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Introduction

The Covid Trail was created at a time of real urgency and despair.

This project, like a number of previous ideas, having quietly organised itself and matured out of sight, perhaps even unconsciously, announced itself ready and fully formed when its time had arrived.

It was inspired by one of the authors walking along the Wandle Trail in South London, not far from her home, when like most Londoners during the lockdowns, instead of indoor activities, she was reliant upon walks to connect with friends and family. In so doing, she discovered the beauty of the Wandle river.

She thus allowed nature, as opposed to the city centre of London, to envelop and transport her deeper into this ancient unknown terrain. She is mindful that the river itself has for years been cemented over and has only recently been released, excavated in its full beauty, together with the natural habitat that supports it, appropriately now jointly called the Wandle Trail.

This book is an exploration of the new unknown terrain that Covid has presented to us. This is a dangerous, dark terrain, full of foreboding, that we are all exploring in our own ways, using such resources as lie at our disposal. To explore it is to follow its trail and to note each of its sharp yet subtle twists.

For us, a pair of experienced psychologists and writers, to edit this book together we needed to find a way of thinking about and understanding the world, supported by a common language. That language is psychoanalysis and system psychodynamic thinking.

Motivated by a desire to express what is hidden, dangerous, and difficult to express, this book takes us on a trail that starts with disquiet, disorientation, and loss. Through attempts to make sense of a narrative that we would rather not recognise, the book slowly shakes off the sense of disorientation in the initial fragmented narrative, and looks for a guide to lead us through the pandemic. This guidance cannot offer a guarantee of survival, but it acts as a psychic container for the necessary understanding that we all seek.

The first disorienting part of this book thus ends with a containing coherent guide to the trail. There is not so much light at the end of this trail, for we cannot guarantee the future, but there is a clear path to follow, despite its meandering and dangerous nature.

The second part of the book is devoted to pairing despair with resilience through balancing power with vulnerability. We take an international perspective while tracing how this pattern of resilience paired with vulnerability plays out in all four chapters.

In the third part of the book we delve into the realm of psychoanalysis, to seek solace, or at least a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of Covid and the pandemic, as we examine the role that we as human beings have played in sowing our own environmental destruction in this unfolding catastrophe.

The fourth and last part of the book offers a glimpse into the post-Covidian world which forces us to fully recognise the longer and deeper impact of Covid upon our bodies, relationships, constructs, and civilisation.

To create this book, we were fortunate to have been able to bring together a team of amazing colleagues from around the globe who speak our language. Of course, this language is not necessarily English per se, but that of psychoanalysis.

This is a book that simultaneously deals with lived-in reality and with the hidden aspects of existence. One way of uncovering the hidden aspects of reality is through symbolism and visual representations. Let us then explain the choices we made in selecting the five images.

The cover image, The Sick Child, by Edvard Munch is an evocative and poignant scene of an ominous loss: a scene of a family bracing itself for the death of a child. At the time of Covid when family membranes were sharply pierced by unexpected and brutal loss and the inability to attend to the process of dying, this image stands for all losses.

The image associated with Part I of the book, The Shock of the New, is a photograph by Thor Simony taken at Moen, a small island in the south east of Denmark. The image represents the disquiet of an empty snow-covered platform which simultaneously represents the presence of absence and the absence of presence, leaving the viewer uncertain as to the swimmer’s fate and safety. The lifebuoy indicates the omni-presence of danger, the horizon is unclear, the water icy cold … If only we had had our own personal lifebuoys when Covid struck …

Part II, Reparation, Resilience, Recovery, is about surviving the greatest inflicted injury and how we dealt with it as individuals, systems, and cultures. The best image to illustrate this is again by Edvard Munch: Separation. Here the wounded heart of a lover is on fire as well as much of his body, while he tries to support his own falling frame, having nearly died because of his lover’s ethereal disappearance … loss not yet mourned appears to threaten his own life.

The image associated with Part III, The Fourth Humiliation of Humankind, is a photograph taken by one of the authors (HB) at the front of the National Theatre in London two years before the pandemic struck. A group of friends have come together in a joyous welcoming reunion, but hovering ominously above their heads and invisible to them, is a punishing Finger of Destiny. It seems to say: You do not even know that you have been selected … We cannot be sure how this selection will play out but certainly, humiliation and punishment are already visible, at least to the viewer, if not yet to the group of friends. If only they knew … And now it is already too late, for we have all been selected for suffering and humiliation.

