
Vol.:(0123456789)

Int J Semiot Law (2022) 35:1145–1165
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11196-021-09865-3

1 3

Stranger Danger: Social Distancing, the Bubble, 
and the War on Space in Times of Covid‑19

Sarah Marusek1  · Anne Wagner2  · Aleksandra Matulewska3 

Accepted: 25 June 2021 / Published online: 13 November 2021 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Nature B.V. 2021

Abstract
As authors, we recognize the scientific foundations for implementing social dis-
tancing in preventing the spread of Covid-19. Yet, we also recognize fundamental 
changes to the socio-legal discourse of everyday life that we research. We see legal-
ized space itself as the foundation for social relationships significantly impacted 
through the ‘new normal’ of social/physical distancing guidelines. This paper will 
explore the positionalities of bodies that contribute to the transformation of cultural 
spaces and social interactions against the legalized backdrop of combatting viral 
spread of Covid-19 in the United States, France, and Poland.

Keywords Social distancing · Physical distancing · Spatiality · Legal culture · 
Covid-19

There is an entire universe of behaviour that is unexplored, unexamined, and 
very much taken for granted. It functions outside conscious awareness and in 

juxtaposition to words [4, p.17]
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1 Introduction

Since March 2020, public interactions have undergone significant transformation. 
Efforts have been made to physically separate bodies from one another in cultural 
spaces. Legally, laws of social distancing have been enacted whereby bodies do not 
congregate either in queues or in groups. Socially, these mandates have changed 
how life is practiced through everyday routines. Through attempts to limit the spread 
of Covid-19 during this global pandemic have meant that people cannot be so close 
together. At its most basic aspect, the separation of bodies decreases the likelihood 
that breath-based droplets of potential coronavirus will travel and infect. At schools, 
in restaurants, in line at the grocery store, at the movie theater, at bars, at parties, 
even in parks, social distancing mandates of six feet have become the spatial norm 
in the age of Covid-19. Wherever there are queues, gatherings, or public seating, the 
regulation of the positionality of bodies and the potential fear of ‘stranger danger’ 
results in the spatialized transformation of cultural activities and everyday banali-
ties. This paper will examine this thesis as it happens in American, French, and Pol-
ish contexts to show the ways in which legal regulations meant to curb not only the 
spread of Covid-19 but also the nuances of public living in Western culture.

2  Social Distancing Guidelines

Despite increasing numbers of infection and death throughout the population in the 
global leader of pandemic infection, social distancing in the United States was polit-
icized under former President Trump as a bothersome overreaction to Covid-19. In 
April 2020, 6 months ahead of the 2020 Presidential Election, Trump stated:

We’re going to start to move around and hopefully in the not-too-distant 
future, we’ll have some massive rallies and people will be sitting next to each 
other,” he said, adding that having people spaced out in accordance with social 
distancing guidelines “wouldn’t look too good. [1].

In contrast to former President Trump’s visible need to hold super-spreader events 
where hundreds of unmasked supporters come in close contact with one another, 
Presidential Candidate Joe Biden asserted “This isn’t about politics. It’s about sav-
ing lives” [29]. Science tells us that such parameters between people decreases viral 
transmission as the sheer distance that breath droplets can travel is abbreviated. 
Government agencies, such as the United States Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
have declared that six feet is the realm of safety needed to combat the spread of this 
coronavirus. In public transportation, social gatherings, shopping, dining out, even 
exercise, the social becomes the physical through the recognition of the role of spati-
ality in calls to socially, or physically distance:

Social distancing, also called “physical distancing,” means keeping a safe 
space between yourself and other people who are not from your household. To 
practice social or physical distancing, stay at least 6 feet (about 2 arm lengths) 
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from other people who are not from your household in both indoor and out-
door spaces. 1

Since January 2021, President Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris have 
emphasized the scientific logic of social distancing for its essential role in stopping 
viral spread. In a resurrected effort to use science rather than politics as the basis 
for policies made in conjunction with Covid-19, the White House’s official website 
states [29]:

Social distancing is not a light switch. It is a dial. President Biden will direct 
the CDC to provide specific evidence-based guidance for how to turn the dial 
up or down relative to the level of risk and degree of viral spread in a com-
munity, including when to open or close certain businesses, bars, restaurants, 
and other spaces; when to open or close schools, and what steps they need to 
take to make classrooms and facilities safe; appropriate restrictions on size of 
gatherings; when to issue stay-at-home restrictions.

