Rackeb Tesfaye
Hello, everyone. 

Alyssa Favreau
Hello! and welcome to the second episode of Audio Distancing, the new Broad Science minisode series about communicating inclusive science in the time of COVID-19.

Rackeb Tesfaye
 We're your hosts, Alyssa Favreau. Well, I'm not Alyssa Favreau, you are. 

Alyssa Favreau
That's me, yup. 

Rackeb Tesfaye
And I'm Rackeb Tesfaye. It's hard to keep track of those things sometimes.

Alyssa Favreau
What are days? What are names? I don't know.

Rackeb Tesfaye
Exactly. No such thing. How are you this week, Alyssa?

Alyssa Favreau
I'm all right. I feel like I could use some relief from the darkness in the world right now, is all.

Rackeb Tesfaye
I feel you on that. This episode is unfortunately going to start off a little heavy. So apologies.

Alyssa Favreau
That's all right. I'll manage. It's important.

Rackeb Tesfaye
So as we grapple with and try to understand the spread of the COVID-19 virus, we're also seeing the spread of something else. Racism. 

Alyssa Favreau
Yeah. As early as January, Chinese and Asian Canadians began dealing with an increase in racism and xenophobia. This hate has even escalated into violence. Even just in our city, Montreal, we've seen Asian-owned businesses harassed, temples defaced, and in March, a 44-year-old man of Korean descent was stabbed. Non-fatally, thankfully. But all these incidents form a really distressing pattern.

Rackeb Tesfaye
And as we discussed on last week's show, Canada's head public official Dr. Theresa Tam has faced continuous xenophobic attacks from individuals even affiliated with the Canadian government. 

Alyssa Favreau
Our guest for this week might be speaking about the US context, but we are seeing this all over in Canada, the apparently peaceful land of no racism.

Rackeb Tesfaye
No, no racism. I can confirm this. 

Alyssa Favreau
We are not immune to this.

Rackeb Tesfaye
No, we are not. And and the rise in racism directed at Asian communities around the world has many fearing for their safety and bearing the brunt of misinformation and fear during this pandemic.

Alyssa Favreau
Our guest for this week is Kyle Marian, science communicator and producer of the monthly stand up show The Symposium: Academic Stand Up, in New York. She and a group of comedians, scientists, and artists came together to tackle misinformation and xenophobia with comedy.

Rackeb Tesfaye
So we'll play a clip from that show, thanks to Now This News, and talk to Kyle about combating hatred and reclaiming narrative through laughter.

Comedian
A scarf from Old Navy is not going to protect you from this virus. A scarf is not a medical grade thing. Also, where do you think this stuff is made? China. 

Kyle Marian
One of the reasons we wanted to put this show together was to figure out how people were feeling. We thought, when we thought of this show one month ago, that maybe this would die down in March.

Esther Chen
Yeah. Kyle was like "Esther is this date too late?" I was like girl don't you worry. It's just going to be worse. 

Rackeb Tesfaye
Whereabouts in New York are you?

Kyle Marian
I'm in Queens. Actually, I live and grew up in Elmhurst, which is what is now known as sort of the hardest hit area in New York City and the US. But it's quieter in my area. And, yeah, it's kind of just become quickly... It is what it is, you know. 

Rackeb Tesfaye
Yeah. 

Kyle Marian
And also, my neighbourhood, and New York City, this isn't the first time we've had weird, eerie, quiet moments. This is the longest it's been, but having lived through something like September 11th, it feels weirdly familiar. But I'm also, today of all days, I'm also reeling from the fact that one of my comedic and creative homes is really closing down.

Rackeb Tesfaye
Was that the Upright Citizens Brigade? 


Yeah, yeah. And so we're kind of in a weird space of grieving, not people per say, but a community. So it's a roller coaster of so many things, you know.

Alyssa Favreau
Yeah. You, along with your collaborator Esther Chen, put on a show called Asians Strike Back last month. Can you tell us a bit more about it? 

Kyle Marian
Yeah, so Asians Strike Back: A Coronavirus Comedy and Science Show was a show that [with] Esther Chen, who is a comedian and an actor, we decided to put this together because we were responding to the very quick rise in—for her and for me as comedians, the rise of anti-Asian jokes in our community, anti-Asian microaggressions, and physical violence towards Asians all over the world, not just in the US. And so we were responding to that because we were getting mad and the one thing that we could actively do is to provide a platform to explore that. And so we started really brainstorming what we wanted it to be, and how I can both be responsible to the social issues, but also to the scientific facts, and how to think critically about news and the science, and to give people actionable things to have on their hands. 

