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Editors’ Preface

The fifth volume of Working Papers in American Studies brings together a
selection of works based on presentations delivered at the 2020 American
Studies Workshop. Held at the University of Zagreb in September 2020, the
workshop designated as its theme the cultural aspects of the COVID-19
pandemic and assembled in what was at the time a new, hybrid format, a
plethora of international and national scholars. As this volume shows, the
workshop manifested a particularly strong presence of doctoral students. We
present the texts as an illustration of the early perspectives on the pandemic,
currently in its second year and clearly inviting further considerations in terms
of its manifold repercussions — health and medical, political, geo-political,

economic, moral and ethical.

The editors gratefully acknowledge the support provided by the University of
Zagreb for the publication of this volume.

Sven Cvek

Jelena Sesni¢



Stipe Grgas
University of Zagreb

Original research article
DOIL: https://doi.org/10.17234/WPAS.2021.2

Critique in the Time of the
COVID-19 Pandemic

After situating his commentary in the time of the pandemic, the author discusses
the knee-jerk, immediate responses to the pandemic which he finds irritating. His
reaction is triggered by what he believes are automatic responses that approach the
times of COVID-19 with ready-made theoretical schemata. His immediate targets
are the radical theorists who see capitalism as the culprit for the outbreak of the dis-
ease. In discussing this interpretative paradigm, the author argues for the need to
make a distinction between capitalism and capital. In the conclusion, he offers the
category of the uncanny as registering his own experience in confronting the time of

the pandemic.

Key words: COVID-19, critique, capitalism, capital, hubris

1

Thinking back on the moment when I made the perhaps foolish de-
cision to accept the invitation to deliver a plenary talk, which forms the nu-
cleus of what follows, before an American studies gathering addressing the
COVID-19 pandemic, I think it must have been on one of those days when
the decrease in the number of people affected by the disease seemed to point
to an overcoming of the affliction. Those were the days when one could al-
most believe that social policy, a caution we brought into our interaction with
people and things, could deliver us from the pandemic. Since then, develop-

ments both in Croatia and elsewhere have proven that we were wrong. After
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more than a year, the pandemic has not been contained. On the contrary, it
has intensified to the extent that several newspapers have decided to insert a
“coronavirus update” among their regular columns. Each abatement of the
number of people who have been exposed to the disease is regularly followed
by a surge. I have frequently felt the aptness of a metaphor used by a health
specialist to describe pronouncements made by different people dealing with
the pandemic: it is like judging marathon runners and their position after
only thirty minutes of the race. One thing is for sure: we are still in the mara-

thon, and I am writing this without a clear vision of its end.

Each day’s coverage of the pandemic, the latest disarray attending the
distribution of the vaccine, not to mention the prognostications that dead-
lier future pandemics lie in store for us, all contribute to a sense of disabling
frustration. That sense of disablement springs from a derangement of routine
which shows our modes of understanding to be ineffectual. The rhythm of
social and private life has been thrown out of kilter. It is difficult to attend to
the chores of the moment while plans are constantly postponed or simply
cancelled. Whether we follow the news or still manage to indulge in human
conversation, the pandemic has wrought tectonic disturbances into our bodi-
ly and intellectual practices. The longer it lasts, the more difficult it is to place
it within our existing modes of knowledge. COVID-19 taxes our ability to
know and explain. The bafflement I feel before its onslaught, the fear and anx-
iety of our everyday world — the new normalcy, as some euphemistically call
it — is truly frustrating. As far as I am concerned, that frustrating disablement
is irritating in itself but becomes even more so when we are provided with
pat explanations of the genesis of the pandemic and with remedies that will

restore the world to what it once was.

2
Let me immediately state that I am not referring here to quacks, con-

spiracy-mongers, or pandemic deniers, on the street or in high office. These
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do not even irritate me. My quarrel is with theorists and critics who define
and set the standards for what we call thinking. What I find irritating is the
presumptuousness of theorists who stand with their schemata at the ready
and unflinchingly address any challenge that might befall us. Nothing seems
to be able to disempower their intellectual prowess. I will try to give a name
to this presumptuous stance, show what I consider its shortcomings to be,
and attempt not to delineate an alternative but merely suggest that one might

exist.

It was almost to be expected that Slavoj Zizek would be among the
first to address the pandemic. The book Pandemic! COVID-19 Shakes the
World (2020) is informed by Zizek’s recognizable style and by his revolution-
ary posture. He perceptively registers the changes wrought by the pandemic
but cannot refrain from proposing that the new condition holds the potential
of transformation to a new communism. He is rehearsing an argument that
he has developed when addressing other topics. Richard Horton, it is worth
noting, in the general medical journal The Lancet, acknowledges Zizek as the
first to produce a volume of thoughts on COVID-19. He remarks: “Beyond
health, Zizek sees the possibility of ‘releasement’ — the use of ‘dead time)
‘moments of withdrawal), ‘for the revitalization of our life experience’. Lock-
downs have enforced solitude time to ‘think about the (non)sense of (our)
predicament” (Horton). Taking into consideration all the brackets and their
implications, one must pause and ponder about the kind of thinking involved
here and ask whether Zizek performed an important service, as Horton has it,
initiating “a global conversation about what we do with this moment.” Zizek’s
engagement with the moment has been repeated by countless others. In an
early review of the book, Yohann Koshy in The Guardian (April 23, 2020)
asked “what reproduces itself more quickly, the coronavirus or the commen-
tary?” (Koshy).