Biden’s metaphor of the dial is a statement of control over space through government 
mandate. Because the space of cultural life is a continual production of spontane-
ous, unregulated relationships and social events, turning the dial up or down accord-
ing to relative risk subjects the movement of everyday life to a level of surveillance 
expressed in various ways through space-based limitation and restriction. In this war 
on Covid-19, we find ourselves in a war on the serendipity of social space.

The same applies in the Republic of France. Indeed, the French former Prime 
Minister Edouard Philippe delivered a speech where he first emphasized on “social 
distancing”, individual physical limitations and space restrictions on 14 March 
2020:

I’m not telling you it’s a nice term. I know we French people don’t like it, 
because we are a people who love gathering together, a joyful people, happy 
to live together, perhaps even a little more so when the fear begins to take hold 
[…]
I say it with gravity, we must, all together, show more discipline in the applica-
tion of measures. What we need to do at the moment is simply to avoid gather-
ing as much as possible, to limit friendly and family gatherings, to use pub-
lic transport only to go to work and only if your physical presence at work is 
indispensable, to leave your home only to do essential shopping, to get some 
exercise or to vote […]. [21] (our translation)

France always tends to follow the recommendations of the WHO to

Maintain at least a 1-metre distance between yourself and others to reduce 
your risk of infection when they cough, sneeze or speak. Maintain an even 

1 https:// www. cdc. gov/ coron avirus/ 2019- ncov/ preve nt- getti ng- sick/ social- dista ncing. html. Accessed 2 
March 2020.

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/social-distancing.html
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greater distance between yourself and others when indoors. The further away, 
the better.2

While recommendation can be regulated in public spaces, the same does not apply 
in private spaces. For last Christmas Eve, Emmanuel Macron, in his speech, called 
on people to

breathe a little and get together, yes, but I appeal to your sense of responsibility 
[…]. Private gatherings must limit the number of adults in the same room at 
the same time and we must all ensure that we respect the health rules between 
us to protect everyone [17] (our translation).

This is a recommendation for regulation in the private sphere that cannot be 
imposed, but suggested by common sense. Rémi Salomon, the President of the Med-
ical Commission of AP-HP (public assistance—hospitals of Paris), went even fur-
ther, creating de facto controversy by advising to isolate the elderly in the kitchen at 
Christmas:

we cut the Christmas cake in two and grandma and grandpa eat in the kitchen 
and we eat in the dining room [24].

Whereas the authorities now prefer the term “physical distance” rather than “social 
distancing” in public space, the recommended minimum spacing between each 
person has now been increased on January 2021 to 2 m when face masks are not 
worn [8, art. 1], given the increase in English and South African variants. That is 
the reason why for collective catering, the same table may only be occupied by peo-
ple coming together or having booked together, with a limit now set at 4 people 
instead of 6. A minimum distance of 2 m must be guaranteed between each seated 
person, unless a fixed or removable wall provides physical separation. [9, art. 40]. 
But this limitation seems to differ for school canteens, for which it would apparently 
not apply. [16]

Furthermore, social distancing represents the latest advances in scientific 
research on Covid-19 transmission patterns, all of which seek to resolve the mul-
tiple unknowns in Covid-19 equation. The margins between the recommendations 
of 1–2 m indicate the many pieces of data that are still missing to understand the 
mechanisms at work in the virus spread. This is well documented in a video posted 
online, not to mention the rather unpredictable "wind" factor that must also be taken 
into account (Fig. 1).