There was a point, mid-February, where I was like "I don't know, March 1st feels so far away. Do we actually think that this is still going to be a thing? The news cycle changes so quickly." And then lo and behold, on the night that we were doing the show on March 1st—an afternoon show, it started at four p.m.—by the time that we walked out of that space an hour and a half later, the very first confirmed case in New York City was announced.

Rackeb Tesfaye
Since the conception, as you said from January 31st until the show, can you talk a little bit about what the process was like putting that show together and what that experience was like for you and the cast in creating that space?

Kyle Marian
So part of the thing that I loved about working with Esther is that we were both wanting an outlet to really talk about Asian diaspora issues. From her being Taiwanese and  the World Health Organization not even having Taiwan in the numbers because it's not considered a country to them, right? And so us coming together was really making sure that there could be a balance between the things that we have always wanted to talk about, about our own experiences as Asians, but also with the misinformation and the science, because that impacts, they're not mutually exclusive. And so we really built out like "Okay, who are the people in New York City, the best of the best, who we think have the best skills to really tackle this, both in the comedy space and the science space?" And then from there, we kind of just reached out. But I really wanted to make sure that this was a variety show because we don't know who's going to come in the door. We just know that being able to touch on really dark material, you have to balance people's energies. And one of the best ways to do that is to allow moments of catharsis or spotlight the silliness of something through musical comedy, through characters, or whatever.

Rackeb Tesfaye
And as you mentioned, I think it's an important point, you don't know who is going to show up and who your audience is going to be. So, of course, comedy is always a gamble, but pushing back on xenophobic narratives and doing so as comedians from marginalized backgrounds, in New York, no less, did you ever feel concerned about performing at any point?

Kyle Marian
At the time of the show, a lot of our concern was really for our broader audience and not necessarily for the comedians, because, comedians are used to heckling and vitriol every so often. The comedians we were bringing to the table are really tough people. A lot of the increase was still microaggressions. And there was only a handful [of instances] of physical violence towards Asians in New York City. Which is where my performers are. But we were in contact and things were okay. 

The only thing that was on my mind was how ignorant people would react to Asians wearing face masks. At a time when no one was really talking about face masks yet. But it was one of those things where Esther and I were like, "No one's even talking about this. How ridiculous is that? No one's even talking about how you're supposed to properly wash your hands." And I still remember seeing TikTok videos from museums, like museum scientists washing their hands. And it was just, put the soap on your hand and then rinse the soap off. And it's like, "that's not how it works."

Alyssa Favreau
What was the reception like, both from the audience at the show and then from the media that covered it afterwards?

Kyle Marian
We had maybe up to one hundred and fifty people, way more than we anticipated, packing the Caveat theatre. I was actually legitimately stressed that we had so many people in a small environment. But the energy and the vibe during the show was incredible. There were so many people laughing. It was high energy. I was surprised that there were a couple of really elderly folks in the audience. Like actually two grandparents in the audience. And at the time the thing to say was "hey, if you're healthy, worry about protecting the vulnerable people first." And so it was in the back of my head that, gosh, that's tough to take care of two people in an audience of a hundred and fifty. Because it might feel like they're the butt of the joke when our goal with some of these jokes is to really hammer in that if you are not as vulnerable, don't go with your fear but just prepare. 

Alyssa Favreau
You ended up getting a lot of media coverage for it as well.

Kyle Marian
We did, yeah. And what I noticed, too, going back to the reactions that we had overall, before the show we had some Asian activists be like "Gross, another bunch of comedian Asians who are just going to throw our community under the bus." Whether or not we do it wrong, it's the sort of thing where I as a producer, I'm open to constructive criticism because this matters to me. 

During the show, all the POCs and allies really had a great time. At least one white woman left the show and told CNN that she was actually offended that one of the comedians said he didn't mind if white folks, or white elder folks, died. But it's all about context and so is the science and so is the comedy. But the context of that comedian's joke was tied to voting. It was tied to, you know, the voting decisions in the US is largely driven by privileged people, largely driven by like a certain demographic. And so his particular joke was tied to that. And my answer to the CNN reporter was that I feel bad that anyone feels excluded in a show that I create, but I would hope that that person can also reframe and really dig in to what white privilege means. That's something that was a giant takeaway for me. What does that mean for a larger conversation if someone with privilege can't dig deeper into their own experiences and ask why the person without privilege is saying what they're saying.

