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          Introduction
 
          Cowriting in a Time of Social Distance: Caressing Distance and Accepting Vulnerability
 
        
 
         
          
            I literally haven’t gone beyond my own front yard in two weeks. I speak to my neighbors through the windows. One of them has the virus. We help him by organizing bags of groceries, which we leave on the sidewalk outside his house. A couple of children play a game called “virus” in the street. They yell to each other: “The stick has corona, watch out!” “The car has corona, don’t touch it!” “You touched it, now you have corona!” They run up and down the street, yelling and laughing. (HS)
 
            My best friend lives two thousand miles away
 
            and every day
 
            my fingertips bleed distilled intimacy
 
            trapped Pavlovas
 
            dance, I curse, dance
 
            bring her to me
 
            the bandwidth of her smell1

          
 
          COVID-19, the coronavirus infection that caused the global pandemic, has entailed a massive reconfiguration of relationships: with oneself, with other people, with places, with things. These reconfigurations are not only part of a temporary state of emergency, but will continue to affect the people and societies that are currently living through the pandemic. Simple tasks such as opening a door, speaking to someone in the street, or going shopping can now be seen as challenges fraught with the risk of infection. Other people are potential transmitters of the virus, which can make the city’s open spaces seem unsafe. Even the gentlest and most caring touch can spread the disease.
 
          In March 2020, when more and more parts of the world were enforcing the first lockdowns, global media overflowed with oxymorons about how good it was to be together apart. Collective singing and other cultural activities – performed from balconies or in front of TVs – created a sense of togetherness and solidarity. Time was counted in days-of-lockdown. Online newspapers switched from clickbait headlines to live feeds, because developments happened too fast to register in the normal layout. Those who were able to do so self-isolated in their homes, while much of their work and social lives went digital. The contested public forum of social media and video conferencing platforms became a principal space in which to meet and share experiences. Many people were forced to stop the activities that kept them economically afloat, while doctors, nurses, cleaners, and maintenance workers found themselves having to deal with the virus and its potentiality through most of their waking hours.
 
          It almost feels like an understatement to say that the pandemic has had an impact on a gigantic scale. It has had wide social, political, economic, ecological, emotional, and epistemological effects. While the virus itself is a silent and tiny physical entity that is difficult to see, the spillover effects can be witnessed or felt even if we ourselves have not been infected. If we wish to comprehend the way the pandemic affects humans in a wider sense, the vocabularies of epidemiology and the medical sciences can only take us partway. We need to engage with the affective and often contradictory categories through which we experience the pandemic, the way its effects become visible, felt, or noticed. These categories concern personal experience and situated interpretation, and they include emotions such as anxiety, solitude, fear, pain, sorrow, bereavement, compassion, numbness, boredom, uncertainty, craving, security, freedom, or even excitement. In this book, we therefore join other researchers, writers, and artists who have turned to the cultural and political implications of the pandemic as an object of inquiry or interpretation.2 At the same time, we also draw on personal experience, in part writing a chronicle, a memoir, and a reflection as much as a cultural analysis of some of the new spatial, social, and epistemological forms that arose during the pandemic’s first year.
 
          For most of 2020, populations held their breath as scientists and pharmaceutical companies worked to produce a vaccine as a means to end the pandemic, all while the pandemic itself unfolded in a temporal mode of latency. Exponentially rising infection numbers loomed as a constant, latent possibility that needed to be held in check. Outbreaks of disease could erupt at any time and in any place, as witnessed when infection numbers rocketed in particular institutions, neighborhoods, cities, regions, or countries. Now, at the time of writing in March 2021, in the midst of the largest mass inoculation program known to human history, this sense of latency still dominates the pandemic predicament. We are overshadowed by delay, and by an uncertainty as to when, how, and in what form the pandemic will next manifest itself. Moreover, there are increasing reports of people suffering from late sequelae, battling long-term effects of COVID-19 infection. This latency is unlikely to dissipate entirely, even once sufficiently large population groups have received the vaccine. SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes the COVID-19 infection, will likely continue to replicate and mutate, if not in human hosts then in animals;3 and it will continue to reverberate in people who show the longer-term effects known as “long COVID,” or the specific post-COVID neurological symptoms that have been found in a large proportion of patients.4 It is crucial to understand the latency at work in the pandemic, and the futurity it implies: the sense that it will probably be impossible to eliminate the virus completely, and that future outbreaks of the disease are a given, even though we do not know when, where, or how severe they will be. We believe that the way this latency compels us to reflect on our future vulnerability – not so much individually, but as a collective – may tell us something significant about the pandemic’s long-term cultural and social effects.
 
          Our understanding the pandemic as a predicament that stretches into the future and concerns human emotions, relationships, and behaviors as well as bodily, social, and economic conditions is aptly captured by the notion of touch. Touch is a primary vehicle of the spread of the disease – epitomizing a point of contact whose effect is revealed only after a delay. Hugs, handshakes, kisses, and physical proximity are all commonplace forms of interaction that we are asked to avoid during the pandemic, prompting us to find other ways of touching and being touched by others. Taking a feminist perspective, in this book we wish to unpack some of the challenges to human interactions – to love, and to our care for each other and the surrounding environment – that this suspicion against human touch brings with it. Yet, at the same time, we accept the vulnerability that is implied when we are meant to caress distance rather than other human beings.
 
