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  Chapter 1

  A brief introduction to the study of awkwardness

  Awkwardness is everywhere, inescapable. Awkwardness dominates entertainment to such an extent that it’s becoming increasingly difficult to remember laughing at anything other than cringe-inducing scenes of social discomfort. In America, apparently everyone loves seeing people cringing on The Office, itself based on an even more painful British original starring Ricky Gervais. Cross-cultural discomfort instigator Sacha Baron Cohen, of the TV series Da Ali G Show and the film Borat, has made yet another hidden-camera film, making straight men everywhere uncomfortable as his flamboyantly gay European character in Brüno ambushes them in the most unlikely places. Larry David, not content with defining 1990s irony with his classic scripts for Seinfeld, now inspires morbid fascination in all those who watch his social faux-pas in Curb Your Enthusiasm, which in its seventh season has beat out The Sopranos as the longest-running series on the American premium cable network HBO. More recently he has even engaged in what can only be called retro awkwardness, playing the infamous “Woody Allen character” in the film Whatever Works. And of course theaters are seldom without yet another movie from Judd Apatow, the champion of those who extend their awkward adolescence into their adult years and the maker of The 40-Year-Old Virgin, Knocked Up, Superbad, and Pineapple Express —or if a film by the man himself is not available, audiences can easily find one starring one of his regular ensemble of actors such as Seth Rogen or Jason Segel, or one that has no particular connection but just feels somehow Apatovian.

  These are of course only a few of the most popular examples—the awkwardness trend extends much further. It embraces the free-associative and improvisational cartoons of the Adult Swim programming block on Cartoon Network, which began with the bizarre interviews between real celebrities and an apparently drug-addled cartoon character on the pseudo-talk show Space Ghost Coast to Coast and has continued to feature a variety of graceless fare like Home Movies and Moral Orel. It draws in more mainstream animated shows such as The Simpsons, South Park, and Family Guy, with their focus on the struggles of the socially inept and down-and-out. It has suffered the premature cancellation of the visionary sitcom Arrested Development, a show that pushes its awkwardness to the extreme of including a running gag about incest. It has seen a second show from Ricky Gervais, Extras, which chronicles the travails of actors hired to blend into the background and their encounters with self-absorbed stars. As the trend continues to engulf the Anglophone world, the British have, perhaps unsurprisingly, given us more awkward stars than Gervais and Baron Cohen alone, as the truly painful comedy The Peep Show amply illustrates. New Zealand has gotten into the act as well, as the bumbling musicians of Flight of the Conchords try to make their way in America. One could list many other examples: for instance, the petty schemers of It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia cause and experience their fair share of awkwardness, and uncomfortable scenarios abound in the UK Channel 4 sitcom Spaced, which follows two near-strangers posing as a couple in order to get an apartment.

  Awkwardness is pervasive, and it’s not limited to television or film: it stalks us everywhere. We watch awkward situations in everyday life as though we’re gaping at a car accident. We are masters at diagnosing it, if not avoiding it. American adolescents, whose unevenly developing bodies give them a hard-won expertise in the topic, are at the forefront here, with their simple exclamation: “Awkward!” There are self-help books for dealing with awkward co-workers, and on weekends and holidays we must deal with the awkwardness of family gatherings, where people united by blood kinship find they can’t exchange even the most innocuous opinions without risking tension—and somehow the very act of withholding one’s views, meant to avoid potential discomfort, itself winds up producing an awkwardness that’s all too actual. Our men are awkward in seduction, always worrying that an unwelcome advance will produce impressions of awkwardness or its dread cousin creepiness, while our women never know whether making the first move will be taken as a welcome relief or an off-putting display of castrating pushiness. Our middle-class whites are absolutely hopeless when it comes to dealing with those of other cultures, wondering whether and how to note the difference, what kinds of questions to ask and not to ask—chafing at the supposed constraints of “political correctness” yet feeling very acutely the pressure to differentiate themselves from their low-class and presumably racist Caucasian confreres. And when we all come at home at night exhausted from a long day of awkwardness, what do we do but watch yet another cavalcade of awkwardness?