A year later, today we would stay clear of the implied jocular tone in

Koshy’s remark. The virus’s speed of reproduction is hardly something to joke
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about. However, if there will be a time after COVID-19 for scholarship, then
those who choose to address the pandemic will not suffer from a dearth of
material. Not only are we bombarded daily by coverage of its spread, statistics
of people affected by or falling victim to it, explanations, prognostications,
warnings, and fear mongering, but on top of all this, many prominent theore-
ticians have felt obliged to address the topic. Richard Horton’s appreciation
of Zizek shows how the Slovenian philosopher registers in certain medical
quarters. As a rule, the channels of reception have taken a different route —
that is, the pandemic as a medical issue has been addressed by humanistic-so-
ciological knowledge. In his article “Six political philosophies in search of a
virus,” Gerard Delanty considers “the implications from the perspective of
political philosophy and social theory of the kinds of political epistemolo-
gy that follow from the current crisis and the dark arts of epidemiological
governance” (2). He describes six philosophies that he believes underlie the
different responses to the pandemic. I will enumerate and summarize their
basic tenets. First, there is utilitarianism, which Delanty connects with the
strategy of herd immunity and its focusing on the common good. Second,
he mentions the Kantian alternative professing the worth of human dignity
instead of the elusive common good. Third, there is the libertarian option,
which celebrates the individual and condemns any kind of communitarian
policy. Fourth, we have those who adhere to Foucault and the order of gov-
ernance, which includes the notions of the state of exception and of biopolit-
ical securitization. The fifth philosophy espouses a vision of post-capitalism
and radical politics. Based on behavioral science, the sixth is named Nudge
Theory; it is less stringent and advises gradual adaptation. I enumerate these
political philosophies not because of their intrinsic worth but rather to illus-
trate how, as a rule, social thought has a need to subsume practice under one
or another paradigm of thinking. Simply put, existing tools are retained and

reused in new circumstances.

Thus, the Fall 2020 issue of Philosophy Today was devoted to the ques-

tion of philosophy in a time of pandemic. In their introduction to the issue,
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Peg Birmingham and Ian Alexander Moore summarize what contributors had
to say about the relation and contend that “philosophy should question moral
certainties and simple oppositions, without however being too quick to pro-
vide solutions, especially at the level of policy” (813). They underline that
“the most important thing to be learned is that the pandemic should not be
examined in isolation” (ibid.). The very title of Andrew Benjamin’s contribu-
tion to the issue, “Solidarity, Populism and COVID-19: Working Notes,” sig-
nalizes this approach. It is an approach that leads him to the insight that “the
virus registers in sites that are themselves structured by discrimination and
disequilibria of power.” From this he derives a working hypothesis: “The rela-
tion between the non-discriminatory nature of the virus and sites of original
discrimination opens up a range of possible responses” (834). Benjamin’s re-
sponse is to describe COVID-19 as bio-political “precisely because it exposes
the current state of the political set up to which life now is subjected. At the
heart of which there are, to recall Arendt’s formulation, ‘the oppressed and
exploited” (837). Needless to say, social differentiation is the insight which
motivates the analyses of Delanty’s radical politics group and its post-capital-

ist visions.

3

As can be expected, Marxist readings are at the forefront of the re-
sponses which explore the relation between the non-discriminatory nature
of the virus and the sites of original discrimination. The latter can be pro-
visionally defined as the capital relation. Consequently, critics who work
within the Marxist tradition have a ready explanation of the pandemic as a
byproduct of capitalism. Thus, John Bellamy Foster and Intan Suvandi in
their article “Covid-19 and Catastrophe Capitalism: Commodity Chains and
Ecological-Epidemological-Economic Crises” maintain that Marx’s theoreti-
cal framework “allows us to perceive how the circuit of capital under late im-
perialism is tied to the etiology of disease via agribusiness, and how this has
generated the COVID-19 pandemic.” Registering a development in health

policy, they write: “As the revolutionary development in epidemiology rep-
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resented by One Health and Structural One Health have suggested, the etiol-
ogy of the new pandemics can be traced to the overall problem of ecological
destruction brought on by capitalism” (Foster and Suvandi). In my opinion,
these generalizations fall short of a satisfying explanation. The reason for this
is that they designate a specific historical period as the breeding ground for
the pandemic and do not realize or, to say it better, do not accept the fact that
the problem of ecological destruction antedates capitalism and that the dy-
namic which impels capitalism is not contained within it. More will be said

concerning this below.