The situation in Poland is to some extent different from the very beginning. Given 
the number of inhabitants, the numbers of infected and admitted people to hospitals 
from the very beginning is limited in comparison with France, Italy, Spain or neigh-
boring Germany. The Polish Minister of Health, Łukasz Szumowski, was informed 
about the first person diagnosed as infected with SARS-CoV-2 in the territory of 
Poland on 4 March 2020 [28]. The following days brought reports of other infected 

2 https:// www. who. int/ emerg encies/ disea ses/ novel- coron avirus- 2019/ advice- for- public Accessed 2 
March 2020.

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
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patients. With the number of infected growing slowly day by day, the Polish govern-
ment started introducing restrictions in an attempt to avoid a rapid spread of pan-
demic. As the Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki announced:

We want to avoid what happened to the countries of Western Europe at all 
costs, [and] We cannot afford to relax. We must do everything to avoid the 
worst-case scenario […] We must strictly follow the rules of social distancing. 
This is one and the basic rule that will allow us to fight this disease. [6]

What actually happened in the wake of new, so far unknown restrictions of social 
distancing, was a number of opposing reactions in Poland. On the one hand, Face-
book posts of the Prime Minister Office were flooded with comments on the absurd-
ity of social distancing, especially among family members and the task’s unfeasibil-
ity. On the other hand, appeals to reason and to respect the new restrictive law were 
also published. Social distancing in public spaces turned out to be an extremely 
controversial issue on March and April 2020. After a long period of bad weather 
and lack of sun in Poland during autumn and winter months, which actually make 
Poles close themselves in the warmth of their homes, spring shifts people’s habits. 
Inhabitants crave for walks in the open air and wait for pavement cafes and pubs to 
start operating. Spring 2020 turned out to be a complete shock for Polish citizens. 
The restrictions were introduced by regulations published at regular intervals of a 
few weeks, with one of the first impositions being published on 31 March 2020.3 
Not only were citizens recommended to stay at home and refrain from meeting their 
family members and friends at the moment when the weather started improving and 
Easter family festivities approached, but also walks for pleasure were forbidden. A 
new ban entered into force on 1 April 2020, stipulating that every person under 18 
could leave the house only under the supervision of an adult guardian. At the same 
time, parks being the green lungs of cities, boulevards and beaches were closed to 
the public too. The government introduced significant penalties for breaching the 

Fig. 1  Social distancing guidelines. Source: Simulation de la propagation des gouttelettes [26]

3 https:// isap. sejm. gov. pl/ isap. nsf/ downl oad. xsp/ WDU20 20000 0566/O/ D2020 0566. pdf Accessed 25 
March 2020.

https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/download.xsp/WDU20200000566/O/D20200566.pdf
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bans, from PLN5000 to PLN30,000. The National Forests forbade entering state for-
ests and national parks on 3 April 2020. The public immediately reacted. Lawyers 
and the Polish Commissioner for Human Rights published an open letter to the Min-
ister of Environment, pillorying the decision of the National Forests indicating that 
the ban was illegal. [19] The hell broke out in a way as citizens started to harangue 
the ban indicating its discriminatory features. The question emerged whether hunt-
ers were allowed to enter forests during pandemic to combat African Swine Fever 
animal pandemic, whereas other citizens were not allowed to take care of their 
mental and physical health. The social outrage was incredibly strong and instanta-
neously the public announcements followed informing than no one could enter for-
ests, including hunters. The government withdrew this ban under the Regulation of 
the Council of Ministers of 19 April 2020, and set up certain restrictions, orders 
and bans in connection with the epidemic.4 Kids were still not allowed to play in 
playgrounds of various sorts or visit zoological gardens, but walks were no longer 
forbidden. This war for the right to spend time outside in public space such as Face-
book, Twitter, and other social media was excruciating and ruthless. The govern-
ment of the Republic of Poland, after the wave of heavy criticism, did not enforce 
other limitations of freedom and allowed citizens to go outside for recreational pur-
poses. However, the obligation to keep the distance of 2 m must be kept if persons 
walking together do not live in a common household. Social distancing in stores, 
bars, restaurants, buses, etc. has been criticized to some extent, but the ban has been 
followed in general. However, this public war revealed the ongoing pressure for 
equality in and before law. Every instance of public appearance of celebrities, politi-
cians, members of Parliament, etc. without a mask or face cover or without proper 
social distancing has been quickly spotted by citizens, and immediately reported to 
public on social media. The Polish society has shown that it disapproves privileges 
of some over others.