  We live, in short, in an awkward age. We all know this on some level, all feel the awkwardness that threatens to engulf everything, all sense very acutely the terrifying possibility that civilization itself might collapse in a simultaneous worldwide cringe. We’re all very concerned to develop our own strategies for avoiding or at least controlling social discomfort, and so it’s perhaps understandable that so few have asked themselves what awkwardness is, what it means, what it’s telling us about our age and about ourselves. I am among those few, drawn into the awkward project of writing a book about awkwardness after writing a joking blog post that described the phenomenon using the terminology of the German philosopher Martin Heidegger, a joke that seemed like less and less of a joke the more I thought about it.

  When I decided to write a book on awkwardness, telling people about the project initially served as an all-purpose gimmick, redefining any awkward situation as “research.” With one exception in this introductory chapter, however, I have chosen a method that allows me to do all my research in the comfort of my own home: watching TV shows and movies on DVD. As it turns out, I didn’t even need to risk an uncomfortable encounter with a video store employee, as the Netflix DVD-rental service sends them to me by mail automatically, replacing each disc with the next entry on my queue as I ship them back using a secluded and anonymous mailbox.

  My reason for choosing this arduous and lonely path is simple: we have all grown too bogged down in the practice of awkwardness to really focus on the theory. I am determined not to repeat that fatal mistake, and so my investigation in the present chapter, though beginning from the unavoidable personal experience of awkwardness, will quickly proceed to philosophical and cultural analysis. All of this will be oriented toward laying the groundwork for sharing my findings in the subsequent chapters, the research for which ultimately cost my DVD player its life—and of course it should come as no surprise that after I hooked up the DVD player my roommate had offered as a replacement, I was faced with the problem of how to deal with the pornographic movie he had left in it. Even by its very act of dying, then, my DVD player managed to bring awkwardness into my life, and it is to that faithful DVD player that I dedicate this book.

  The concept of awkwardness

  A pub that I frequent has a “live Irish session” on Sunday afternoons, where instrumentalists from the music school next door play various Irish tunes. For the most part, one can proceed normally when the Irish players are in session, treating it as background music. One day, however, the instruments fell silent and a woman began singing a capella in a very dramatic, drawn-out, vibrato-laden style. She had had no role in the proceedings up to this point, as the music was entirely instrumental. She had apparently been just another patron sitting at the bar, and in fact she remained seated at the bar throughout the entire performance, simply turning in her seat.

  The social tension that accompanied this performance was, for me at least, nearly unbearable. How, I wondered, should I handle this? Should I treat it as background music and continue my conversation accordingly? But that couldn’t be right—even whispering seemed somehow rude. Should I turn toward the singer, as befitted what she is presenting as an emotion-laden and even virtuoso performance? Yet looking at her only made it worse, if such a thing was possible. And this was all complicated by the sense that even though I came to the pub knowing there would be a “live Irish session,” this a capella segment nonetheless felt invasive and excessive, more than I or anyone else had bargained for. In fact, if anything the official endorsement of the pub made the situation more awkward—if this sudden outburst of a capella singing had occurred on the train, for instance, I would at least be within my rights to ask the person to stop. Here, all I could do was quietly endure.

  Wherein lies the awkwardness of this situation? It’s difficult to pinpoint, and our usual way of speaking about awkwardness doesn’t clarify things. We might just as easily say that I feel awkward, that the singing is awkward, or that the situation as a whole is awkward. It’s as though the awkwardness is continually on the move, ever present yet impossible to nail down. The etymology of the word confirms this impression of movement: the -ward of awkward is the selfsame -ward as in forward or backward. As for the first syllable, it comes from the Middle English awke, which designated something turned in the wrong direction.

  One might say provisionally that awkward is wrong-ward, but then what is the corresponding right-ward? If I’m described as awkward in the pub scenario, then the opposite of awkwardness would be a kind of social grace, an ability to roll with the punches when unexpected situations arise rather than being paralyzed by them. If we say that the singing is awkward, then the norm being disrupted would be the usual course of events at a pub, where background music is not suddenly replaced by a strange performance implicitly demanding the patrons’ undivided attention. If the situation as a whole is what’s in question, then the answer might be to keep the pub setting and the focused musical performance setting rigorously separate rather than mingling them and watching their incompatible norms collide.