For the last part of the book, Our New Covidian World, we selected the lustrous image of Norwegian Landscape, again by Edvard Munch. What is striking here is the intense luminosity which is playing on the landscape making it simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar, multicoloured and irradiated, real, and surreal. Is this uncannily familiar yet strange landscape the essence of the Covidian world?

The volume ends on a physical trail built of each chapter’s essence, arranged in the same way as the book: from shock, disorientation, and fear through mobilisation of resilience, a realisation of the enormity of the changes humanity faces, and an attempt to comprehend these processes as a guide to this permanent “new normal”.

We wish to thank all our contributors for working within the prearranged structure and for trusting the process. In this Introduction we decided not to describe the actual content of the book nor to introduce the contributors as their chapters will speak volumes.

Let the images guide you along this Covid path.

We leave you free to explore the trail …

Halina Brunning and Olya Khaleelee
Autumn 2021



Part I

The shock of the new
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Chapter 1

Stepping into the unknown

by Halina Brunning

Step 1

A poem for a new era

What is the highest value to hold onto

in the time of cholera

asked the author of a famous

Bolivian volume

when everything you know

everything you rely upon

everything that makes you who you are

is different now, either lost, dangerous

or no longer accessible?

How can you love when you cannot touch

how can you live when utterly alone

how can you nourish the family

when not allowed to shop for food?

what do you do when darkness descends

when neither your past achievements

your future ambitions

nor the soothing tones of a piano

recital help to lift your spirits

when flowers have lost their scent

when long road ahead no longer for walking

when playful behaviour

of your kid your cat your dog

no longer lifts you from

the phenomenal heaviness

when the car once your pride and joy

has not been cleaned for weeks

for you cannot spark the energy any more

when the radio in full volume emits only

forebodings warnings and new prohibitions

When the earth shakes in its foundations

when the lightness has been replaced by darkness

and forms its pole opposite the “new normal”

so you no longer know where you are located

when the human race has run out

of power to control its destiny

how can you spark the last vestige

of faith when all hope is gone?

March 2020

Step 2

The Covid story

Who could have predicted what would be happening early in the promising new year of 2020? The year arrived just like a magical 20/20 vision proposing nothing less than a full-sighted perspective before Covid struck.

Now the world is locked in the grip of a disease so brutal that the mightiest countries and their heads of state are falling ill: and anyone, prime ministers, presidents, royalty, and celebrities, must submit to its deadly embrace, rendering riches, fortunes, fame, and power null and void at the kiss of the virus.

Unpredictable graphs ascending then descending, then ascending again show the steep rise of victims per country, per continent, adding a ghastly record to the totality of global mortality statistics. Alarming and urgent action in search of a vaccine was so far away, therefore we needed to rely on a test, to check on the health of the population. Cross infection within all groupings with which we are familiar and which are most intimate to us: our families, our lovers, our friends, colleagues, and neighbours, are also designated as the most dangerous to us, just as we have become to them.

We are all in the hands of hospital staff, themselves exhausted, infected, worried, besieged by Covid-19, and traumatised by what they have seen and what they need to attend to! What motivates hospital staff to keep on working and sacrificing their own health for the health of the nation is a delicate, painful, and complex question.

Who thinks about the non-medical staff, about the porters who cart the ill into intensive care and the dead to their final destinations? Hollowed out by fatigue, lack of appreciation, poor pay, long hours, and again and again by their self-sacrifice. Just like firemen, they run towards danger when all others run the other way. The dark shadows under their eyes, do we even notice these people? For sure we do not: they are the invisible but essential institutional substructure!

Can I invite the reader to imagine being a hospital porter for half a day?

How does it feel gently to push a trolley with a dying patient from the ICU to a corner ward? Or to put a flimsy cotton cover over a dead body before wheeling a recently diseased person to the mortuary? How can you bear doing this all day, every day, day in and day out? You may feel that you have no choice or love for this work, but work you must, not forgetting the night shifts. You cannot be finicky or choosy: your boss allocated you to a shift and so you comply.

But if you, the busy reader, who is used to clapping for the doctors and the nurses, more recently also for the care staff, were to stop for a moment to also think about the hospital porters: can you see a calm and strange beauty in this monotonous movement between illness and the critical state, between life and death, between agony and reaching the temporary resting place when all is lost? Only they, the hospital porters, will accompany you on that journey …

For these are the ancient boatmen, they are the Charons crossing the river Styx with the dead, carefully delivering their bodies to rest in Hades.