          ***
 
          Since the early months of 2020, policies have been put into play across the globe to hinder the spread of the virus by limiting physical proximity, interaction, and touch between human beings. Through the different forms of lock-down and restrictions imposed during the pandemic, people are meant to internalize collective ways of acting so as to hinder the spread of the disease. The required actions differ from place to place and often leave room for individual interpretation. Yet they all favor distance over touch, compliance over improvisation, withdrawal over expansion, patience over action, and restraint over risk-taking. This means that they imply human moral qualities that seem to be the opposite of what makes economies grow, and thus to contradict Western capitalism’s promise to create richer and better futures. We believe that these moral reorientations can also be characterized as latent, but with a much longer incubation period than the virus itself. And while we have no doubt that highly invasive disciplinary techniques abound in this situation, we also see hope. The impetus to be careful, cautious, and considerate may in fact not only point to crisis but also suggest ways out of the crisis by gesturing toward alternative forms of collectivity and ethics. Cooling down feverish economies, creating space to think and act differently and to imagine alternative futures, might even lead to demands for more equitable, just, and compassionate social, political, ecological, and spatial practices in the future.5
 
          We thus cling (feverishly) to a more hopeful starting point than Italian political philosopher Giorgio Agamben, who in the early days of the pandemic caused controversy by suggesting that the new regime of biosecurity was a slippery slope toward totalitarianism. In the face of physical distancing measures, Agamben noted that it was “legitimate to ask whether such a society can still be defined as human or whether the loss of sensible relations, of the face, of friendship, of love can be truly compensated for by an abstract and presumably completely fictitious health security.”6 We certainly acknowledge the hidden regimes of restructuring whereby living in pandemic times nourishes surveillance capitalism’s dehumanization, and we recognize that the inequality and exploitation of others increases when those regimes coalesce with a politics that is protective of capitalism. But in this book we would like to emphasize that the shaking up of anthropocentric hierarchies during the pandemic is also an opportunity to think differently about nature-culture relationships, and about normative instantiations.
 
          This book thus departs from a tension-filled mixture of dire outlooks and hopeful suggestions for transformation in response to the experience of the past year. Tackling this duality, we propose to read the spatial and affective reconfigurations brought about by human and political responses to the pandemic through a lens of utopian feminism. This is a way of thinking that is attuned to the interweaving of politics with the private lives of our minds and bodies. It looks for the inequalities, injustices, and complexities embedded in the new moral regimes and ethical quandaries that the pandemic has brought to light. Yet it also strives for a mode of collective thinking, one that dares to think differently and to imagine new and perhaps more equitable relationships with other people, other species, and the biophysical world around us. Might unexpected relationships and hierarchies emerge if we consider the ways in which the pandemic has overhauled relations of love, care, and individual and collective vulnerability?
 
          The spread of the virus has been metaphorized as the natural phenomenon of a “wave” rolling out across society, with more or less intensity, and in rhythmic movements that require different forms of response, or no response at all. Waves have peaks and troughs, and smooth sailing requires skill and intuition. There are seemingly carefree pockets where infection numbers are low, and where physical touch, intimacy, expressions of love and care, and social gatherings can take place with no great risk of setting a new wave in motion. The high summer of 2020 in Denmark was one such pocket that we both experienced firsthand. But another peak hit the country around Christmas in 2020, leading to a second hard lockdown, which extended through the winter and is only beginning to ease as we write this, around the first anniversary of Denmark’s first lockdown. Yet as we have watched the numbers of infections, hospitalizations, and deaths rise, fall, and rise again, and as we have witnessed the altercations about vaccine distribution across the globe, we have learned that there are many different stories to be told about the pandemic and its effects than those of direct bereavement or suffering due to the disease itself. These stories are tied to individuals’ personal and economic situations; they are tied to questions of class, race, gender, age, and bodily and mental adeptness and ability; they are intertwined with the general societal frameworks in which individuals are situated. It is at that intersection between material and political contexts and personal predicaments that this book approaches the coronavirus as a crisis.
 
          We propose to understand the pandemic not within the warlike metaphorical framework of besiegement or defeating the virus through a vaccine or cure, but rather as operating in an affective realm of care situated close to the body, epitomized in changed forms of touch and touching due to social and physical distancing measures. Our possibilities for touch, touching, and being touched, both physically and affectively, are reconfigured by the pandemic.7 How do love, care, and the sticky dependencies among humans, machines, and nature play out in the interval between abandoned city centers and digitally mediated gatherings? How can we comprehend the reconfiguration of relationships through the human response to the pandemic as an experience that concerns us all but affects us in different ways? How do we think through the technological-material dependencies that the situation of affective distance during the pandemic has established, and how does this allow us to imagine alternative futures after the current crisis has subsided – utopian as well as dystopian? Alternatively, how do we learn to cope with the virus’s latent potentiality not as a problem that can be fixed, or which has a clear endpoint for us to work toward, but as an uncomfortable, gigantic, looming mirror of our own vulnerability, as individuals and as a collective – a mirror of which this pandemic is only the most recent iteration?
 
          Following this introduction’s reflection on the book’s methodology and some of its key themes, five short chapters mix personal narratives, media stories, and images. The chapters discuss concrete scenarios that reflect some of the challenges and opportunities for touching and being touched brought about by cultural techniques used to preserve physical distance during the pandemic. These scenarios, which can be read as stand-alone essays, shed light on forms of digital intimacy (Chapter 1), the implications of the politics of face masks, using Denmark as an example (Chapter 2), the rolling out of new behavioral norms in public spaces (Chapter 3), how situations of quarantine and lockdown at home call attention to what we call “pandemic stuckness” (Chapter 4), and finally, what temporalities the pandemic offers or enhances (Chapter 5). In this way, we unpack the configurations of digital communication, physical isolation, and dependencies on other people, places, and things that characterize many people’s experience of the pandemic. We thus describe and interpret some of the pandemic’s reconfigurations of physical and affective relationships across architectural, urban, and digital spaces, and we highlight their consequences.
 
          ***
 
          A sense of crisis emerges when a situation does not meet our expectations of the future: for example, if we expect a certain condition such as economic growth to remain stable and beneficial, and that expectation is not met.
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