Alyssa Favreau
We were actually talking recently to health journalist André Picard, and we were discussing how the whole COVID-19 situation is really making clear the failures of the media and the ways in which misinformation and a lack of funding make it really difficult for people to get the information that they need. And that kind of makes me think about how daily comedy shows are now how a lot of us consume news. For better or for worse. So I'm wondering what your thoughts are about how comedy is used as a communication tool?

Kyle Marian
My starting point is that comedy is an art form, right? It's a vehicle to communicate. But it's an art form for, quote unquote, the common man, the common person, for a reason. And I think that's something that's really important. When you're working in science communication, one of the hot words is always this idea of the deficit model. When people are doing science outreach, science education, or even lecturing and teaching pedagogy, it's hard to remove the power dynamics of a speaker to their audience. The audience being the one who has less knowledge, the less expert in something, versus the speaker who is expected to be knowledgeable, be the expert, be perfect in many ways. With comedy perfection doesn't work, because the mechanics of comedy is that you somehow make your audience feel superior than you. The illusion or the magic show with standup comedy is that you're actually having this weird conversation where the audience, their only response is through laughter or groans or silence. That is how they respond to this conversation that you're having with them. And so the onus is on you as a performer to then figure out how to get the most information to your audience, or enough information to your audience so that they're on the same page with you so they know exactly how your brain is working when you're talking about a topic.

Rackeb Tesfaye
So interesting. I've never really thought about the positionality or superiority in that engagement context before with comedy. Thank you so much for that. 

Kyle Marian
Yeah you'll also notice this with a lot of comedians who are— whether or not I am a liberal comedian doing comedy in a conservative place, like me doing a human evolution joke in a church. I'm gonna have to do the hard work to get that audience to be on the same page as me so that they trust me enough to not only make the jokes, but also to understand my logic so that by the time that I hit my punch line, they are with me on why that punch line is funny.

Rackeb Tesfaye
Well, my gosh, what an interview.

Alyssa Favreau
Thanks so much for speaking with us. 

Rackeb Tesfaye
You're awesome. You want to come back next week? 

Kyle Marian
I'm happy to keep chatting if you're interested. I mean, you don't have to combine these things. As science communicators, as artists, as comedians. You do what you want [and] that is a privilege. And I've been lucky to have people who supported me and who I've learned from to be able to to really challenge, and fail, and fail better, and iterate on the idea of what inclusive science communication can be, especially using comedy. I just happened to really focus on social justice issues because I want to keep learning and I want to challenge why academia has to be a certain way.

Alyssa Favreau
There's so much to say on the topic of rising xenophobia in the time of COVID-19, more than we could possibly touch on. But it's crucial to be paying attention to these stories

Rackeb Tesfaye
And those stories are out there, so we just wanted to highlight a few of them. And we'll put these in our show notes if you would like to continue listening. One was from the April 10th Daily podcast by the New York Times episode, titled "I Became a Person of Suspicion." And it is a long form interview with a staff writer who talks about her experiences being verbally assaulted in New York, along with a beautiful history of of her family and their immigration to America. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]There's also a Code Switch episode. On March 9, entitled "As Corona Virus Spreads, Racism and Xenophobia are Too." And this also goes through the history of other pandemics and how what we're seeing is not novel. Xenophobia, not only within the Asian communities, but in within another oppressed groups, tends to rise during times of pandemics. So for our podcast listeners, we will have those links in our show notes.

Alyssa Favreau
Give them a listen, if you're interested. Thanks again to our guest, Kyle Marian, who can be found on Twitter at @kylemarian. Information about The Symposium: Academic Standup can be found at caveat.nyc, and also huge congratulations to Kyle for her new job at Science Friday.

Rackeb Tesfaye
Congratulations, Kyle. 

Alyssa Favreau
Yeah, that's great. 

Rackeb Tesfaye
Yeah. And she also highlighted in the episode how many science communicators are struggling to get income during this time because a lot of their work is freelance. So such great news during these hard times. And you can find us on Twitter at @science_broads, our website broadscience.org, and anywhere podcasts can be listened to. iTunes, SoundCloud, Spotify, Stitcher. And if you can, please like and subscribe. We really appreciate every single review. And somehow we've been really late to the game with asking for this. So we would just love some love, really.

Alyssa Favreau
This episode was edited and mixed by Ryan McFarlane.

Rackeb Tesfaye
In partnership with CKUT 90.3 FM, as always. 

Alyssa Favreau
See you next week. 

Rackeb Tesfaye
Bye.