Clap for the hospital porters before they die themselves!

Who will then take their bodies to Hades?

April 2020

Step 3

Bang bang you’re dead

She had a bad feeling all weekend, fear gripped her chest, her breathing was noisy and shallow, and, not recalling a similar experience of being unwell, she reached for her phone and dialled the emergency services. A disembodied voice instructed her to call 111. After an exhausting wait, the length of which morphed from minutes to hours, she was connected to the main office. Information about her was conveyed to the Nightingale Hospital, miraculously erected in under ten days to catch the new cohort of Covid-19 victims.

An ambulance was dispatched to take her on a new journey that might well be her last, who knows? Trust me love, said a fully gowned and masked ambulance driver, we’ll get you there in no time or get you there in time. Which is it? she wondered. Banter is just banter, she recalled this familiar phrase from her recent past … Was it recent past or distant past? She did not know or care. The past is past but is there any future? This was her question, yet there was nobody around she could ask. The ambulance arrived in Docklands, an area she once associated with the recovery of London, but now when her own recovery was in doubt, she no longer cared where she was located.

Masked men put her on a trolley and wheeled her towards a vault as enormous as the connected hangars for several jumbo jets; the ceiling was high, the noise in the hangar a weird mix of humming and crying, all other-worldly, half human, half machine.

Spacious cubicles arranged on both sides of the hangar, each bed attached to a ventilator. All hope and joy had evaporated from her body, exhausted as it was already by the journey between home and this wired and weird place.

Would it be my last resting place? (for recovery was rather unlikely) she asked of herself. The crackling noises from her lungs were alarming. On her left and right two spacemen were trying to attach something to her body … Will I fly? she asked herself.

She coughed again: this time it was painful. Take your time please, said one of the spacemen kindly and patiently. She tried to smile but all life was now departing from her.

A bang bang gong of metal upon metal woke her from her reverie. She saw they were trying to attach a respirator to her or perhaps her to the respirator. That is enough, she said quietly, more to herself than to anybody else …


Chapter 2

Disorientation, loss, and mourning

by Birgitte Bonnerup

The novel coronavirus spreads in the same way as, for example, the common cold and the flu, as virus is transmitted from the respiratory passages of an infected person to another person’s respiratory passages or mucous membranes in one of the following ways: droplets or contact.

—Danish Health Authority, July 1, 2021

Simply-stated facts. And from these facts sprang a pandemic we did not (have the courage to) see coming. With all the disorientation, loss, and mourning that it brings with it.

In my attempt to understand what we are living through, I have turned to poets for help. Poets who have written about the human condition, about mourning, disorientation, and how to go on living.

What is happening? First: disorientation

In 2020, the novel coronavirus spread from country to country, transforming the public space and the possibility of transport between countries and regions, not to mention day-to-day practices in organisations, working tasks, leisure activities, and social interactions.

Deserted cities, empty offices, and closed schools throughout most of the world. In our relational spaces, hygiene, physical distancing, and the absence of presence became the norm. Hugs, handshakes, and kisses disappeared from our close and more distant relationships.

Time passed, vanished—and some things will never be the same. Some things have been lost, others maybe gained, perhaps new insights. In this chapter, my focus is on the disorientation, the temporarily lost, the forever lost, the mourning, and how we still manage to heal and move on.

Coronavirus is an invisible threat: a threat without body, intention, volition; a threat that simply exists. A threat that we have to fight with the measures we are least inclined to take: distance; isolation; absence. Closeness became a threat. We can bring a deadly disease to those we love most, or they can bring it to us. We have become each other’s threats.

The losses we have suffered over the past months of living with the coronavirus are at once simple, difficult to identify and to understand. Some losses are temporary—hopefully. Others are permanent. Perhaps, closeness will return, travel will again be possible, but the dead do not come back to us. Lost time does not come back.

An important side story

In 2009, we lost our twenty-seven-year-old daughter. Within twenty-four hours, she died from meningitis, leaving behind her husband, twin boys aged two, sisters, parents, friends, and family in chaos and mourning. Our world was turned upside down, we were, and are, marked for life, young children without their mother, a young man without his wife and with the sole responsibility for his sons, sisters without their older sister, and as parents, we had to bury our child. As many others have experienced, we received support and understanding from some; other relations were a disappointment, and some relationships could never be properly repaired.

