











that he truly believed he was crafting a comfortable evening for J to enjoy based on what he
knows about Black women and Black culture — knowledge based on stereotypes, that is.

As the date continues, J does not remain completely silent in her discontent. She
physically expresses her discomfort
while providing insight (bringing
wreck) through her narrative voiceover.
The spoken word performance begins
with a woman expressing how she
should live today as if it were
tomorrow, yet being unable to because
she is depressed. Three seconds into her performance, the shot switches to an earnest, intrigued,
and misplaced Jay seated next to a bored, and irritated J (see photo). J’s voiceover announces,
“Rap and poetry had baby named Spoken Word. I wish I could abort that baby.”'*® Immediately
after this thought, she turns to look at Jay who is nodding along, in clear attempt not to offend or
disrespect something he associates with J’s culture. Moments later J orders a shot and the woman
on stage calls out Jay saying: “I see you white chocolate. I’ll give you what you need; I’ll be the
coffee to your cream. I know sista-girl [in reference to J], I feel you. It’s rough out here.”'*” Jay
immediately shrinks down into his chair next to a frustrated and embarrassed J. In this
interaction, the spoken word artist was referring to two stereotypes associated with white
man/Black woman heterosexual relationships. First, the artist assumes that the relationship is
based on fetishistic desires of white men for Black women. By cheekily saying, “I can give you

what you need, I’ll be the coffee to your cream” the performer narrates Jay and J’s relationship

1% Rae, The Date, 7:48-7:53.
%7 Ibid., 8:20-8:27.
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through a stereotyped lens, implying that the only reason a Black woman might be desirable to a
white man is because of ideological associations of Black womanhood and hyper-sexuality.

Second, the performer “empathizes” with J over the perceived inability for a Black
woman to find a “decent” Black man to be with, therefore choosing to date white men. The
commentary below this video was complete with twenty-five comments explicitly discussing
interracial relationships and twenty-seven comments referencing the respective characteristics of
white and Black men as romantic partners. The comments regarding interracial couples consisted
of anecdotes of people’s own experiences of being in an interracial couple or the perception
thereof (“Imfao! this episode is so real life for an initial interracial dating!!”/”Black girl doing
spoken word was on point about the perception of interracial relationships.”), references to
reactions to J and White Jay’s relationship (“The look on the black guy face that's on his own
Interracial Date is priceless Ironic”), and general comments on the topic of interracial dating (““its
funny how interracial dating is still an issue in the States of all places”). The comments
comparing Black men and white men as romantic partners generally consisted of references to
the scenes in the episodes(“Did he really say \ I thought you were my boy Reggie\"? Typical

(I3}

ignorant ass black man”), anecdote of people’s own experiences dating Black or white men (“i've
dated white men...i actually prefer them. Jay is soooo my type #Hecangetit lol”’/ “People act like
1 should not have opinions on the black experience just cus I date white guys (not exclusively).
More white men are interested in me than black where i live and I'm not about to start chasing
someguys who don't want me.”), and general expressions on the status of Black and/or white

men (“Black guys hate seeing black girls with white men. Same with black women hating black

men with white women. its annoying.”).
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This quagmire of a date centered itself on stereotypes of Black women and white men.
During the third spoken word recital of the night, as a woman took the stage and performed a
piece about how terrible white men are, how Black women who date white men are race traitors,
and about the sexual inadequacies of white men in comparison to Black men — similar sentiments
were expressed in comments. J had reached her limit and abruptly left the theater. Once outside,
J confronted Jay about his choices for their date night:

J: What the fuck were you thinking? Really? Fried chicken and spoken word?

Jay: Me? [stammers] What were you thinking? I mean come on! You weren’t even

trying. (*Gestures to her outfit*) I mean come on! What are you wearing?

[laughter] 188
In this scene, Rae writes in her Crunk feminist politics through knowing the history founding
these stereotypes, and then educating on the absurdity of discourses founded in stereotypes. J
comes to the realization that she had made the same mistake as Jay in her attempt to perform
“appropriate” whiteness. The shift from purely presenting awkward situations, to using each
awkward situation as validification for unruliness, J shifts the interpretation of the episode from
being “autobiographical,” consisting of perspectival explanation, to autoethnographic, consisting
of critical public pedagogy. Rae’s production of this episode reveals that both J and Jay made
decisions for the night based on stereotypes of the other’s perceived cultural preferences. By
acknowledging the root of their disagreements in shared practiced of stereotyping, Jay and J
catalyze their awkwardness and use it as a teaching tool for how cultural stereotypes are too
heavily relied upon, which diminished the existence depth of the human beneath the stereotype.

