violence, language, and gender. However, their main concern is
humorous resistance and Critical Discourse Analysis rather than sustained close reading of

how individual humorous effects are constructed through wording, tone, timing, and narrative
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control. Soliman and Madhi focus primarily on linguistic structure and genre comparison,

Levin on racial passing, and Adeleke on Patricia's resistance.
4. Analysis

The analysis is guided by the argument that humor provides Noah with a degree of narrative
control over experiences shaped by danger, poverty, racial exclusion, and domestic violence.
However, narrative control should not be confused with complete mastery over trauma.
Humor can create distance, reorganize an experience, or redirect the reader’s response, but it
cannot remove the consequences of what has happened. This chapter therefore does not

assume that every casual or restrained sentence is humorous.
4.1 Humor as Psychological Coping and Narrative Control

One of the clearest examples of Noah’s use of incongruity appears at the beginning of the
memoir. Before revealing what happened to him, he refers to action films in which characters
are thrown from moving vehicles and roll safely across the ground. He responds to these
films as someone who has actually experienced what the movies imitate: “Whenever I see
that I think, That’s rubbish. Getting thrown out of a moving car hurts way worse than that”
(Noah 5). The humor is not produced only by the fact that a serious subject is described
casually. It is also created through the order in which information is presented. Noah first
sounds like a viewer criticizing the unrealistic conventions of an action film. The opening
appears to be a general and slightly sarcastic observation about cinema. Only afterward does
the reader learn why he is qualified to make that judgment: his mother pushed him from a

moving minibus when he was nine years old in order to save him from a dangerous driver.

This delayed disclosure changes the meaning of the opening. What first appears to be an
ordinary comment about films becomes a reference to an actual experience of danger. The
reader is required to hold two frames of interpretation at the same time: the familiar
entertainment of the action film and the reality of a child being thrown out of a moving
vehicle onto the road. The mismatch between these frames creates incongruity. However, the
effect is not uncomplicated laughter. The comic observation remains attached to a situation
involving threats of violence against Noah and his mother. The distinction between the child
who experienced the danger and the adult who narrates it is important. The child had little
control over the situation. He did not choose the minibus, the driver’s threats, or his mother’s

decision to push him from the vehicle. The adult narrator, however, controls the order, tone,
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and emphasis of the retelling. He can begin with a joke, delay the explanation, and decide

when the reader will understand the seriousness behind the opening.

Ngcobo and Roya also identify this scene as incongruous because comedy appears within a
near-death experience (339). Their reading emphasizes the coexistence of danger and humor;
the narrative sequence adds another dimension, since the joke precedes the reader's
knowledge that the observation is autobiographical. The passage cannot demonstrate that
Noah has psychologically resolved the experience; what it does show is his narrative control
over how the memory is presented. Martin’s discussion of humor as coping is useful here
because humorous reappraisal can place a threatening experience within a temporarily less
serious frame (19-20). The action-film comparison does not make the event safe, but it allows

the adult narrator to control the first emphasis placed on it.

Tembo's description of comedy as a “protective envelope” is useful here because the comic
frame coexists with, rather than conceals, the danger (263-67). In Noah's scene, delayed
disclosure actually makes the danger more vivid once the reader realizes that the cinematic
joke is autobiographical. A different form of comic reframing appears when Noah recalls a
period of poverty in which his family had limited food available. One of the foods he
remembers eating during this period was mopane worms. Rather than introducing the
experience through a direct description of hunger or economic hardship, however, Noah
focuses on what happened when he actually bit into one, “I’ll never forget the day I bit a
mopane worm in half and that yellow-green ooze came out and I thought, ‘I’m eating

caterpillar shit’” (Noah 260).

This scene should not be classified as trauma in the same sense as the moving-car incident; it
is better understood as an experience of deprivation and physical disgust. The humor is
created by the sentence’s movement from expectation to interpretation. “I’ll never forget”
prepares the reader for a memory of lasting importance, while “yellow-green ooze” gives the
scene vivid sensory detail. The final phrase, “caterpillar shit,” abruptly reduces that serious
setup to the child’s blunt reaction. Poverty is not the punchline; it remains the condition
behind the scene. What becomes comic is Noah’s way of framing the memory through
grotesque imagery and profanity rather than through a direct appeal for pity. Martin’s account
of humor reappraisal helps explain the function of this shift. The circumstances of deprivation

do not change, but the anecdote redistributes the reader’s attention from hardship to comic
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disgust (19-20). This is narrative control at the level of framing, not a claim that poverty itself

becomes less serious.