We knew what we had lost—a daughter, mother, sister, wife, friend—although we did not grasp the full extent of the loss. I knew that I must, could, and would carry her with me as the internal object she would have to be from then on. I knew what I had to do, I was able to, and understood the obvious necessity of looking after grandchildren, daughters, son-in-law, marriage. It was not always pretty, but I and we managed as well as we could.

We had places to go: friends and colleagues who were not directly affected by our loss. Some did not know her but were able to feel with us in our grief, which we will always carry with us in our family. We have places where our grief resides, connected by pictures, rituals, and the cemetery, as Søren Ulrik Thomsen (2011) (translated by Susanna Nied) writes in this poem:

Every year on the date

that arbitrarily became your birthday

we take the train to Århus

to visit your grave

which happens to be the place here in the world where you are not.

On our way through the city we buy flowers and talk as on any other day

until we’re standing in front of the stone.

And on the way back it always rains.

Since none of this has meaning

and it takes place anyway

it must be of the greatest significance.

For a time, our loss pulled the rug out from under our feet. Like balls in a pinball machine, we tumbled through the first years, supported in our grief, but also in our efforts to take on our life and work to the best of our abilities. Relationships provided a guard rail to hold us, and other people helped clear some of the obstacles from our path. I leaned heavily on the patience and support of friends, not just during those initial dreadful months but during the years that followed.

Why this personal story? Because it is a story of the inevitable experiences of disorientation, loss, and mourning that are part of any life. But also, a basis for an attempt to understand both the unique and familiar aspects of the disorientation, loss, and mourning of this particular time. A time of pandemic with no idea how long it is going to last, just as we have no idea how it is going to unfold around the world.

Pandemic

Many of us were slow to grasp the seriousness of the novel coronavirus. It spread from China, and at first, the Chinese authorities’ brutal way of dealing with the risk of infection and the spread of disease was the scariest aspect. That gradually changed, however. From being an abstract and remote threat, the risk of spreading or catching infection became a concrete threat in most of the world. Schools, universities, shops, libraries closed, surgical procedures were postponed, and everyone who could had to work from home. While wearing a mask in the public space used to be strictly forbidden, face masks now became mandatory: on public transport, in the—still open—supermarkets and grocery stores, at the doctor’s surgery. The handshake (the hug, the peck on the cheek), traditionally a marker of friendship and courtesy towards friends, acquaintances, colleagues, patients, clients, and customers now became a potential source of infection, and we stopped touching each other as a gesture of friendship. Our usual courtesy routines had to change.

Did we believe it? Yes and no

I see Covid as a threat that cannot be overstated, but it is a matter of debate how that should be translated into practice. We have seen large-scale denial of the threat of coronavirus and of the severity and scope of the pandemic from some of our political leaders. We have seen attempts at a balanced approach to managing the pandemic, as politicians and health experts, to the best of their varying abilities, have handled the complicated task of shutting a society down and the even more complicated task of gradually opening it again—and the down again and up again … and down again. The criticism has at times been shrill and at other times disturbingly absent: the fact that the task is difficult does not mean government administrations and experts should not have to answer for their decisions and statements.

Covid and anxiety

Freud operated with three forms of anxiety: realistic, neurotic, and moral (Freud, 1933a). The fear of Covid is based in reality. The Covid pandemic was and is a threat to us and our everyday life, implies the risk of death, and may pose a threat to the world as we know it. It is the fear of losing, and the fear of the risk of losing, closeness, relationships, health, economy, the social fabric of our communities. We are far from properly understanding the full scope and extent; some aspects of our lives will probably be fairly quick to return to the normal we knew; others will change in minor ways, and yet others will be forever changed. The pandemic is a real threat, and not to fear the spread of the virus can only be seen as denial. The pandemic, the invisibility and dangerousness of the virus, the distancing, the hygiene procedures, and the knowledge that we may be a (potentially deadly) threat to someone else also activates neurotic anxiety: what might I suddenly feel the urge to do? Kiss a stranger (and thus kill him)? Our attempts at controlling the pandemic and the risk of catching the infection from someone close to us underscore how pervasive our loss of control is.

And constant nagging doubts: was I thorough enough when I washed my hands? Am I doing enough to protect and care for clients who, with great anxiety, show up for face-to-face therapy sessions? How do I provide a sense of security and containment online? Are there things I miss? Don’t understand? What is my understanding of the other, of the group work in the here and now when I have so little practice sensing the other here and now in an online context? Am I good enough? What is good enough?