In exposing her own foibles, J shows how she can be complicit in her engagement with

stereotypes, again embracing an ambivalence, a Crunk feminist practice. By owning her mistakes

'8 Ibid., 10:40-11:10.
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in a satirical setting, Rae constructed a space where viewers are able to reflect on the
metaphorical sausage of interracial relationships being made. Moreover, because viewers are
implored to empathize with J, Rae rhetorically encourages this reflection as a form of Black
feminist praxis. Also, as mentioned, this is a Crunk feminist practice. Rae enacted a feminism
that can fuck with the grays by acknowledging the gray areas of relationships, power structures,

and discrimination that shape intercultural discourse and interpersonal communication broadly.

Conclusion

Rae’s deployment of awkwardness in the form of charged humor has many rhetorical
implications. The first implication of using awkwardness as a satirical tactic is that it pointedly
acts as a comedic questioning of “the assumed.” Rae’s strategic use of awkwardness confronts
historical and contemporary assumptions of racial, gendered, and sexual identity. By stepping
into the role of Awkward Black Girl, Rae calls attention to stereotypes, which she and many
other Black women do not comfortably reside. Moreover, through awkwardness, Rae indirectly
confronts the viewers who might assume hold prejudice on controlling images of Blackness,
womanhood, interracial couples, and varying other cultural markers of difference. By making
awkward the assumed, Rae denaturalizes her viewers’ prejudiced or stereotyped understandings.
The second implication is that through the process of denaturalization, Rae plays with that which
is “taken for granted,” and displays common sense ideology as something to be questioned. In
utilizing charged humor, Rae opens up space for the expression of alternative hegemonies. These
alternative hegemonies further the production of cultural citizenship and craft interpretive
communities. My next chapter explicitly addresses the discourses that take place within these

interpretive communities and how cultural citizenship is fostered an enacted.
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In Conclusion, Stay Weird

Throughout this project, I have observed the work of awkwardness and the rhetoric of
unruliness, and how audiences respond to them. I asked the questions, how can women and
feminists, particularly women of color, use online spaces to be seen and heard intra-, cross-, and
transculturally? What strategies does Rae use, that might be available to others, to transform and
mobilize an emancipatory version of unruliness? In my examination of ABG and the discourses
that surround it, I argue:

1. Rae’s awkwardness enacts a satirical subversion that jettisons shallow
representations and controlling images of Black womanhood.

2. YouTube provided a compatible platform, on which myriad, ambivalent
representations and hegemonies can be seen and heard. Around these
representations, interpretive communities form, cultural citizenship is forged, and
Crunk feminist politics are enacted and perpetuated.

This thesis does not seek to bolster awkwardness as a cure-all or an ideal form of satire, nor to I
claim to be the first person to theorize about awkward humor or cringe comedy. However, I do
forward here that satirized awkwardness can play a crucial role in the education on dominant
ideology. Awkwardness can be catalyzed to unveil inconsistencies, prejudices, and stereotypes.

Comedians have long utilized awkward humor and cringe comedy in order to shine a
light on the messiness and absurdity of communication, stereotypes, and decorum. However, in
this thesis I explored how awkwardness is uniquely positioned to confront controlling images,
much like Karlyn’s unruly woman. However, instead of subverting expectations through
opposition, awkwardness ambivalently enacts a refusal of expectations. I observe this through

Rae’s navigation of historical and contemporary landscape of controlling images applied to
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Black women. I reviewed the rhetorical functioning of satire and how subversive satire is easily
confounded in regard to Black women and the matrix of controlling images they are met with in
the U.S. imaginary. I presented Kathleen Rowe Karlyn’s work of the unruly woman, and
addressed the complications this strategy faces when donned by non-White women. Therefore,
as an alternative, I presented the rhetoric of unruliness as an intersectional alternative to
moments of satirical subversion. In addition, I theorized awkwardness as cathartic and
galvanizing tool that marries the rhetoric of unruliness and Crunk Feminism.

