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BOOKS

T
he choice of the title 
Born A Crime for 
Trevor Noah’s 
autobiography might 

be obvious to South Africans: 
born to a black mother and 
white father during the 
apartheid era, Noah was by 
virtue of his existence the  
result of illegal acts. For South 
Africans, Noah is perhaps quite 
a simple concept: there’s no 
need to be a fan of his or even  
to know much about him in 
order to understand that he’s  
a local guy who’s made it big in 
broadcasting in the US – and,  
to the delight of many, done so 
without changing his accent. 

To Americans though,  
he’s a little more complex:  
a replacement for The Daily 
Show’s previous, much-beloved 
host Jon Stewart, a fresh 
comedic voice, a charming and 
well-turned-out man with the 
most appealing of accents.

With a particular pull for 
younger audience members – 
those who are streaming the 
show at a viewing time of their 
choosing rather than tuning in 
nightly – Noah is proving to be  
a highly relatable figure in  
a time of crisis. He’s not just  
a guy who looks a little like the 
people who are fearing for their 
lives, livelihoods and quality  >> 

T H E  E D I T

Trevor Noah knows that 
when it comes to politics,  
a sense of humour is key

Words by Cayleigh Bright
Photographs by Byron L Keulemans



of life under a 
Trump presidency, 
but he’s also a man 
who’s seen it all 
and survived: 
South Africa, 
after all, has 
some experience 
with racial 
injustice, 
political violence 
and presidential 
incompetence.  
As many have 
pointed out, this 
isn’t a man who 
treated a Trump 
presidency as one 
big joke: to Noah, 
the laughable 

man with the orange hair, gold toilet 
and plans for a ‘yuge’ wall was a threat 
to be taken seriously, from quite some 
months back. 

As his story unfolds in Born A Crime,  
it becomes clear why the host’s approach 
to the news is a balanced mix of this-is-
very-bad cautioning and this-doesn’t-
even-surprise me weariness: his life has 
been one in which the political has been 
undoubtedly personal, as apartheid law 
divided his family before it even began 
and left a long legacy. For Noah, being 
apolitical has simply never been an 
option, making him an ideal entertainer 
for an audience experiencing their  
own political awakening and having 
uncomfortable but vital discussions about 
race on their own terms. 

We spoke to him about speaking up, 

how humour is 
making him 
heard, and why it’s 
essential for us to 
educate ourselves. 

GQ: As a 
comedian,  
you’ve tackled 
increasingly 
‘serious’ topics, 
while in your 
book you tell 
personal stories of  
your experiences 
with violence, 
domestic abuse 
and poverty, again 
with funny 

moments where we’d least expect  
them. What’s the key to using humour  
to affect change?
TREVOR NOAH: Humour has  
a great way of making topics accessible  
to people who would otherwise avoid 
serious topics. We may not all agree on  
a topic or point of view, but we all laugh. 
You can’t make people laugh at something 
serious without making them think about 
it. If you get them thinking about it, you 
can start to change perceptions and start 
conversations.

GQ: Your book explores the history of 
apartheid right from its beginning. Is  
this for the worldwide audience who may 
know of the concept just as ‘something to 
do with Nelson Mandela’, or do you 
believe that South Africans need to learn 
more about our history too?
TN: I think we definitely need to learn 
more about our own history in SA. I 
learned so much writing the book and 
researching our history as well. We need 
to learn not just the ‘what’ but also the 
‘why’ – yes, apartheid happened, but why 
did it happen and why is the country the 
way it is today?

GQ: You’ve spoken about the fact that  
a lot of people don’t really believe that 
racism is happening because they don’t 
see it. Do you see it as your mission as 
an entertainer to illuminate the social 
issues that need attention?
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TN: The way media 
works, traditional 
and social, we live  
in little echo 
chambers. So if 
there isn’t racism  
in your chamber, 
it’s hard to see  
out of that. As a 
comedian my job  
is to make people 
laugh – personally  
I like to illuminate 
social issues, 
whilst also raising 
ideas I might have. 
We’re all trying to 
get to the same 
place together and 
humour helps  
us realise that.

GQ: While 
writing about 
South African 
politics and 
doing a show 
discussing 
American 
politics, what 
differences 
between the two 
have struck you?
TN: I think one  
of the key 
differences comes 
from from the fact 
that South Africa 
is a parliamentary 
system and not  
a two party 
system like the  
US – this creates 
more nuance in 
politics, it means 
voters can choose 
the party that best 
represents their 
needs whereas in 
the US it almost 
feels like people 
support a party 
like a sports team. 
Republican or 
Democrat for life.

Born a Crime: Stories from 
a South African Childhood 

(Spiegel & Grau, R285) 

GQ: What’s your 
advice to people 
who’ve previously 
considered 
themselves ‘not 
political’ but want 
to speak out for 
issues that matter 
to them?
TN: Social media 
has given everyone 
a voice, and it’s 
also given people 

GQ: Your story  
is one of not 
‘belonging’ –  
at least according 
to South African 
law. How did this 
shape you, and 
prepare you for 
what you do today? 
TN: Looking at the 
colour of my skin, 
where I come from 
and my route to  
The Daily Show,  
I actually don’t 
belong. But that 
means I have  
a different view on 
everything to my 
peers in late night. 
This can only be  
a good thing.

GQ: What will you 
never joke about?
TN: If there’s a way 
to make people 
think and laugh, 
nothing should be 
off limits. 
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access to various 
points of view that 
may have been 
inaccessible  
a short time ago. 
Speak out about 
your issues but 
educate yourself on 
them first because 
many times the 
solution to the issue 
is not what it seems 
like on the surface.
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‘Speak 
out 
about 
your 
issues 
but 
educate 
yourself 
on 
them 
first’
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