Clear and permanent losses

The pandemic has been associated with obvious and easily recognisable painful losses. Bereavement, illness, bankruptcies, economic losses. Unemployment and the loss of a life’s work. Many have suffered concrete losses due to the pandemic; irredeemable losses that must be addressed with respect.

Loss of time

Little children too dream of their past

which is huge and dusky

full of scents and unrecognizable figures

reflected in polished floors.

Even the very old feel bereft

when they sit staring in dayrooms

and suddenly remember

that they have lost their parents.

(Thomsen, 2011)

On my analogue watch, time moves round in a circle. The seasons change, and summer returns when the winter is over. But time, too, is disappearing. Few of us know how much time we have left, but time that has passed does not come back. Young people have lost years of their youth. Their youth years turned out very different from what they had imagined. Learning and working online was not what most of them had dreamt of. Partying was dangerous, and casual kissing, kissing some frogs to look for a prince, became a high-risk activity. Not just unprotected sex but simply kissing became unsafe. For many, parties, concerts, festivals, and other contexts where young people could meet and explore their bodies in relation to other bodies, were replaced with (chaste) walks in nature.

Old people too lost precious time with others; a lost year is even more significant to someone who is painfully aware that they have only a limited number of years left.

Grief over lost time, events that did not turn out as expected, weddings, exams. Funerals cannot be postponed, but they also cannot be repeated. Winter evenings alone, summer evenings alone. Children grow up and mature as time passes, even if we do not get to see them. The hidden Covid babies that could not meet the rest of the family and were suddenly one year old. The isolated teenagers who came out of their rooms—the boys now young men with beards. Whether the years left to us are few or many, no one knows. Lost time does not come back.

Potentially temporary losses

Loss of the taken-for-granted

Taken-for-granted experiences of being in the world have been limited for a long time, for many people.

In his book Resonance, Hartmut Rosa (2016) writes about skin and breathing as fundamental elements of being a human being in resonance with others. The skin, he writes, “forms a doubly sensitive, literally breathing and responsive organ of resonance that mediates and gives expression to the relationship both between body and world and between person and body” (p. 51). Later, he writes about breathing (and the ingestion of nourishment): “Every corporeal subject must ceaselessly process ‘world’ through his or her own body, incorporating and then releasing it in a continuous process of exchange. These are the acts of breathing and ingesting and excreting nourishment” (p. 52). He adds that “Breathing as the most basic act of life and the most fundamental process of metabolic exchange between subject and world, plays an essential role in how human beings relate to the world, how we are situated in the world” (p. 62).

Necessary distancing and the shift to online contact has led to a significant reduction in these basic experiences of being alive, as we have been (largely) unable to touch others, much of our breathing has been through a face mask, and we have lived with the knowledge that every breath might potentially lead to infection. Perhaps we have lost a natural ease in the way we socialise.

Loss of data

We lack data when we are not together. We lack data when we only meet online.

Everything is data, this poem is data, the days are data and the day.

This day today, which is full of seconds, and

dreams, you and the pigeons on Toftegårds Plads.

The lovely sky here

stretching over Valby and the smell from the bakery are data. Mortality,

the human condition, is data and

the dystopias, the pigeons and Dropbox.

The telephone that I carry with me everywhere, which

delivers my data, is data.

The fragile thread

that nearly snapped

when we nearly lost each other

is data, the fear of losing is data. Losing data.

DNA, cells

and breathing are data, the way

the air pulls and tugs

at the web of branches in our lungs

my rattling snore are data. The scar under my eye, your lemon scent and

your iris

are data, that special recognition

we know as being in love are data.

(Hørslev, 2018)

An apt description. Distance and absence mean a loss of data.

Loss of micro moments and passages

Micro moments are the tiny situations in which relationships are established, cooperation is affirmed, the severity of a conflict is toned down. A nod in the hallway after an exchange of opinions that became a little too heated, a smile of recognition when we see each other in the morning, a quick cup of coffee in-between seeing patients and providing care, a few words about events in domestic life over the weekend or even a little venting over top management and their lack of understanding for everyday conditions on the floor—all of these exchanges help maintain relationships and affirm our existence in the organisation. A colleague who notices that you could use an arm around your shoulder. Mirroring of existence and the possible development of relationships. Widely unnoticed, micro moments help maintain relationships, shape our ways of meeting and crossing boundaries and swords, and contribute to balance and connectedness. Not quite like the mortar in-between the bricks in a building. But not too far from it, either.