Important to understand here is awkwardness as a satirical catalyst. Viewing
awkwardness through an earnest lens can inspire a sense of mortification in an actor or an
audience member. However, catalyzing awkwardness through satire sends social convention,
ideas, and beliefs into the realm of play. In ABG, Issa Rae not only created an amusing YouTube
series, but she utilized a satirical technique to confront stereotypes and controlling images of
Black womanhood. Rae enacted Crunk Feminism by centering herself and using the rhetoric of
unruliness to show the absurdities of certain prejudices and controlling images. In doing so, Rae

crafted a community around her work.

Chapter Review

“Emb(Rae)cing Awkward” consisted of two analysis chapters. The expression of
counter-hegemonic visions takes place in the comment section below each episode. In my second
chapter, (Don’t) Read the Comments, | perform a content analysis on 1,150 YouTube comments
from ABG’s twenty-three webisodes. This chapter centers on the creation and shaping of
interpretive communities and cultural citizenship, and the Crunk feminist praxis grounding one’s
research in community. I found that users were much more likely to express positive, rather than

negative, feelings, opinions, and expressions of identification to 4ABG. I further argue that by
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commenting, users shape the way ABG is interpreted, they testify to the experiences of Rae’s J,
and further carve out a space for themselves to belong. Users react with a Crunk feminist praxis
in the comments that reflected the Crunk feminist praxis Rae performs in the episodes. In short,
users congregate around the characteristic of awkwardness and in response to Rae’s enactments
of the rhetoric of unruliness, they respond with their own rhetoric of unruliness.

In the third chapter, (Mis-)Adventuring, Awkwardness, and Ambivalence, I perform
rhetorical critique of ABG. In this chapter, I review how Rae enacted Crunk Feminism and how
YouTube aided her ability to broadcast and publish her work. I examine ABG’s contextual and
editorial aspects with regard to awkwardness and unruliness. In this process, I show how Rae
enacts a Crunk feminist praxis by performing knowledge of history and wielding technology. I
explore Rae’s interrogation of stereotypes and her embrace of ambivalence in the content of
specific ABG clips. Finally, I examine how she enacts awkward as a rhetoric of unruliness
through voiceovers, dreamscapes, and scene cuts. This narrative construction simultaneously
embraces ambivalence (via awkwardness) at times and positions Rae in explicit opposition (via
unruliness or wreck) to discrimination at other times.

My goal in (Mis-)Adventuring, Awkwardness, and Ambivalence was to unearth how
Rae’s use of awkwardness performs satirical subversion. I discovered that Rae’s use of
awkwardness and the construction of scenes speaks to myriad audiences of different
demographic backgrounds and often complicates and navigates, rather than subverts, controlling
images. Through satire, Rae constructs narratives wherein J experiences and responds to implicit
racism and othering from white folks. The utilization of satire in J’s scenes “scolds” enactments
of implicit racism. Rae’s scolding unruliness enacts critical public pedagogy of Black feminist

thought. By performing the clip through J’s experience, Rae shifts the perspectival paradigm
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from one that has traditionally been of a white, male, hetero gaze to her own awkward, Black
woman’s perspective. The result of this shift is new insight and understanding on Awkward
Black Girl’s world. Her acts of defiance in the face of power structures is a form of Black
feminist praxis wherein Rae enacts self-valuation and projects her own voice.

Ambiguity is central to awkwardness because the act of “being awkward” is catalyzed by
the ambiguous nature of ideology. By performing awkwardness, Rae denaturalizes that which is
“taken for granted.” By deploying charged humor, Rae performs critical public pedagogy and
opens up space for the expression of counter-hegemonies. Rae ambivalently addresses issues of
homophobia within communities of color. This enactment of awkwardness represents how the
polysemic nature of satire can be detrimental when the joke is left ambiguous. Ambivalent satire
and polysemy manifests in the comment section below the video. In the chapter, (Don’'t) Read
the Comments, 1 hint at an interplay of ambivalent content within ABG and how it produces an
ambivalent comment section. The expression of politically questionable jokes within the content
of an episode is excellent fodder for the discussion of this content in comments. However,
similarly, Rae’s enactments of the rhetoric of unruliness also yields commenters’ expressions of
rhetorics of unruliness. Nonetheless YouTube is uniquely positioned in to be shaped by its users
in this symbiotic way. As I stated in Chapter Two, the content surrounding the video pane shapes
the video itself. Therefore, political discussions on, for example, homophobic jokes become part
of the viewer’s interpretive experience. They are not viewing the video on a television and then
clicking over to Twitter to look at the conversation their peers are having. Rather, the
conversation of their peers is happening just below the video and is therefore inextricably