Together, the moving-car and mopane-worm passages show two forms of narrative control:
delayed disclosure in the first and comic sensory framing in the second. In both cases, painful
or difficult material remains present, but Noah controls how the reader first encounters it.

This supports Tembo’s argument that comedy and pain can coexist (264-67).
4.2 Humor, Language, and Hybrid Identity

Humor in Born a Crime is also connected to language and belonging. Apartheid classified
identity as if racial categories were natural, visible, and fixed. Yet Noah’s experiences
repeatedly show that social belonging also depends on language and cultural knowledge. His
physical appearance does not change, but the meaning attached to his appearance can change
according to how he speaks. This relationship between language and perception becomes
clear in Noah’s metaphor of the chameleon: “I became a chameleon. My color didn’t change,
but I could change your perception of my color” (Noah 56). The sentence is especially
important because it corrects a possible misunderstanding of the metaphor. Noah does not
claim that his body or skin color physically changes; what changes is another person’s
perception. The passage therefore shifts attention from race as a biological fact to race as a
social interpretation. The term “chameleon” initially suggests adaptation through physical
transformation. Noah immediately explains that his adaptation is linguistic. When someone
addresses him in Zulu, he replies in Zulu; when someone addresses him in Tswana, he replies
in Tswana. He concludes that even when he does not look like the other person, speaking like

them can make him appear to belong with them.

The chameleon passage is not itself a fully developed joke. It rather shows the linguistic
mechanism that later becomes comic in the attempted mugging scene where Noah can alter
how others classify him without changing his appearance. The parallel sentence structure
reproduces the flexibility being described. Each conditional statement follows the same
pattern: a language is offered, Noah returns it, and social distance is reduced. The repeated
structure makes code-switching appear quick and controlled. A complicated process of
negotiating racial and cultural belonging is condensed into a clear formula. Levin argues that
Noah'’s racial passing differs from the traditional tragic-mulatto narrative because Noah treats

race as a space of creative formation rather than only as an unavoidable limitation (287-91).
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The chameleon metaphor supports this reading. Noah does not discover one final category
that perfectly contains him. Instead, he develops the ability to act across several linguistic and
cultural positions. Bhabha’s Third Space helps explain this process, but it should not be
understood simply as a place located halfway between two stable cultures. The Third Space
describes the negotiation through which cultural meaning is produced and changed (36-38).
Noah'’s linguistic identity does not consist of separate, untouched pieces placed next to one
another. Language does not simply reveal an identity that was already fixed; in the

interaction, it changes the social meaning attached to Noah.

This becomes particularly clear in the attempted mugging scene. Noah hears a group of
Zulu-speaking men planning to rob him because they perceive him as white. Instead of
running or responding as a frightened victim, he turns around and says “Yo, guys, why don’t
we just mug someone together? I’'m ready. Let’s do it” (Noah 55). The humor comes from a
reversal of expected social roles. The men understand the interaction as aggressors
approaching an outsider. Noah answers through a completely different script: he presents
himself as a possible partner in the crime. The expected victim volunteers to join the
attackers. The humor is created by this sudden reversal, but it also depends on language.
Noah does not rely on the joke alone; he responds in Zulu. The men’s laughter follows their
recognition that the person they had classified as an outsider understands their language and
social world. Humor helps reorganize the interaction, but it is the combination of humor and

shared language that changes Noah’s position.

Fanon’s account of language introduces an important issue of power. Fanon writes that “to
speak means [...] to assume a culture” (17). Language is therefore not a neutral collection of
words. It can carry social values and influence whether a speaker is recognized as educated,
civilized, local, foreign, or culturally legitimate. However, Noah’s situation is not identical to
the colonial assimilation Fanon criticizes. He is not simply abandoning one language in order
to imitate a dominant European culture. He uses several languages, including African
languages, to interrupt assumptions based on his appearance. His multilingualism allows him
to use the social meanings attached to language to challenge the assumptions based on his
appearance. At the same time, the need to adapt shows that the unequal system has not
disappeared. Noah must continually read the social situation and adapt his language to the

situation in order to influence how others perceive him.
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Martin’s understanding of humor as interpersonal communication is useful here. Humor can
convey an indirect message and alter the relationship between speakers without stating its
purpose openly (17-18). Noah’s message is not literally that he wishes to rob someone. The
comic invitation shows that Noah is familiar with the men’s language, and also refuses the
role they have assigned to him. Soliman and Madhi also show that verbal humor can depend
on opposed semantic scripts and specific language choices (261-65). In this scene, however,
the most important reversal is concrete: the intended victim presents himself as an

accomplice, while the presumed outsider signals familiarity through Zulu.