As is to be expected, when Marxist critique discusses the handling
of the pandemic crisis, it reverts to class analysis and the manifold social in-
equalities. Much of this argument gives a convincing description of the fit
between, using Benjamin’s phrasing, the non-discriminatory nature of the
virus and the sites of original discrimination. The resultant spatial discrimi-
nation of the pandemic can be mapped onto all social geographies, from the
family habitat to the city, from the differences between states and regions to
the severity of the pandemic on different continents. These differences are
great fodder not only for the daily news but also for the prevailing politics of
blame. The last year has seen the political use of the pandemic on different
meridians. What I feel needs emphasizing is that the politics of the pandem-
ic presupposes that COVID-19 is manageable, that it can be attended to by
resources and know-how that are or will be at our disposal. At the moment
of writing, I do not share these assumptions. Let me quote J. L. Nancy as Mi-
chael A. Peters references him in the article “Philosophy and Pandemic in the

Postdigital Era: Foucault, Agamben, Zizek”:

We must be careful not to hit the wrong target: an entire civilization is in
question, there is no doubt about it. There is a sort of viral exception — bio-
logical, computer-scientific, cultural — which is pandemic. Governments are
nothing more than grim exceptions, and taking it out on them seems more

like a diversionary maneuver than a political reflection. (qtd. in Peters)
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Observers who “take it out” on politicians or governments underplay
the severity of the pandemic, its ungraspable power, and its spread. In a par-
adoxical fashion, critical thought, blaming this or that policy, duplicates the
positioning of politicians toward the pandemic. Both deem it something that
can be handled. Neither one party nor the other puts to question their char-

acteristic hubris.

What seems to be forgotten by radical critique is that capitalism is a
specific historical configuration whose time is not correspondent with the
time of viruses. In Capital Marx wrote: “World trade and the world market
date from the sixteenth century, and from then on the modern history of
Capital starts to unfold” (247). Put otherwise, the “modern history of Cap-
ital” as the epoch of capitalism is only one of its realizations. In Moishe Pos-

tone’s book History and Heteronomy: Critical Essays, I find an apposite remark:

the category of capital delineates a historical dynamic process that is associ-
ated with a number of historical forms. That dynamic is a core feature of the
modern world. It entails an ongoing transformation of all aspects of social
and cultural life that can be grasped neither in terms of the state, nor in terms
of civil society. Rather, that dynamic exists ‘behind’ them, as it were, a social-

ly-constituted compulsion that transforms the conditions of people’s lives in

ways that seem beyond their control. (60 - 61)

Postone’s distinction between the category of capital and the historical forms
it takes has a conceptual significance if our focus is on the compulsion which
cannot be restricted to one historical phase. I propose this compulsion as a
dynamic which antedates and survives capitalism. I do so because it helps us
put the question of viruses in a broader context. Without that broader con-
text, viruses and pandemics are viewed without their proper temporality. This
broadening of our horizon is provided by a conception of time which is much

more encompassing than the time of capitalism and which David Christian
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has designated “big history.”

4

Christian’s book Maps of Time: An Introduction to Big History (2004)
poignantly shows how partial any political, military, economic, let alone na-
tional history is and how much it leaves out of its account. Of relevance to
my argument, it is indicative that David Christian registers the presence of
diseases in chronicling “big time.” More specifically, viruses, “which are so
simplified that they cannot even reproduce without hijacking the metabolic
systems of other organisms” (121), are in this mapping of time actants which
significantly impact evolutionary developments. Christian also quotes Lynn
Margulis and Dorian Sagan: “In the long run, the most vicious predators,
like the most dread disease-causing microbes bring about their own ruin by
killing their victims. Restrained predation — the attack that doesn’t quite kill
or does kill only slowly — is a recurring theme in evolution” (250). Chris-
tian comments: “But just as disease viruses often evolve less virulent strains
that can exploit their prey without killing them, so human rulers eventual-
ly learned to protect the farmers they exploited (much as farmers protected
their own herds of livestock)” (ibid.). The way that viruses develop accord-

ingly provides a parallel to the behavior of human beings.

However, viruses and diseases in Christian’s book are not only used
as epistemological models but are shown to have had a more immediate im-
pact on historical development. For example, regarding Silk Roads and sea
routes linking the Mediterranean and South and East Asia, Christian re-
marks: “Disease bacteria travelled these routes as well as people, goods and
techniques causing massive and recurring plagues as each region faced new
diseases for which its populations lacked biological and cultural antibod-
ies” (315). Christian quotes William H. McNeill’s observation: “In the first
Christian centuries . . . Europe and China, the two least disease-experienced

civilizations of the Old World, were in an epidemiological position analogous
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to that of Amerindians in the later age: vulnerable to socially disruptive at-
tack by new infectious diseases” (316). Maps of diseases and the spread of
viruses are of course not stable “[b]ut increasing commercial activity, like the
state, could also undercut growth, and it did so primarily by affecting pattern
of disease” (330). The connection between commerce and disease patterns
is particularly telling: “As regional populations came into contact with each
other, they swapped diseases in exchanges that sometimes led to catastrophic
epidemics that undermined state power and led to regional declines” (331).
How this has intensified during the last phase of globalization is not difficult

to surmise.