Every system is defined by a boundary. Some boundaries have been too closed, with a lack of oxygen (or other elements) as a result. Some families do better when everyone is not together all the time, and the constant presence of schoolchildren sent home for online learning, the lack of distance in the family, and the lack of contact with others have increased the risk of parents dropping out of their parental role and failing in their roles and tasks as adults. Organisations where many people did come in for work—in person—had to split up into smaller, closed units. Formal meetings were held online or cancelled. Natural and taken-for-granted meeting places across the organisation’s subsystems became rare. Canteens closed, meetings going online, less teamwork, all with the purpose of reducing the infection risk in the workplace. The online setting was convenient in many ways, and it found its own form, as both the technical systems and the users evolved. It became possible to have relevant dialogues and meetings, even though it meant missing out on the quick glances, the sensation of the other participants’ scent, information from our peripheral vision, the benefit of knowing who is looking at whom and how people are positioned in the room. We cannot even be sure that the others have the same visual image of the group as we do.

Passages through boundaries became brief. Many workplaces had developed a bad habit of going straight from one meeting to the next, without breaks in-between. Previously, a few moments were necessary to move a body, maybe a cup and a notepad. Now, meetings are separated only by a split-second click. For people who worked from home, the passages between work-related and family systems were much shorter than the normal travel time. Meeting over. Screen off. And in an instant, the head of department switched to being a mother with an infant. The loss of passages with some extension in time and space to go from one system to another. From one role and task to another. Sometimes resulting in a confusion about roles.

Loss of routines and presence

People who worked from home partially lost contact with their organisation. Primarily virtual, the workplace team turned into rows of postage-stamp size pictures. Without bodies, scents, legs, shoes. Many have preserved their sense of connection to the actual task, but online meetings notwithstanding, organisations and colleagues increasingly turned into “organizations- and colleagues-in-the mind” (Armstrong, 2005). Micro moments and data were lacking, and in some cases the relationships suffered.

Other organisations have been busier than ever; called and able to adjust to a new reality. The motivation for some of the changes were obvious. Space and staff were needed to deal with a different patient population. In the hospitals, some wards were temporarily closed and replaced by Covid wards, staff had to take on tasks they did not want, were afraid to take on, or—in some cases—came to see as interesting new tasks, with attention and recognition from management and the general public. Over time, some of the front-line workers became fatigued, and staff from other departments had to step in. Some hospital departments saw their patients stay away because patients were afraid to come in, or because they did not want to add to the workload when there were so many Covid patients in hospital. Some types of illness dropped in number due to the reduced rate of contact and the many hygiene measures. The number of people hospitalised with influenza dropped dramatically in Europe (SSI, Statens Serum Institut). Other diseases became rampant because some people, paradoxically, did not wash their hands often enough, thinking that hand-sanitiser was sufficient. Both organisations and the patterns of disease changed.

Others, too, were busy. Preschool teachers had to come up with new procedures for parents to drop off and pick up their children, schools had to be partitioned in new ways, home schooling had to be developed, shops faced a huge task with added cleaning, signage and so forth, and employees felt exhausted.

Overlooked losses

There were and are many losses associated with the pandemic, which is still far from over, and with its ramifications. There is also the loss of attention to other losses. The losses that there was no room for. The ones that were not about the pandemic or working from home. People who died from cancer, went bankrupt, got divorced. People who were bullied or who failed their exams. Including less traumatic experiences, such as burglaries, lost pieces of jewellery, or broken bones. How do you deal with feeling slightly under the weather when others are suffering? Many losses have nothing to do with Covid. Other illnesses and difficulties were overshadowed by Covid, and, as a result, those affected did not get the physical or psychological support they would otherwise have received and benefited from.

Other forms of disorientation—in the wake of a loss

Easily comprehended losses are by no means easy to overcome. But they are visible. They can affect any one of us, and they strike us in different ways. They give rise to individual and collective experiences of loss and related emotions. However, coronavirus remains a ubiquitous and diffuse threat. The pandemic and the steps we need to take to deal with it led to disorientation and loss. And the losses lead to a different form of disorientation, at a societal and relational level.

Spring 2020 came and went. The idealisation of hospital staff in particular began to fade, and society began to show new forms of division: who was most deserving of sympathy?

