	
	



B.J. Rudell:	Hello and welcome to Policy 360. I'm B.J. Rudell, I'm the associate director of POLIS, The Center for Political Leadership Innovation and Service here at the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke University. Political satire isn't new, it's been with us throughout history. Even Shakespeare's works were packed with political commentary. Lately, Political News itself seems more like entertainment television. So how do you make fun of something that already seems like a joke? As my next guest puts it, it's a blessing and a curse to be a Trump era comedian. Zhubin Parang is a producer for the Daily Show with Trevor Noah having previously served as the head writer for three years. Zhubin majored in political science and sociology at Vanderbilt University, he attended Georgetown law school, and was a corporate lawyer before he was hired by the Daily Show. Zhubin welcome to Policy 360.
Zhubin Parang:	Thank you guys for having me, I’m very honored to be here.
B.J. Rudell:	Why is it a blessing and a curse to be a Trump era comedian?
Zhubin Parang:	It is a blessing because there is no want for material in this day and age. It used to be before Trump that the news cycle was daily and that if we had a story in the morning that we wanted to talk about, the odds are very high that would still be the story that we would be talking about at 11 o'clock that night. In the Trump era a news cycle is almost hourly and any script that we write at 9:00 AM will almost certainly be thrown out by 2:00 PM and we'll again be dramatically revised by 5:00 PM and then by the time it airs at 11 PM, it might not even be relevant to what has been going on. 
The approach to comedy is much more frantic now. There's a lot more terrified, quick meetings in hallways and a lot of scrambling, which is also how I imagine the Trump White House works, but it's definitely how we work.
B.J. Rudell:	What's been the most challenging news or political story to joke about during your eight years on the show?
Zhubin Parang:	The most challenging ones are the ones that have been that way before President Trump was elected, usually school shootings, disasters that are manmade and not natural. There is a certain fate element in a hurricane or an earthquake. When disasters are human, it is very difficult to even address them, much less find comedic angles on them. And I think that will, that has existed before Trump, it certainly will exist after Trump. It is difficult as a comedian to walk through the minefield of a tragic story, both in terms of being afraid that you'll say the wrong thing to someone else and also afraid that you are not going to say what you want to say. Having a lot of emotions yourself and having a lot of feelings and thoughts about the particular issue, being able to turn that into comedic material becomes much harder. It's almost a blessing to talk about whatever Donald Trump has tripped on that day and whatever rant he's made- versus those tragedies, which will out-live him for sure.
B.J. Rudell:	Speaking of Donald Trump, back in 2017 you said to Salon, "We've had to think of Trump as being a fire hydrant that's busted open on the street. Initially- that was a huge thing that everybody on the street was freaking out and like, oh my God, at this fire hydrant that is blasting water everywhere. But it feels the fire hydrant has been going off for two, three years now." Well, it's two years later, so do you feel- the same way?
Zhubin Parang:	Absolutely. Yeah. The good thing about President Trump is that he is very much a fallback, at the very least. If there is nothing else going on, you can always turn to the fire hydrant and say, oh look, that's still going on. But because that is now so much a part of the background of politics, we are able to look at something else and look for other stories to cover. So it's provided us a very good safety option for discussing the news if there's nothing else to talk about. On the other hand, Trump is still very capable of dominating a headline and ruining something we want to talk about by asserting something on Twitter or making a new announcement, which has become a lot less common now.
I think everyone in the country, including him, are beginning to get a little exhausted by the pace and the topics he brings to the table. We've heard ‘build a wall’ now, so much, we've heard the witch hunt, so much, that it's becoming  repetitive enough that people are willing to look away from him and the sense that the world is ending is not quite as prevalent in people's minds. It's still there, but it's just not quite as prevalent.
B.J. Rudell:	Do you see a connection between what you do and journalism?
Zhubin Parang:	No. Because I think that's insulting journalists. We are not a journalistic enterprise, we don't have reporters, we don't have editorial standards, we don't have sources or practices or codes of conduct. And I think what journalists do is a vital service that is so much more important than what we, for example, do, which- and this is my career I'm talking about, and you can basically take me or leave me and there's no real point to my existence. But what we do is comment on the news of the day, like anybody else would sitting around a table or watching TV and I don't want people to replace or think of us as being a substitute for real journalism, which is as vital as ever now.
 B.J. Rudell:	What are the show’s, comedic boundaries, and are they the same as your personal comedic boundaries?
Zhubin Parang:	I would say the show’s comedic boundaries are different from mine in that Trevor can say the n-word a lot- more than I can, certainly. I think that aside from that, no, I find myself usually very much in agreement with Trevor and the show's comedic boundaries are basically Trevor's comedic boundaries. The show is Trevor's show and we talk about what he wants to talk about and we approach issues with his perspective and his insight. I am very lucky that I think Trevor usually has very good insights and I agree with him both politically and also comedically. So I'm very lucky, a lot of times professional writers will find themselves writing for someone whose voice they don't necessarily agree with, but it's just part of the job. I got lucky that way.