If we look at the age of exploration and conquest, the actant role

Christian assigns to diseases is blatantly revealed. Christian observes:

But animal domesticates also swapped diseases with their human owners;
thus cohabitation with domesticates, combined with the efficient systems of
communication they provided, ensured that the populations of Afro-Eurasia
were more disease-hardened than those of the other world zones. And the
diseases of Afro-Eurasians may have been more useful to them in their at-
tempts at conquest than their advanced naval and military technologies. For
example, smallpox, as Alfred Crosby writes “played as essential a role in the
advance of white imperialism overseas as gunpowder — perhaps a more im-
portant role, because the indigenes did turn the musket and the rifle against

the intruders, but smallpox very rarely fought on the side of the indigenes.”

(365)

In the following excerpt, Christian points to a specific historical period and
shows how the registering of disease as a causal factor forces us to rethink its

contours:

The swapping of diseases ensured that global integration was a destructive
process for all the smaller world zones. By 1500 CE, exchanges of diseases

within the more densely settled parts of Afro-Asia had increased overall im-
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munities throughout Afro-Eurasia. But no such toughening had occurred in
the Americas or even more isolated communities of the Australasian and Pa-
cific world zones. (381 — 82)

These remarks are particularly pertinent to the story of the Americas, but it
does not surprise, for example, that the use of disease in the genocide of the
American native peoples is rarely mentioned in mainstream histories of the
New World. A critique of those histories would have to address this oversight,
but a critique suited to the exigency of our times will recognize how today’s
circumstances are different in both scope and intensity. Words like immunity
or isolation take on different connotations amidst today’s pandemic, while
the geographies of the above description are outdated and out of sync with

today’s world.

S

Nevertheless, the notion of “swapping” between humans and the sur-
rounding world continues to figure prominently in accounting for the geneal-
ogy of COVID-19. In the Report of the Rockefeller Foundation, we read that,
years before the outbreak of the pandemic, scientists had warned about the
“increased risk of zoonotic disease transmission” (Whitmee et al.). Particu-
larly relevant are the following findings: “Nearly all of the most important hu-
man pathogens are either zoonotic or originated as zoonoses before adapting
to human beings and more than three-quarters of emerging infectious dis-
eases are estimated to be directly transmitted” (Whitmee et al.). The broader
environment in which this transmission takes place points to what happens

to nature subsumed by economic interests:

Half of the global emerging infectious disease events of zoonotic origin be-
tween 1940 and 20085 are estimated to result from changes in land use, in
agricultural practices and in food production practices. The highest risk areas
for the emergence of infectious zoonotic diseases occur where human popu-
lation growth is high, ecologically disruptive development is under way, and

human and wildlife populations overlap substantially. (Whitmee et al.)
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If we keep in mind the notion of “big history,” we will not restrict the
diagnosis to the second part of the twentieth century and the beginning of
the present one but remember that land use, ecologically disruptive develop-
ment, and production processes have been perennial features of the human
relationship to the environment. That relationship has always been charac-
terized by the above-mentioned compulsion. Put otherwise, capitalism is
not the only culprit when it comes to assigning guilt for the degradation of
our habitat that has spawned the latest pandemic. In my opinion, the issue is

much more complex and disturbing in several ways.

The pandemic is disturbing in terms of critique, because many of
the tenets of critique do not seem to show great concern or even sufficient
attention to the fact that the pandemic may be creating a state wherein the
very conditions that critics take for granted in their thinking may very well
become a thing of the past. Much of critique irritatingly seems to be doing
its work as though nothing out of the ordinary is happening. Klaus Benesch’s
observation about the humanities in general is to the point here: “the human-
ities have ceased to be critical at all and instead have championed knee-jerk
responses (‘power, society, discourse’) for almost every social and cultural
issue there is” (Benesch). Using Benesch’s metaphor, I have come to the con-
clusion that capitalism has become a knee-jerk response to a vast and ever-ex-
panding number of problems that theory and critique have taken up as issues
that they can have a say in addressing. In an article in which he asks, “why
has critique run out of steam,” Bruno Latour makes the following confession:
“The mistake we made, the mistake I made, was to believe that there was no
efficient way to criticize matters of fact except by moving away from them,
and diverting one’s attention toward the conditions that made them possible”
(Latour 251). Focusing on conditions of possibility tames the challenge of
the matters of fact. If the latter are a cause of worry and dread, then expla-
nations which might even be able to expose the conditions that made these

matters possible offer but little consolation.
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6

I will conclude by briefly referencing the notion of the uncanny (das
Unheimliche), as Kevin Aho uses it in his article “The Uncanny in the Time
of Pandemics: Heideggerian Reflections on the Coronavirus.” Aho writes
that the uncanny emerges “when this tacit sense of familiarity ruptures and
things begin to reveal themselves as eerie and unsettled” (2). According to
him, this “means the secure feeling of familiarity that we embodied prior to
the pandemic was an illusion all along, that we are not and never have been
at-home in the world” (3). Working with these Heideggerian notions, Aho
provides a diagnosis: “In the midst of the pandemic, we are living through a
kind of world-collapse, and this is altering the very structures that constitute
our existence” (5). Quoting Heidegger, he writes: “With the uncanny, we are
living through our own dying by experiencing ‘the possibility of the impossibili-
(7). Amongst the different readings of the pandemic
that I have perused, Aho’s use of Heidegger seems to me the most suitable for

99

ty of any existence at all

registering the moment of the pandemic in which I write and the doom-laden
forecasts for the future. Neither one nor the other are cause for any kind of

upbeat assessment.