The outcome should not be romanticized. Noah’s multilingualism does not eliminate racial
violence or make the social environment equal. His safety depends on his ability to prove
linguistic familiarity quickly enough. The scene therefore shows both the usefulness and the
cost of adaptation. The humor makes this contradiction visible. Noah appears powerful
because he successfully changes the interaction. Yet the need to perform belonging reveals

his vulnerability. He avoids the immediate threat by influencing how the men classify him.
4.3 Humor as Social Critique

Noah’s humor is directed not only toward his personal experiences but also toward the
authority of apartheid itself. His humor often works by placing the state’s serious legal
language beside an understated or logically simple response. The effect is to expose a
contradiction between the system’s claims to order and the irrational ideas on which that
order depends. The title Born a Crime already contains this contradiction. A person can
commit a crime, but a person is not normally described as a crime simply because they exist.
The title compresses an entire legal and racial system into three words. It shows that
apartheid treated Noah not only as someone connected to an illegal relationship but as literal
proof that a law had been broken. “During apartheid, one of the worst crimes you could
commit was having sexual relations with a person of another race. Needless to say, my

parents committed that crime” (Noah 21).

The passage brings together two very different tones. The phrase “one of the worst crimes”
belongs to the language of extreme moral and legal condemnation. It creates an expectation
that the action will involve severe violence or betrayal. The action that follows is a

consensual relationship between two adults. The phrase “Needless to say” then introduces a

deliberately understated response. Rather than emotionally condemning the law, Noah treats
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his parents’ violation of it as obvious. The calm tone refuses to grant the prohibition the
moral seriousness it claims for itself. The final verb, “committed,” continues the language of
criminality. Grammatically, the parents are placed in the position of offenders, yet the
sentence makes the classification appear absurd. The legal vocabulary is repeated so precisely
that it begins to undermine itself. Soliman and Madhi observe that the memoir’s relational
and identifying grammatical processes frequently classify people and actions within
apartheid’s racial system (257-60). Here, Noah reproduces the classification while exposing

the moral inversion it contains.

The incongruity is therefore not simply that a serious subject becomes funny. It is a conflict
between two understandings of crime. According to apartheid law, interracial intimacy
threatens the racial order. According to the memoir’s moral logic, the real absurdity is the
state’s attempt to regulate love, family, and birth. This satirical method also appears in Noah’s
positive-sounding descriptions of the system. He refers to “the genius of apartheid” and later
calls apartheid “perfect racism” (Noah 8, 33). They are examples of ironic praise. “Genius”
and “perfect” usually express approval of intelligence, achievement, or successful design.
Noah applies them to a violent political system. The positive language is therefore
incompatible with the moral nature of its subject. The contradiction forces the reader to

separate effectiveness from goodness.

Apartheid was not “perfect” because it was just. It was “perfect racism” because it was
deliberately designed to divide the majority population, distribute unequal privileges, and
make oppressed groups direct their anger toward one another. The satire is unsettling because
it recognizes that an evil structure can be carefully organized and effective. This is a deeper
criticism than simply describing apartheid as stupid. Calling it “genius” exposes the
intelligence invested in sustaining cruelty. The explanation that follows redirects the apparent
praise toward the system's methods of control. Ngcobo and Roya argue that Noah uses humor
to resist political power by showing apartheid’s laws and assumptions as absurd (338-40).
The phrases “genius” and “perfect racism” contribute to this resistance by changing the
object of ridicule. Noah does not direct the joke toward the people who suffered under
apartheid. He directs it toward the system’s self-presentation as rational, moral, and

permanent.

Another example appears in Noah’s explanation that “race-mixing proves that races can mix

and, in a lot of cases, want to mix” (Noah 21-22). The sentence reduces apartheid’s elaborate
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racial ideology to a simple contradiction. The existence of mixed-race people contradicts
apartheid’s claim that racial separation reflects a natural order. He does not need to make a
long theoretical argument against racial purity. His existence already contradicts that idea.