B.J. Rudell:	You're part of a large team at the Daily Show, obviously you and Trevor and a host of others, so what is that like in the writer's room?
Zhubin Parang:	It's really fun in that we have a lot of varied perspectives and different approaches to comedy. So, any time we have a meeting, there's always so many different jokes flying around from so many different perspectives and senses of humor that it's just a joy to just sit in a meeting and just laugh all day long. It's great to have a team like that because it also forces you to up your game. You have to bring your funniest jokes, you have to be present and quick witted at all hours of the day and it's definitely exhausting and challenging, but it's also very stimulating. You feel like every day you are among the best funniest people in the country and it really makes you feel like you've been part of something that doesn't exist anywhere else.
B.J. Rudell:	Your viewers look to the daily show to help them laugh. So, do you ever go into work and just not feel funny?
Zhubin Parang:	Yeah, sometimes. But that's not my job is it? My job is to be funny so the paychecks certainly is a motivation to shrug off whatever it is I'm feeling that day. I mean ultimately the good thing about also having and being with a team of phenomenal writers is that people are able to have a little bit of a down-day and let other ones to pick up the slack. Just like any job, like you have good days and bad days, you are in rhythm sometimes where you're just firing on all cylinders and you are just killing it, and other days where you can't think of anything funny to save your life or you're just saying the words all wrong. And being in a group of people who accept that you are funny and talented and you're gonna have a bad day or a bad joke and they don't mind, they'll just keep going through- is a real joy and a real professional, it's a real excitement to be in a professional setting that mature.
B.J. Rudell:	Outside of the Mueller investigation, which seems all consuming in Washington and beyond-
Zhubin Parang:	I don't think, yeah, I think by before the sun explodes, we will not get to the end of that-
B.J. Rudell:	What's an important Trump story that you'll be following in the coming months?
Zhubin Parang:	Well, it's honestly up to President Trump and I think that's really more up to his sense of message discipline. I think one of the most enjoyable things for me about the Trump administration has been how they very clearly come up with a very set and detailed plan for what they want to talk about and the president completely obliterates them based on whatever he saw on Fox News that morning or whatever in his head triggers a thought about something he remembers from the 80s that he's still mad about and then the entire administration and the Republican Party have to reshape whatever it is they wanted to talk about to fit what he now thinks. That to me has been probably one of the most fun experiences of this era- is watching people who are forced to speak for the president have to speak for the president.
B.J. Rudell:	You and other writers are immersed in politics and policy day-in day-out. You don't take much of a break. So how does that affect you, if at all?
Zhubin Parang:	On the downside of it, you get numb to a lot of the news. There's a lot of political events and policies that get carried out that when you're first approach is, how do I find a funny angle on this? You can sometimes get numb to the reality of it. But on the other hand, I think as a comedian that would be my first instinct to do anyway. I cope with things by finding out what's funny about it and trying to laugh about it. So, I don't know if I would be any more emotionally healthy than I am now if I wasn't working for the show. I think another negative side of that is that also I tend to be much more cued into ‘inside the beltway’ events than conventional wisdom. And it's hard sometimes to remember that most of the country does not care or know about all the nitty gritty details and essentially high school gossip that goes on in the beltway.
	That requires a constant vigilance as a writer to always be aware of what your audience is coming to the table with and not to assume that they know all the things you know, just because you happen to be swimming in this pool.
B.J. Rudell:	And finally, what would you say to others, let's say public policy students who are looking to follow in your footsteps?
Zhubin Parang:	Public Policy Students? Well, I would say if you want to be a comedy writer, it's much more important to be funny than it is to have a detailed knowledge of public policy. So I would say you definitely want to exercise your comedic writing muscles much more, you can trust that you're a public policy muscles and that knowledge is set. What I would advise you to do is to find venues where you can test out your comedy ideas, whether that's stand up venues or taking an improv class or doing a sketch workshop, finding places where you can get your jokes in front of a live audience is what I would highly recommend. That's the only way you can learn whether you're funny and get better at being funny is by seeing what jokes of yours work and don't
B.J. Rudell:	Zhubin thank you very much for joining me today.
Zhubin Parang:	Thank you for having me.
[bookmark: _GoBack]B.J. Rudell:	Zhubin Parang has won multiple primetime Emmy awards for his work on the Daily Show. His trip to Duke was sponsored by POLIS, the Center for Political Leadership, Innovation and Service, as well as the Dewitt Wallace Center for Media and Democracy, the Sanford School of Public Policy, and the Graduate Student Association of Iranians at Duke. The Daily Show with Trevor Noah airs nightly at 11:00 PM Eastern on Comedy Central. We’ll be back in two weeks with another edition of Policy 360, once again I'm B.J. Rudell. Thanks for being with us.
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