It is from this psycho-emotional state that I have tried to piece to-
gether a commentary on the pandemic. In this state, extant protocols of cri-
tique prove to be useless. However, I hold that the making-sense power of
critique should be employed even if it registers the incapacity to make sense.
In the time of the pandemic, this might be its only procedure. Staying always
open to the emergent and the new, authentic critique must acknowledge
the possibility of being defeated by this emergence. Epistemological humil-
ity, therefore, must be a compulsory antidote to the epistemological hubris

which, compulsively subsuming reality to its tenets, can miss the urgency at

hand.
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Dependency and Obligation: Reading
COVID-19 through a Feminist Lens

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought with it not only a deadly virus that has spread
rapidly across the globe, causing a global pause, but also a mirror that made persisting
inequalities in society visible on a greater scale. The virus has exposed a set of social,
racial, gender, and economic inequalities, specifically in the US-American context.
Besides the media coverage of case and death numbers, economic shut-downs, and
the prospects of vaccinations, the precarious situations of many were made public. It
is the aim of this paper to investigate a specific collection of female narratives from
The 19th News that described the severe social and economic consequences of the
pandemic on women across the United States. By applying Judith Butler’s (2020)
notion of nonviolence in combination with social reproduction feminist theory, the
concepts of vulnerability, dependency, and obligations will be in the center of the
analysis. Furthermore, the paper aims to investigate the intersections present in the
female narratives and, hence, to demonstrate their relationality and interdependency

by providing a critique of neoliberalism.

Key words: COVID-19, nonviolence, social reproduction feminism, vulnerability,

dependency

Introduction
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit at the beginning of 2020, the
daily lives of numerous people around the globe changed from one day to the
next. The public sphere became the danger zone where a Nano virus was (and

still is) invisibly taking over and forcing everyone to retreat to their houses.
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The romanticizing of this unexpected social and public interruption at the
beginning was soon disrupted not only by the danger of the rising number of
COVID-19 cases, but also by the new challenges of working and studying re-
motely and by additional care-taking duties. These new circumstances affect-
ed society disproportionally, and once again, inequities were made transpar-
ent along the lines of race, class, and gender. Rising female unemployment,
additional care-taking duties, rising domestic violence, and greater exposure
to the virus due to occupations in the health sector and in so-called “essen-
tial jobs” are visible outcomes for women around the globe (United Nations
2-3).

Past pandemics, such as those of the Ebola and Zika viruses, have
already demonstrated how their consequences disproportionately affected
the most vulnerable of society globally, specifically women. Both pandemics
affected first and foremost women’s health due to the high infection rate and
the danger for women, particularly pregnant women. The lack of prevention
measurement and the inadequate actions throughout those pandemics put
women in Africa and their unborn children at particular risk, as the study of
Bennett and Davies (2016) revealed. Additionally, women in Africa also suf-
fered enormously in terms of their socio-economic situation where jobs were
lost, and as a result, livelihoods were threatened. Although a report by the
United Nations et al. entitled Recovering from the Ebola Crisis was published
in 2015, Bennett and Davies have pointed out that hardly any work has been
conducted on the effects of gender inequality on women’s livelihoods in the
Zika and Ebola pandemics and urged in their work that more research exam-
ining the effects of gendered inequality of public health emergencies needs to
be conducted. This lack of adequate research and policy recommendations
to implement sustainable policies and political responses was demonstrated
once again by the COVID-19 pandemic (Bandiera et al. 3).

To shed light on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on women
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around the globe, a variety of media outlets as well as social media platforms
have mediated female narratives to highlight the severe consequences of the
pandemic on gender equality and to display the complex nature of the female
experience in current capitalist structures. Notions of vulnerability, depen-
dency, and obligations with regard to structural conditions and societal per-
ceptions were uncovered by presenting a diverse collection of female voic-
es around the globe and particularly in the United States, which will be the
focus of this article. The 19th News, a non-profit US-American nonpartisan
newsroom reporting on gender, politics, and policies, published throughout
2020 on the consequences of the pandemic for women in the United States.
One article from August 2, 2020, titled “America’s First Female Recession,”
highlights the specific consequences of the COVID-19 crisis on women liv-
ing in the United States. Chabeli Carrazana featured four personal stories of
women from different socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds living in the
United States in her analysis of the economic and social consequences the
pandemic had on their livelihoods and on US-American women in general.
As this news outlet provides a space for female narratives to raise awareness
and contribute to the political discourse, the article by Carrazana functions as

the primary source in this paper.