attached to it.
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My examination of both ABG’s episode content and by performing a quantitative content
analysis of the comments below made clear two things. First, awkwardness is a powerfully
galvanizing rhetorical tool. Though my sample size was admittedly a mere fraction of the total
comments, the ability for myriad voices to converge and testify to both their experiences of
awkwardness and the on screen representation of J’s awkwardness exemplifies the importance
Rae’s representation made. Rae created ABG as a response to the threat of symbolic annihilation.
George Gerbner and Larry Gross explain, “Representation in the fictional world signifies social
existence; absence means symbolic annihilation.”'® As a result of the felt absence, Rae’s work at
least partially mollifies this threat for viewers who did not see their likeness accurately
represented on screens.

Second, YouTube has become an increasingly central space for the struggle over
signification. Not only are people like Rae creating unique and myriad representations in
response to mass-mediated representations, but also the audience (commenters) now play a
central role in the struggle over signification. Not only will users comment on their displeasure
of discourses within the episodes (e.g. the discussions of homophobia mentioned in Chapter
Two), but user support also give weight to young creators, like Rae, who prior to landing a deal
with HBO had pitched her ideas to television industry executives who told her “there was no
audience for the kind of work we we’re trying to do [sic].”'*® As mentioned before, YouTube
comments act as an archive — an archive and evidence. Young, Black, female creatives, who
have long been denied seats in the writers’ room, are now able to quantifiably prove their voices

have an audience. Albeit the fact that Rae and other marginalized voices have to go to such

"% George Gerbner and Larry Gross. "Living with Television: The Violence Profile." Journal of
Communication 26, no. 2 (1976): 182.

' Arianna Schioldager. "Issa Rae on Failure, the Old Hollywood Boys Club & Throwing Chairs."
CreateCultivate.com.
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lengths is nonetheless a manifestation of a much larger, systemic issue, YouTube provides a

space to tip the creative balances.

Asking Questions and Finding Answers

I began this thesis asking how women and feminists, particularly women of color, can use
online spaces to be seen and heard intra-, cross-, and transculturally. In the process of writing
this thesis, I have discovered that one answer to this question lies in YouTube’s call to
“Broadcast Yourself.” As I noted in my introductory chapter, pop culture plays a prominent role
in the creation of counter-hegemony and the crafting of ideology. YouTube’s call to “Broadcast
Yourself” shifts the culture around who defines and who is defined by mass media. Issa Rae
defines how she wants to be represented and how she wants her voice to be heard in her creation
of ABG. She navigates the constraints put on her voice and representation through YouTube.
Audiences congregate around her videos to respond to her use of this online space, in turn also
using this online space to project their voice into the larger public sphere.

I also began this thesis asking what strategies Rae used to transform and mobilize an
emancipatory unruliness and if that technique is available to others. Through my two chapters I
have shown how awkwardness, satire, and the use of YouTube as a platform all aided Rae in
crafting her emancipatory unruliness. Moreover, through my quantitative analysis in combination
with my rhetorical analysis, I observe that viewers more often than not respond to a rhetoric of
unruliness with an echoed rhetoric of unruliness. While awkwardness is just one technique of
resignification, [ have argued that more broadly satire and play open a space for a continued
conversation over representation. Moreover, YouTube provides a platform both where Rae was

able to perform her playful unruliness and users were able to converse about it. She provided an
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example of how to broadcast oneself and further how one is able to wield technology in order to

break into an industry that repeatedly works to shut them out.