In Denmark, in 2020, many people worked from home. After the idealisation of doctors and nurses and, to a lesser degree, retail workers, transportation workers (who secured a steady supply of highly coveted toilet paper, which, according to news stories, was being hoarded in large parts of Europe), and school and preschool teachers, that was widespread in spring 2020, the focus shifted to the strain of working from home. When working from home peaked in Denmark in autumn 2020, it included 26% of the labour force, or 40% if we include everyone who worked partially from home (Danmarks Statistik 21, 2021). Big shares, but still surpassed by the number of people who continued to show up in person. Nevertheless, the press was full of articles about working from home, and at some point, I got the impression that almost everyone did so—apart from a nurse, a doctor, and a bus driver. There was also some degree of division between professions as to who is most at risk. In Denmark, teachers described themselves as cannon fodder when schools were due to reopen—something that irked preschool teachers, who had kept nurseries and kindergartens open almost since the start of the pandemic.

Who is better at preventing the spread? Some municipalities had far higher infection rates than others. And one wondered—how could they not get it under control? The picture became more nuanced once the affluent municipalities also had trouble keeping the rates of infection down; that seemed to be what was needed to add more nuance to the debate.

Unsure authorities

If we are fortunate enough to have grown up with good-enough care from relevant persons of authority, we are able to have realistic expectations of authority figures and governmental agencies, and their necessary use of power with the intention of fighting the pandemic. We have seen major differences between different countries in terms of the authorities’ willingness and ability to grasp the threat, manage it, and address it in accordance with human rights and democratic principles. However, the authorities too have been, and are, in doubt. What is the right strategy? Who should be vaccinated first? The young, since they are the ones who are most likely to spread the infection (or so we think)? Or the old and the vulnerable, because they are more likely to succumb to the virus and to put a strain on the hospital system when they are infected? Which vaccines should be rejected as inadequate, can we get sufficient supplies, and is the population going to be willing to take the vaccines? What should reopen first—fitness centres or universities? Easy to make a decision that might later prove wrong and lead to criticism. Difficult to find what W. R. Bion called “the selected fact” (Abel-Hirsch, 2019, p. 234) that enables decision-making in complex situations—and impossible to wait for science to provide firm evidence to guide every single decision.

Not just governments have to find a way and make decisions based on incomplete facts. Where I live, many directors and managers had to find solutions on their own, virtually overnight. What to do when the children in a residential institution cannot simply be sent home to their family if they are infected? How to handle the risk of infection in a kindergarten that has to stay open? What to do in a shop if the customers insist on NOT respecting the rules about distancing and using hand-sanitiser? The individual managers had a sense of authority and autonomy—for once—but also felt isolated, abandoned, burdened with too much responsibility. In some settings, it was suddenly very easy to delegate responsibilities and task management to the local managers who were close to the staff and the users.

Loss of relationships—for now or forever?

Conditions have changed for relationships—with family, friends, colleagues, and more or less random strangers who might prove to become new, significant people in our lives. Physical distancing, fewer occasions and opportunities to socialise. Sure, online relationships are better than none. But it is not the same as being together, breathing in the same air, seeing each other from different angles, shifting one’s feet and noticing that the others notice.

Then there are the people we do not see. Distances and boundaries that cannot be overcome. Families who are unable to meet, and when they do, the next reunion is uncertain and difficult. Perhaps because the physical meeting has become so idealised that it is almost unattainable? Because our family/group “in the mind” has fallen out of step with reality during periods of lockdown, working from home or pressures at work? Or because the difficulties that always exist between people in groups become more prominent and also more difficult to handle due to the lack of habits, rituals, and micro moments? Or because we are bound to feel anger and frustration and need to project it somewhere? Sometimes, extensive repairs are needed, a process that requires time, tolerance, and energy.

Loneliness

The pandemic has led to many different kinds of loneliness. Leaders with big responsibilities, limited data, and little experience to lean on; employees who have to remain isolated from their family because they are potential carriers of infection; families that close in on themselves; people working from home facing the combination of being part of an organisation and still spending many hours on their own. Those who have to live in physical isolation, dependent on online contact, facing anxiety, uncertainty, and loss.