In the spirit of the feminist notion that “the personal is political” it is
the aim of this paper to examine the personal stories and to critically engage
with the questions of dependency and obligation by drawing extensively on
Judith Butler’s understanding of vulnerability and her concept of nonvio-
lence in combination with approaches of social reproduction feminism. By
using these narratives to exemplify how the pandemic has made transparent
the social, racial, and economic inequalities in the United States, the purpose
is, however, neither to generalize the US-American female experience in the
pandemic, nor to use the narratives as the ultimate truths for the livelihoods
of their respective female identities with all their intersections, but rather to
provide a space in which to value and investigate these female narratives in all

their contradictions and commonalities. Consequently, this will allow us to
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interpret them as mosaic pieces of a complex and ambivalent grand narrative
of women living in the United States which needs to be deconstructed and
analyzed to reveal the existing similarities and differences. Guided by Butleri-
an thought and social reproduction theory, this paper’s objective focuses on
investigating the intersections that the individual female narratives represent
and, thus, on demonstrating their relationality and interdependency by pro-

viding a critique of neoliberalism.

Four Women and the Pandemic

The article features four different women living in the United States
during the pandemic and experiencing its effect on various levels and to dif-
ferent degrees. It begins by describing situation of Ellu Nasser, a 42-year-old
consultant who was bound to work remotely from home and to take care of
her two sons, while her husband was on the frontline fighting the virus as a
doctor. Her narrative vividly describes the constraints the pandemic put on
her: “If you come in, I will lose my job, she told her 6-year-old in desperation,
trying to keep him away. Her husband was the hero. He was saving lives. She
was the terrible mom — ‘the worst mom ever, her sons told her — and the terri-
ble worker” (Carrazana). Since her husband could not cut his hours, she was
the one to take over the caring responsibilities despite her own career chanc-
es. As a white, privileged woman and due to her husband’s financial stability,
Nasser was able to quit her job after three months of trying to juggle all of
her new duties, including home schooling, working remotely, and household
chores. She took up the unpaid work at home for the sake of their children

and her own mental health.

Nasser’s story is followed by the account of Cristina Augirre Sevillano,
a 50-year-old Cuban immigrant in the United States who previously worked
as a housekeeper at a resort in Florida. After the pandemic spread across the
States, Augirre Sevillano lost her job due to the closure of the resort and with

it her health insurance, as well as the decent pay she was earning after years
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of working there. Disadvantaged by her lack of English skills and her limited
economic resources, Augirre Sevillano was forced to take on a job as a fruit
packer in a highly precarious situation. In her new job, she had no health in-
surance and experienced a great lack of safety measures, which quickly ex-
posed her to the virus and made her severely sick without health coverage.
In addition to her own hardship, her daughter, who was living with her at
the time, lost her job, as well, due to the country’s shutdown. Suddenly, both
women were out of work and facing economic as well as health risks. Even-
tually, Augirre Sevillano recovered from the virus, but states in the interview

that “this has been the worst year we’ve had to endure” (Carrazana).

Augirre Sevillano’s story is followed by an investigation of changes to
the childcare situation caused by the pandemic and describes the experience
of the owner of a childcare facility. Diana Niermann, CEO of Kozy Kids En-
richment Center, had to shut down the center in mid-March 2020 but, with
government support and investments into safety measures, was able to re-
open in June 2020. Niermann describes how only 17 out of the 92 children
returned and most of her staff had already found jobs elsewhere or left the
sector altogether due to the unpredictable future. Reminiscing not only on
pre-COVID-19 times, Niermann also deliberately points out the low pay of
child-care workers (“Child care doesn’t pay very much. We need to switch
that” [Carrazana]). Child-care facilities are essential components of today’s
capitalist societies as they are major contributors to the economy by provid-
ing space and care for children, so that their parents can contribute their work
to the market, yet still as part of social reproduction, payment and apprecia-
tion are lower than for work towards economic production, which Niermann

indicates in her remarks.

The final story in the article features Mara Geronemus, who opened
her own law business doing work remotely for clients across the United
States. Supported by her husband, she was not only her own boss but was

also deeply involved in networking with other working moms and functioned
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as chair of the board of her children’s private Jewish faith school. As the pan-
demic hit the country, she experienced a slow “collapse of the card house,”
as she describes it. She was forced to cut her hours in order to manage the
additional child-care duties and support for her children’s schoolwork. In her
rather privileged position, Geronemus had the option to make the economic
sacrifices for the sake of her family and her mental health, but still asks the
rhetorical question at the end of the interview: “Can you have it all?” (Car-

razana).

The four narratives in the article are examples selected to emphasize
what the title already indicates — America’s first female recession. Carrazana
presents these personal stories to mediate the complexities of female experi-
ences by presenting different livelihoods. Although she was certainly not able
to present the whole spectrum of women’s experiences by featuring more
privileged white women in the article, the message is nevertheless significant.
At first sight, these narratives might come across as individual livelihoods,
some more fortunate than others, but upon closer examination, their inter-
relation and interdependency become visible. As examples of constructed
cultural perceptions, these women, due to the pandemic, faced structural
disadvantages that made transparent the social, economic, and racial inequal-
ities present in capitalist societies. Furthermore, the scale of the health crisis
underlined the importance of examining the interrelation between social re-
production and production that exists in capitalist societies — in this case, in
the United States. To do so, the following analysis investigates the notions of
vulnerability, dependency, and obligation, as well as the obligation of care,
and the question of grievability and the urge for equity as presented in the
four narratives in The 19th News.