Representation Matters: Implications and Future Research

While representation may seem on its face inconsequential in relation to broader issues
within the public sphere, it is a prominent catalyst for external discourses. I am not the first to
suggest this, however for emphasis here let me paraphrase scholars who have come before me:
media shape our understanding of the world around us and those creating and producing media
texts have a great ability to craft the public imaginary. Representation is a powerful rhetorical
tool; its implications are carried into interpersonal interaction — into issues of justice and
inequality. If Black women are repeatedly portrayed as stereotypes, these stereotypes become
real within a viewer’s interpretation. Although watching media is “just” a form of entertainment,
that entertainment is also a lived experience for the viewer. If a Black woman is repeatedly
stereotyped and shut out of a writer’s room, others repeatedly determine her public image.

However, YouTube is a space where this gap between “creators” and “consumers” is
complicated. YouTube, though it holds its own structural constraints, is a space of producers,
editors, testifiers, and viewers. It is a space where people collaboratively craft images and their
interpretations. YouTube provides opportunities for young creatives to redefine representations
and prove themselves. It is a space where amateurs can be “discovered” and get paid for their
craft. Viewers can find validation and confidence in their identity through the cultural citizenship
YouTube fosters.

In this project, I aimed to marry rhetorical studies and audience studies via quantitative
analysis to further understand ABG. The intersection of rhetoric and audience is one rife with

possibilities for future research. Rhetorical studies, specifically in reference to the study of
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personas, gains insight from reception studies by combining rhetoric’s predisposed attention to
the nuance of the text (platform, message, speaker, and various audiences) with reception

studies’ keenness how each aspect of the text creates another. Further, rhetorical studies benefits
from reception studies’ focus on the effect rather than the factors that create the effect. The result
of which permits rhetorical scholars to analyze a message through its lifespan utilizing various
methodologies. Likewise, audience analysis can benefit from understanding more thoroughly the
rhetorical tactics of each text that audiences respond to. Reception studies can benefit from
rhetorical studies’ focus on a macro-level view of discourse, while analyzing the manifestation of
this discourse in audience interaction.

This project is only the beginning of a longer journey to discover how representation and
(re-)signification move across media. Media are, as Jonathan Gray notes, inherently intertextual.
They borrow from other texts and, in the age of social media sites, produce a cornucopia of texts
from audiences from various positionalities. However, I have not studied the text in its entirety.
Texts are circulated and speak on different mediums for different purposes. They are re-
articulated through distribution and through setting. Therefore, as our world becomes
increasingly digitized and media become intertextually shared and produced, transmedia studies

will indeed become salient to both reception studies and rhetorical studies.

One Last Note...

Awkwardness is important. Discomfort is important. These experiences unveil hiccups in
social order. Awkward interactions are snags in the social fabric, which, upon further wear and
tear, can unveil power structures and false ideology. They should not simply be brushed off as
blunders and moved past as if nothing were wrong. A society without awkwardness implies

either a dystopia or a utopia, both of which exist only in the realm of the imaginary. Therefore, a
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life perceived to be without awkwardness is one that is deluded or privileged to not believe that
the actor had a hand in crafting the awkward experience. A life without awkwardness is a life
without certain challenges and slippages needed for social progress.

I blush. I cringe. I learn. My education on race, media, and representation did not come
until the fall of my senior year as an undergraduate at the University of Minnesota. My then
professor, Stephen Bennett, assigned the class a short paper; we were to read bell hooks, Stuart
Hall, and M. Elizabeth Blair and then listen to Kanye West’s album Yeezus and analyze the
lyrics. Challenged by my lack of vocabulary and the immense awkwardness I felt writing about
race and representation in the U.S., I spent five hours writing a two-page paper on West’s lyrics.
Since then, I have created many awkward experiences by saying the wrong thing,
misunderstanding someone else, and relying too heavily on stereotypes or preconceived notions.
I do not tell this story as a self-congratulatory, “look at that white person try” anecdote. Rather, I
write it to explain how my own experience of awkwardness has proven incredibly productive. It
has taught me about my own standings, beliefs, and discomfort. It has taught me to where to look
to unpack and deconstruct my prejudices.

Awkwardness has the power to demystify the obfuscated workings of social convention.
Turning away from awkward or uncomfortable experiences is irresponsible both in and outside
of the academy. As scholars of communication, it is our duty to lean into our discomfort, learn,
and grow. In this process, we can work to push the needle further from the dystopian image of a
world where expressions of awkwardness as micro-dissention is unpermitted and closer to that

utopic image of a world where awkwardness is not needed.

In short, keep learning, keep fighting, and stay weird.
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