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Sample assignment: Stand-up comedy discourse analysis 

This activity was assigned in Week 2 of Year 2 (2019), which covered discourse, 

embodiment, and pragmatics. We did not discuss features of comedy as a discourse genre, but 

stand-up comedy lends itself to analyses of embodiment and context in relation to discourse. 

This particular bit is performed by Black comedian Dave Chappelle, and it speaks directly 

to the experiences of structural racism faced by Black people in the U.S. This activity could be 

adapted to other Black comedians’ routines, particularly contemporary ones. When doing so, 

instructors should be aware of the selected comedian’s larger sociopolitical views and reputation, 

since this may factor into the way students react to and analyze the discourse. 
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LING 20: Language and Linguistics 

Stand-up comedy discourse analysis 

“Sometimes racism works out in Black people’s favor” 

Directions: After watching this bit from Dave Chapelle, answer each of the questions below. 

The bit is part of his “Killing Them Softly” performance in 2000. A basic transcript of the skit is 

on the next page. For questions that ask what type of context something provides, your answer 

should be one (or more) of the five types discussed in lecture: discourse, social, cultural, factual, 

or physical/setting. 

1. How would you define the term brother as Chappelle uses it in lines 15-16?

a. What information in the narrative tells you this? (refer to specific quotes and line

numbers)

b. What type of context does this information provide?

2. What does the audience need to know in order to understand why the line “He was

Chinese…” (line 12) is supposed to be funny with regard to the plane hijacker?

a. What type of context is this?

3. What meaning does the “thumbs up” gesture (lines 19, 21) convey in the context of this

story?

a. How is the meaning of the gesture between the Black men different from the

meaning interpreted by the white men on the plane?

4. What cultural context is needed to understand the statement “Black people is bad

bargaining chips” (line 42) and the final line, when the White House hangs up on the

terrorist?

Media referenced: 

Chappelle, Dave. (2000). “Killin Them Softly.” Performed at Lincoln Theater, Washington 

D.C. Directed by Stan Lathan.

• YouTube excerpt: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6KhuEQpz0VU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6KhuEQpz0VU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6KhuEQpz0VU
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TRANSCRIPT 

1. Sometimes racism works out in Black people’s favor.

2. It doesn’t happen often, it happens very rarely,

3. But, when it happens, it is fucking sweet.

4. I’m serious.

5. This one time racism saved my life, man.

6. I was on a plane,

7. I was coming from overseas,

8. And, I don’t know how this guy got a machine gun on a plane but,
9. He stood up, man, he said,

10. <accent> “Everybody, get on the fucking ground. Nobody look at my face!” </>

11. I started freaking out,

12. Cause he was Chinese,

13. I was like, “Why is he talkin like that?”

14. He’s screamin and cryin.

15. I was the only brother on the plane –

16. Well, I thought I was the only brother,

17. I looked over, there was one other Black dude, he was from Nigeria.

18. I looked over at him, he was looking right in my face, man.
19. He didn’t say two words to me he just looked at me and was like [thumbs up]

20. He didn’t need to talk, I knew just what he was talkin about,

21. I looked right back at him, I was like [thumbs up, nods]

22. Some white dudes on the front of the plane seen us, they were like,

23. <whispering> “Huh, oh my god.

24. I think those Black guys are gonna try to save us.” </>

25. Mm mmmm.

26. We were just communicatin,

27. That we understood the situation.
28. We were both seein the same thing.

29. What we understood was simple.

30. Terrorists don’t take Black hostages.

31. That’s the truth.

32. I have yet to see one of us on the news,

33. Reading a hostage letter.

34. “Um, mm.

35. They is treatin us good.

36. Uh, we all chillin and shit.

37. I’d like to give a shout out to RayRay and Big Steve.
38. Send some Newports.”

39. You not gon see it!

40. Terrorists are smart, they know what they’re doing.

41. They terrorists.

42. The know us Black people is bad bargaining chips.

43. They call up the White House,

44. <accent> “Hello? We have got five Black – hello?” </>
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