Vulnerability
It is argued in this paper that the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed
particular vulnerable groups to severe dangers and consequences, and there-

fore, the notion of vulnerability and the classification of vulnerable groups
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needs to be briefly examined. Couser (2004) highlights in his discussion of
vulnerability and, particularly in his mediation of “vulnerable subjects,” the
relational aspects of the concepts. According to him, the conditions that de-
clare subjects vulnerable include extreme youth or age, physical or mental ill-
ness and impairments, and belonging to culturally or socially disadvantaged
groups (xii). All these conditions are perceived in relation to heteronormative
matrixes of capitalist systems which then classify persons as old or young,
physically or mentally ill or impaired, and defines who belongs to a culturally

or socially disadvantaged group.

The relationality that is present in Couser’s understanding of vulnera-
bility can also be found in Butler’s (2016, 2020) discussions of the concept.
Yet Butler (2016) proposes a more complex and ambivalent understanding of
vulnerability and expands the perception of vulnerability to all beings to var-
ious degrees. She argues that, as much as the concept can be affirmed to have
an existential condition due to the fact that everyone is subject to accidents,
illness, and attacks that can make one quickly vulnerable, vulnerability is also
“a socially induced condition,” which is responsible for the disproportionate
exposure to suffering, specifically for those whose access to food, medical
care, and shelter is often precluded (“Vulnerability” 24). Thus, Butler argues
concretely that “vulnerability emerges as part of social relations” and makes
two general claims regarding this assumption. Firstly, “vulnerability ought to
be understood as relational and social,” and secondly, vulnerability appears

“in the context of specific social and historical relations” (“Vulnerability” 4).

Furthermore, it is significant to point out that, by defining one group
as vulnerable and to render the group’s members as “vulnerable subjects,” a
binary is constructed which hence indicates that there are other, invulnera-
ble groups. The vulnerable group also receives the status that forces them to
claim protection. Since the developed binary is complex, the responsibility
to take protection is ambivalent and poses problems. Thus, this construct not

only encourages binary thinking but also creates the perception that groups
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are already constituted as invulnerable or vulnerable. With this construction,
a hierarchy between the paternalistically powerful and the vulnerable is cre-
ated (Butler, Nonviolence 71). As Butler clarifies, “it is, of course, possible to
claim that such a distinction is descriptively true, but when it becomes the
basis of a moral reflection, then a social hierarchy is given a moral rationaliza-
tion, and moral reasoning is pitted against the aspirational norm of a shared

or reciprocal condition of equality” (ibid.).

Thus, it is inevitable to acknowledge that the danger of such vulnera-
bility politics lurks in “fortifying hierarchies that most urgently need to be dis-
mantled” (Butler, Nonviolence 72). Therefore, Butler’s observation as well as
Couser’s clarification leave one with the necessity to highlight the hierarchal
nature of the concept of vulnerability. However, this acknowledgment must
not be viewed as opposing the importance of its nestling in human rights and
ethical care questions, particularly for feminist thought, but rather as an act
of emphasizing and problematizing the ambivalent nature of the construct of

vulnerability (Butler, Nonviolence 72).

Important in the context of this paper is the emphasis on relationality
as part of vulnerability. One is never solely vulnerable but rather vulnerable
to a person, a social structure or a situation because of the reliability on them
and the interrelation created thereof. In terms of the pandemic, the presented
female narratives embody this vulnerability and confirm Butler’s argument
that “one is vulnerable to the social structure upon which one depends, so
if the structure fails, one is exposed to a precarious condition” (Nonviolence
46). All four women have experienced this exposure during the months of
the pandemic. Due to school closures, working place restrictions, and general
shutdowns of caring facilities and other centers, social structures were dis-
rupted and the women’s vulnerability was made transparent and had a signif-
icant impact on their lives on various levels given their different livelihoods,

yet their commonalities can be found in the vulnerability that was revealed.
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One of the female interviewees describes the situation as the “collapse
of the card house” (Carrazana), which metaphorically describes how the pan-
demic has demolished her private and professional life. It also indicates on
a broader scale the disclosure of structural deficiencies with its inequalities
across lines of race, class, and gender in neoliberal systems. The metaphor
accurately expresses how the “house,” however, was already constructed to
fall, with its shaky arrangement and precarious foundation made of cards.
The slightest interruption can cause a house of cards to collapse, and there-
fore, it is far from a secure rescue space. Using this metaphor for the expe-
rience of the pandemic, the narrator indicates how her situation (and that
of many others) was doomed to crumble with the smallest interruption and
thus points to the systemic flaws of the current capitalist system that quickly
renders one vulnerable and reveals the importance of systemic changes. As
Butler points out, one “depends on someone, something or some condition
in order to live” (Nonviolence 46); however, when this condition disappears,
one is “vulnerable to being dispossessed, abandoned, or exposed in ways that
may well prove unlivable” (ibid.). The “collapse of the card house” has caused

the women’s lives to be proven unlivable to different degrees.