The state’s response is therefore to criminalize the evidence that disproves its logic.

Levin's account of racial passing is more directly relevant here. Noah's memoir exposes racial
categories as socially constructed rather than naturally self-evident (287-91). The fact that
apartheid requires laws, surveillance, and classification to preserve those categories reveals
their instability. Humor weakens this authority by changing the reader’s relationship to it.
Apartheid is no longer encountered only as a frightening and powerful system. It also
becomes an object that can be examined, contradicted, and ridiculed. This does not undo its
violence. Rather, it prevents the system from controlling the terms through which its history

1S narrated.

4.4 The Limits of Humor: Domestic Violence and Narrative Directness

The argument that humor creates narrative control would become too broad if every
restrained or conversational passage were treated as comic. The sections dealing with Abel,
Noah's stepfather, shows why this distinction matters. Some sentences contain tonal
mismatch or understatement, but they do not develop into complete jokes. The threat of
violence interrupts the comic frame. Noah describes Abel’s threat through a retrospective
aside “Abel didn’t have a gun yet; he bought that later. But Abel didn’t need a gun to put the
fear of God in you” (Noah 126). The words ‘yet’ and ‘later’ put the adult narrator’s
knowledge of future violence into an earlier threat. ‘He bought that later’ sounds like an
ordinary aside about a routine purchase, but the object is a gun that will later become part of
Abel’s violence against Patricia. The mismatch creates unease rather than a complete comic
effect. The phrase ‘put the fear of God in you’ then makes clear that the gun does not create
Abel’s danger; intimidation is already established. The passage therefore shows an important

limit of incongruity; tonal mismatch can be present without becoming humor.

Caruth’s account of belatedness offers a useful comparison, but the passage does not mean
that Noah failed to recognize Abel’s danger at the time. What changes is the significance of
the words “yet” and “later”, because the adult narrator knows how the violence will end. At
the same time, Abel’s explicit threat “I will kill you” keeps the danger on the ground. The

conversational tone may create distance in the narration, but it never makes Abel’s violence
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harmless or primarily humorous. This becomes clearest when Patricia is shot. Noah reports

the information through a direct statement “My mom’s been shot in the head” (Noah 278).

The sentence contains none of the mechanisms that create humor elsewhere. There is no
playful comparison, comic reversal, exaggerated image, or delayed punchline. The subject
and tone correspond directly. His mother has been shot, and the narration names that fact. The
simplicity of the sentence is powerful because it appears within a memoir that has repeatedly
used humor to approach danger. The reader has become familiar with comic framing and
retrospective commentary. Here, that comic frame disappears. No alternative comic frame
precedes the information, the shooting is stated directly. The disappearance of humor does
not mean that narration itself fails. Noah continues the story, describes the hospital, and
records his emotional response. What fails is the earlier pattern in which comic contrast

reorganizes an experience of danger. The event is narratable, but not initially through humor.

This supports the thesis by establishing a boundary. Humor is a central narrative strategy, but
it is not the only available form. Its absence becomes meaningful because the memoir has
taught the reader to expect its presence. The directness therefore marks a break from the
comic patterns that were shown earlier in the memoir. Caruth’s concept of “double telling”
helps explain what follows. Trauma involves both the unbearable event and the continuing
experience of surviving it (7). Patricia’s shooting cannot be separated from the fact that she
survives and must continue living afterward. The memoir moves between these two stories:

the violence of the attack and the attempt to regain a position from which life can continue.

After surviving the shooting, Patricia tells Trevor “Now you’re officially the best-looking
person in the family” (Noah 281). It is important to distinguish the speaker here. This is
Patricia’s joke, not simply Noah’s humorous description of her suffering. Noah preserves her
words within his narrative. The person who has been shot becomes the person who introduces
humor into the aftermath. The joke depends on a painful incongruity. Patricia’s physical
injuries are placed beside a lighthearted comparison of family appearance. The phrase
“officially” sounds like a formal declaration, even though it refers to an intimate and
devastating moment. Martin’s discussion of positive emotion and coping can help explain the
joke’s possible function. Humor can temporarily alter the emotional relationship to a
threatening experience without denying that it occurred (15-20). Patricia’s comment redirects
the interaction for a moment. She is not only the injured body being observed by her son; she

is also the person shaping the conversation.
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Adeleke’s interpretation of Patricia as a figure of everyday resistance is especially relevant.
Adeleke argues that Patricia’s importance lies in her repeated refusal to be defined entirely by
apartheid, patriarchy, domestic abuse, or restrictive communal expectations (365—74). Her
joke after the shooting can be understood as part of that refusal. She reasserts her familiar

voice and her role within the family.