Meanwhile, social distancing has affected public freedoms and family lives. Due 
to the restrictions, numerous parades, protests, and festivities had to be cancelled. In 
some instances, the limitation on number of participants was imposed. It led to the 
emergence of various social problems. Whether we consider a protest organized to 
fight for civic freedoms and their protection or a wedding—a significant numbers 
of social bodies is impacted. Some people are inevitably discriminated since their 
rights are not observed, or they are excluded from the possibility of participating 
to social, political or family event given social distancing legal restrictions. Life in 
the time of Covid pandemic becomes legalized anew and politicized in a new way. 
People who follow the rules, obey new laws and regulations, open some flexibility 
for future limitations of civic freedoms, authoritarianism and even dictatorship. Peo-
ple who disobey, in turn, put at risk the health and lives of others and could become 
so-called ‘murderers’ of others on the one hand, or guardians of democratic rules on 
the other hand. There are no black and white solutions, everything is relegated to the 

4 https:// isap. sejm. gov. pl/ isap. nsf/ downl oad. xsp/ WDU20 20000 0697/O/ D2020 0697. pdf Accessed 4 June 
2020.

https://isap.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/download.xsp/WDU20200000697/O/D20200697.pdf
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sidelines of various shades of greyish-decisions, leading to greyish consequences, 
the shade of which is hard to predict in the long run.

While social distancing is a war on the virus, social distancing is like a war on 
public space. Social distancing is a war on public culture, or the culture associated 
with public spaces such as in stores, restaurants, bars, public transportation, and 
schools. Even in the smaller scales of public life, namely through parties or large 
gatherings in which not all folks know each other, space is restricted. As practices 
associated with cultural spaces, holidays and the cancellation of holiday activities 
and celebrations due to Covid is the redefinition of public culture. In lieu of the 
unknown encounters between people who do not know each other, bubbles or pods 
are promoted as safe spaces for. Similarly, the home or the household, as often the 
source of the bubble or the pod, promoted familial relationships while discouraging 
the unknown public encounter. Cars even become a mobile extension of the bubble 
insofar as drive thru cultural operations, such as restaurants or shopping, cater to 
drivers who remain inside their vehicles.

3  Positionalities of Bodies: Elbows Only, X Marks the Spot, and Sit 
Here Not There

Because the purpose of physical distancing is the intentional separation of bodies 
and the abbreviated possible realm of bodily emissions, traditional ways of greeting 
one another in public are also curtailed. Hands are no longer clasped in welcoming 
handshakes. Arms are no longer outstretched for hugs of social embrace. Cheeks 
are no longer offered as expressive displays of physical warmth. Instead, elbows are 
offered instead as a way to express the sentiment of touch between contacts while 
maintaining the distance between mouths and hands. Mouths and hands are consid-
ered to be sites of possible infection and disease spread whether through touch or 
through breath. Through the touching of elbows, or the absence of physical touch 
upon greeting one another, the culture of interpersonal relationships shifts. As social 
distancing guidelines affect the interpersonal space that serves as the site of personal 
communication, the quality of interpersonal space also shifts. The body transforms 
from a human source of comfort and familiarity to a suspected carrier of disease.

Social distancing guidelines also transform the ways bodies position themselves 
in public space. In lines, or queues, the spacing between bodies becomes a vital 
source of regulation in the age of Covid. Distancing of six feet between bodies is 
called for in public venues wherever bodies might wait in line. In mapping tech-
niques that evoke the management of forests or urban planning [25], social distanc-
ing guidelines mark an X on the pavement to denote exactly where the body should 
stand. Such projects of mapping involve cadastral logic that, as James C. Scott notes, 
is “a pattern of relations between local knowledge and practices on one hand and 
state administrative routines on the other” [25, p. 24].