  These different perspectives on my situation help to get at two modes of awkwardness. First there is what I will call everyday awkwardness, which seems to originate with particular individuals. It combines aspects of my gracelessness and the singer’s uncomfortable performance. It’s difficult to deny that there are people for whom awkwardness is a kind of perverse skill, who bring it with them wherever they go. We are only able to identify someone as awkward, however, because the person does something that is inappropriate for a given context. Most often, these violations do not involve an official written law—instead, the grace that’s in question is the skillful navigation of the mostly unspoken norms of a community. Severely awkward individuals are those who have particular difficulty relating to their social context, most likely due to gaps in their childhood training but in some cases also due to certain cognitive disabilities such as Asperger’s Syndrome. Even when personal deficits make certain individuals seem extremely awkward by nature, however, awkwardness remains a social phenomenon, and therefore the analysis of awkwardness should focus not on awkward individuals but on the entire social situation in which awkwardness makes itself felt.

  As an initial example to support this claim, which will be central to my entire argument, consider the classical case of a joke that not only falls flat but reduces its audience to an embittered silence. Our instinct here is to put the onus on the joke-teller, who perhaps told a joke that wasn’t appropriate for the setting or told it with extremely poor delivery. It should be noted, however, that the violation is two-fold insofar as the joke-teller expects at least a polite token chuckle—if the joke-teller was graceless in telling the joke in the first place, the audience is being graceless in leaving him or her out to dry. Yet wherever we choose to place the blame or whichever direction we view it from, one thing remains constant: there exists a certain norm that, though most often not explicitly stated, is regarded as both knowable and in fact known by all members of a given community. Awkwardness is then related to this stable norm as its opposite or violation.

  The second mode of awkwardness that my experience with the “live Irish session” reveals is what I’ll call radical awkwardness. In contrast to everyday awkwardness, radical awkwardness arises when there doesn’t seem to be any norm governing a given situation at all. The discomfort of radical awkwardness is therefore much greater than that of everyday awkwardness, because in place of seeing one’s familiar ways of navigating the world flaunted, one feels deprived of them altogether. Most often, this happens because of an encounter between two sets of norms. In my example, the encounter was the relatively innocuous one between the expectations of normal “pub” behavior and of “serious musical performance” behavior, but situations of radical awkwardness involving very different cultures can often inspire reactions far more dangerous than an uncomfortable grimace, particularly when one group is significantly stronger than an other. Possibilities include forced assimilation, segregation, and expulsion, strategies that are also often at work in everyday encounters between individuals of different cultures, albeit obviously on a smaller scale. For instance, white midwestern Americans who meet someone who doesn’t speak English will often attempt to make themselves understood by speaking more slowly (or worse, loudly), invoking the strategy of assimilation by assuming that of course the person is or should be at least attempting to learn English and simply needs a little hand-holding for now—in the process making their more enlightened peers feel awkward because of their gauche behavior.

  What both everyday awkwardness and radical awkwardness share is a fundamentally social character. Awkwardness moves through the social network, it spreads. You can’t observe an awkward situation without being drawn in: you are made to feel awkward as well, even if it is probably to a lesser degree than the people directly involved. In my example, the world was fortunate that the pub was a relatively enclosed area, but even then it was possible for awkwardness to spread, for instance if someone had walked in unsuspecting and been stopped cold. This property of awkwardness comes out perhaps most clearly in Ricky Gervais’s original Office—the fact that it is so painful to watch confirmed once and for all that awkwardness can spread even by means of television. This involvement of the observer can be seen in the exclamation point of the simple adolescent proclamation “Awkward!” as well as in the interjections that almost always accompany declarations of awkwardness: “Oh God, that’s awkward.”

  The participants in an awkward situation might flee the scene, but in the moment of awkwardness, they are strangely exposed, forced to share to varying degrees in the experience of awkwardness and indeed even drawing innocent bystanders into their impromptu circle. The experience of awkwardness, then, is an intrinsically social one. And this means that, paradoxically, certain violations of the norms we rely on to navigate our way through social encounters—either violating specific rules, as in everyday awkwardness, or more broadly violating our expectation that there will be rules applying to every situation, as in radical awkwardness—actually create a weird kind of social bond.
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