Nevertheless, the joke should not be described as resolving the trauma or proving that
Patricia has healed. Humor provides a moment of ownership, but it does not supply justice or
erase fear. The coexistence of the gunshot and the joke is what gives the scene its force. The
joke does not appear instead of the wound. It emerges from the person who carries the
wound. This resembles Caruth’s double telling: the unbearable event and the unbearable
continuation of survival remain present together. The story of trauma is therefore not

exclusively his own.

Tembo’s concept of traumedy captures the coexistence of comedy and pain, but this scene
adds an important distinction where humor is absent when Noah first receives the news and
returns only later through Patricia’s response. The movement between directness and comedy
shows that humorous narration is neither automatic nor stable. The shooting therefore reveals
the limit of narrative control: Noah can shape the sequence and preserve Patricia’s words, but

the violence is not transformed into a comic frame.
5. Conclusion

This thesis has shown that humor in Born a Crime is not simply used to make painful
experiences lighter or more entertaining. Noah constructs humorous effects through
incongruity, particularly through changes in tone, narrative order, wording, and unexpected
responses. In the moving-car scene, delayed disclosure changes the reader’s understanding of
the opening joke, while the mopane-worm passage uses grotesque imagery and profanity to
frame a memory of deprivation. These examples show that narrative control lies in how an
experience is presented to the reader, not in any claim that the original pain has been

psychologically resolved.

Humor also contributes to Noah’s negotiation of racial identity and his critique of apartheid.
In the chameleon and mugging passages, language changes how others interpret him,
showing that racial classification depends partly on social recognition rather than appearance

alone. In his descriptions of apartheid, ironic phrases such as “genius” and “perfect racism”
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expose the gap between the system’s claim to order and the irrational racial logic it enforced.
Humor therefore gives Noah a way to challenge the categories and institutions that shaped his

life while also showing that his agency remains conditional.

The final scenes involving Abel and Patricia establish the limit of this argument. When Noah
states that his mother has been shot, the comic frame disappears; humor returns only later
through Patricia’s own joke. This shift shows that humor is not a constant response to
violence. It is one narrative strategy among others, and its absence can be as meaningful as its
presence. To sum it up, this analysis suggests that Noah’s humor matters not simply because
it makes difficult experiences easier to tell, but because it changes the position from which
they are told. Incongruity allows him to place fear beside comedy, fixed racial categories
beside linguistic flexibility, and apartheid’s claims to order beside their own absurdity. In
each case, humor gives Noah space to interpret rather than simply be defined by what
happened to him or by the categories brought on him. Yet Patricia’s shooting also shows the
limit of that control. When humor disappears, the memoir makes clear that some forms of
violence cannot be reorganized into comedy in the same way. The power of humor in Born a
Crime therefore lies not in removing pain, conflict, or oppression, but in giving Noah a way
to confront them, expose their contradictions, and decide how they show up in his story. More
broadly, this suggests that humor in autobiographical writing can shape who gets to interpret
a painful experience, while moments without humor can reveal where that control reaches its

limit.
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	Abstract 
	This thesis examines how Trevor Noah uses humor as a narrative strategy in Born a Crime: Stories from a South African Childhood, with a particular focus on trauma, racial identity, and systems of power. The study uses close reading of selected passages and draws on trauma theory, postcolonial theory, and humor studies, especially the work of Cathy Caruth, Homi K. Bhabha, Frantz Fanon, Salvatore Attardo, and Rod A. Martin. The analysis focuses on how incongruity is constructed through wording, tone, narrative order, irony, and unexpected responses. It argues that humor gives Noah a degree of narrative control over how difficult experiences are presented, while also allowing him to challenge racial classification and expose the contradictions of apartheid. The analysis further shows how language and code-switching influence how Noah is socially interpreted and how humor can create temporary forms of agency. At the same time, the memoir demonstrates the limits of comic framing. In scenes involving domestic violence
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