Loss and mourning make us lonely. It is inherently difficult to be with someone who is mourning. And even harder if we have limited energy and vitality. Fear of each other makes us lonely. The isolation during lockdown, shuttered city streets and empty metro trains, online contact bereft of touch and the sharing of air; all these factors left many people lonely. Tired of looking at themselves on a screen, alone in their own company once they switched off. For some, solitude turned to loneliness, with all the pressures and difficulties that involves (Bonnerup & Hasselager, 2019). Winnicott (1958) has written about “the capacity to be alone” and how it develops in early infant–parent interactions. This capacity is put to the test when someone is cut off from physical everyday interactions with others for an extended time. Being on one’s own, partially cut off from contact with the outside world, gives the “brutal superego” greater latitude: “The super-ego’s contradictory and impossible demands are unlikely to be modified by reality and the meeting with others” (Bonnerup & Hasselager, 2019, pp. 90–91) when one spends too much time alone, and the brutal superego is unchecked. The individual has to rely, to a high degree, on good internal objects or, as Buechler puts it, “How aloneness feels depends on who you are with when you are alone” (Buechler, 2011, p. 16).

Who has done this before?

“It takes a village to raise a child.” An African proverb, that stresses the importance of more than “just” a parent to provide the child with a safe environment (widely quoted, Wikipedia, August 4, 2021). However, the pandemic has isolated some families, and parents have not been able to lean on their parents’ experiences—what did you do when I was a Covid baby? Outside families, too, in our leisure life and workplaces, there was no one to ask—what did you do during the last pandemic? What procedures, routines, and rituals did you use to handle the organisational and relational pressures?

Now, the expectation that there will be SOMEONE to ask, that SOMEONE will have the right experience, is challenged. We share this experience of lacking certain knowledge, lacking reliable authorities, having to rely on our own ability to assess situations and make decisions in a world with many questions, uncertain answers, and potentially disastrous consequences.

Nowhere to turn

The loss of my daughter is without a doubt the biggest tragedy of my life. But I understood my grief; knew, to some extent, what I had lost. And I had people to turn to. Other people who understood what I was going through as well as people who knew nothing about my loss and who had the same expectations of me as always. That supported me and gave me a break from the grief that was ripping me apart and, thus, also help to pick up my life again. However, coronavirus is everywhere: in families, groups of friends, organisations. Every system is affected by the coronavirus pandemic. No one has an unaffected place from where they can contain the others’ fear, anxiety, anger, and despair and the dilemmas that are suddenly part of everyday life. Everyone’s everyday life was and is infected with coronavirus, all at the same time.

Loss and meaning

Let me quote the closing lines of S. U. Thomsen’s poem (2011) again:

Since none of this has meaning

and it takes place anyway

it must be of the greatest significance.

Coronavirus has caused very concrete and brutal losses as well as temporary losses whose long-term consequences we are not yet sure of. Loss of time, loss of closeness in relationships, loss of countless micro moments, loneliness, loss of data from social interactions.

Loss raises the question of meaning. What is the meaning of my losses? Of everything? What is the meaning of Covid? Nature’s punishment for humanity’s stupidity and greed? Evil individuals’ attempt at claiming world domination and controlling us all, both mentally and in concrete terms? Bad luck and an inability to think clearly and bear the consequences? We need to mobilise our thinking to understand our world, as children, as adults, in this new reality.

The infant needs a lot of help in developing its own meaning, the appearance of things that have meaning … The baby needs something of an auxiliary ego to enable the baby to make sense, to make a meaningful sense, of what comes through the eyes and ears … This is the way upon which Bion focuses on containing. That the baby’s experience, which is very difficult for the baby to make sense of, gets transferred into the containing object … So the containing object can give it a sense of meaning, the baby acquires the conception from the object of how to see the thing that’s in front of it, whether it is sight, or hearing or whatever, the perception is given a form through the interchange between the baby and its containing object/mother/whoever … who can make sense of it.

(Hinshelwood & Abram, 2021, mins. 20.00–25.00)

We have work to do to find meaning in the pandemic and in its causes and effects, and no one is in a position of having tried this before, a safe position that would allow them to guide others in their search for meaning. We need to find shared meaning, not uniform meaning, by thinking in the broadest sense of the word and having the courage to think for ourselves as well as together.

“Loss is a brutal gift”

A loss can bring something positive with it, even if that does not mean the loss was “worth it”. In their book Life after Loss, Volkan and Zintl quote Rabbi Harold Kushner: ‘“I am a more sensitive person, a more effective pastor, a more sympathetic counselor because of Aron’s life and death, than I would ever have been without it. And I would give up all of those gains in a second if I could have my son back”’ (Volkan & Zintl, 2015, p. 38).
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