Dependency and Obligation

What this global pandemic has also shown in the most forceful way is
that, as Butler argues, “no one is born an individual . . . we are all regardless
of our political viewpoints in the present, born into a condition of radical
dependency” (Nonviolence 40-41). The virus breaks up the notion of indi-
viduality, an occurrence which was long overdue and exposes us to the reality
of the interdependence of life. Individual actions have always had tremen-
dous effects on others, yet this particular global pandemic demonstrates in
its deadliest way how the individual is actually vitally linked to the collective.
This interconnectivity, furthermore, highlights “global vulnerability” (Butler,
“COVID”). Certain groups are more vulnerable than others; this fact con-

structs the current crisis of capital, caste, and the planet which this pandemic
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has made transparent (Butler “COVID”).

Individualism is a social construct, and, as Butler has argued, “no one
actually stands on one’s own; strictly speaking, no one feeds oneself” (Nonvi-
olence 41). As Disabilities Studies have shown, pavement is inevitable for one
to move along the street and thus expresses the interconnectivity not only
of humans with each other and with non-humans, but also the dependency
understood as a reliance on material and social structures, as well as the en-
vironment that enhances the possibility of life (Anderberg 189). Thus, the
construction of liberal individualism neglects the acknowledgement of mate-
rialistic and structural circumstances that are necessary to confirm the notion
of individualism and hence subvert the entire concept. Butler again shows
the ambivalence of the individualistic idea by demonstrating the dependency

that is inherent in everyone’s life (Nonviolence 42).

Linking Butler’s understanding of dependency to the global pandemic
and the women’s stories, it is evident that all four women were relying on
certain structures and systems in place which were essential for their lives
to operate as they did. However, the degree of this dependency on certain
structures is also closely linked to their social class. The first and last women,
for instance, were able to afford child-care facilities and so relied heavily on
them to advance their own careers as both parents worked full time outside
of the home. Their financial means, then, also made it possible for the women
to reduce their hours and finally stop their paid work altogether when the
pandemic was at full swing due to their husband’s financial stability through
their jobs as doctors. Although the pandemic made both women rely heavily
on their husbands’ financial support and forced them to step back from their
personal careers, the decision was economically possible for them. Neverthe-
less, the consequences left their marks on the women, as their identities are

heavily defined by their professions.
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After quitting her job, Nasser states that “for exactly one day, the re-
lief was overwhelming. Then, worry” and highlights thus how her personal
choice put her on an emotional rollercoaster that was directed by economic
privilege on the one hand, and personal aspiration on the other, which she
sums up in the following remarks: “I kept wondering, ‘How long will the per-
sonal choices I made around COVID-19 hurt me permanently? . .. I would
like to be working for 25 more years. That’s joy for me. My work is not sepa-
rate from who I am as a person. It’s a simultaneous feeling of guilt that we are
able to doit. .. and sadness that this is the situation we were in” (Carrazana).
This statement demonstrates that Nasser views her profession outside of the
home as a significant part of her identity, whereas her role, and now her new
main occupation, as the caregiver of her children, is not mentioned as a vital
part of her being. Thus, Nasser makes the prominent capitalist distinction

between social reproduction and economic production.

Social reproduction is understood as biological reproduction (e.g,,
pregnancy, breastfeeding), the reproduction of the labor force (e.g., unpaid
household work, caring tasks), and the performance of paid caring labor (e.g.,
paid domestic workers) (Teeple Hopkins 131). Economic production, on the
other hand, is understood as paid labor outside of the home. Fraser (2017)
has eloquently described that not only has the work of social reproduction
been separated from that of economic production since at least the industrial
era, but the former has also been associated with women and the latter with
men remunerating “reproductive’ activities in the coin of ‘love” and ‘virtue),
while compensating ‘productive work’ in that of money” (23). And by doing
50, an institutional basis for modern forms of women’s subordination was cre-
ated by capitalist societies. This separation further led to the importance and
value of social reproduction being obscured as it was associated with women.
Ironically, official economies are dependent on the very same process of so-
cial reproduction whose value is being rejected (Fraser 23-24). By stressing
how her paid work is an essential part of her identity, Nasser emphasizes the

importance of production in capitalist societies on individual livelihoods,
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particularly those of the middle and upper social classes.

Similar to Nasser’s narrative is the story of Mara Geronemus, who
reminisces in the interview about how to move on with the pandemic when
her daughter had over 200 unfinished school assignments at the end of the
year and her husband is not likely to give up his career: “My husband is not
quitting his job, he’s not leaving the hospital. My kids are not dropping out
of school. So, what gives? Probably my work” (Carrazana). However, unlike
Nasser’s statement, Geronemus does not stress explicitly how her profession
constitutes part of her identity, but rather indicates that her profession is seen
as being at the end of the family’s list of priorities and that she views only paid
work outside of the home as work. The hierarchy described in Geronemus’s
story presents a contradictory image where her work outside of the home is
viewed as the least important within her kinship structures, yet her work as
a caretaker inside the home is devalued and represented as the final resort
for her caused by the pandemic. By not defining ca