In similar ways to the image below, the six-foot demarcation separates bodies of 
strangers, as the sample image shows the correct place to stand in terms of the rec-
tangular marking of the spot (Fig. 2).
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Even in the spacing of socially distanced circles in outdoor parks or the state-
sponsored positioning of homeless bodies within rectangles drawn on the pave-
ment, as recently transpired in San Francisco, social distancing of six feet is the new 
dimensionality of bodies in public space. David Delaney describes the spatial imagi-
nary that links normativity to design insofar as the nomospheric technique of seeing 
the world is found in the revision of space. Delaney notes that “as nomoscapes and 
settings are revised—reiterative reinforcement is a form of revision—social fields of 
power are reconfigured” [5, p. 194]. Through the circles and rectangles of the next 
two images of a socially distanced public, public space is individualized through 
designated occupancy. Air itself, free from the possible contamination of infected 
droplets becomes a public resource that exists within the boundaries of the circles 
and the rectangles. Safe air within the boundary or at the site of the X in a socially 
distanced environment is a common-pool resource (CPR). Elinor Ostrom describes 
the CPR and the organization of collective action in terms of boundary creation, 

Fig. 2  Socially distanced floor markings. https:// www. india mart. com/ prodd etail/ floor- marki ng- tape- for- 
social- dista nce- 22281 525333. html Accessed 10 Sept 2021

Fig. 3  Social distancing circles painted on a park lawn in San Francisco. https:// www. mercu rynews. com/ 
2020/ 05/ 22/ photos- aerial- views- of- social- dista ncing- circl es- paint ed- on- dolor es- park- lawn- in- san- franc 
isco/ Accessed 6 June 2020

https://www.indiamart.com/proddetail/floor-marking-tape-for-social-distance-22281525333.html
https://www.indiamart.com/proddetail/floor-marking-tape-for-social-distance-22281525333.html
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/05/22/photos-aerial-views-of-social-distancing-circles-painted-on-dolores-park-lawn-in-san-francisco/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/05/22/photos-aerial-views-of-social-distancing-circles-painted-on-dolores-park-lawn-in-san-francisco/
https://www.mercurynews.com/2020/05/22/photos-aerial-views-of-social-distancing-circles-painted-on-dolores-park-lawn-in-san-francisco/
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in ways applicable to the six feet distancing parameters for the prevention of viral 
spread preventing the spread of Covid-19 (Figs. 3 and 4):

So long as the boundaries of the resource and/or the specification of individu-
als who can use the resource remain uncertain, no one knows what is being 
managed or for whom. Without defining the boundaries of the CPR and clos-
ing it to ‘outsiders’, local appropriators face the risk that any benefits they 
produce by their efforts will be reaped by others who have not contributed to 
those efforts [20, p. 91].

However, because spatial understandings reflect cultural norms, formal directions 
calling for six feet as the basis for social distancing are expressed in culturally 

Fig. 4  Social distancing rules for homeless encampments in San Francisco. https:// www. latim es. com/ 
world- nation/ story/ 2020- 05- 22/ san- franc isco- sanct ions- once- shunn ed- homel ess- encam pments Accessed 
9 July 2020

Fig. 5  Social distancing rules illustrated with an image of an alligator. https:// www. click orlan do. com/ 
news/ local/ 2020/ 04/ 05/ this- is- the- most- flori da- way- to- remem ber- the- cdcs- guide lines- on- coron avirus- 
social- dista ncing/ Accessed 9 July 2020

https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-05-22/san-francisco-sanctions-once-shunned-homeless-encampments
https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2020-05-22/san-francisco-sanctions-once-shunned-homeless-encampments
https://www.clickorlando.com/news/local/2020/04/05/this-is-the-most-florida-way-to-remember-the-cdcs-guidelines-on-coronavirus-social-distancing/
https://www.clickorlando.com/news/local/2020/04/05/this-is-the-most-florida-way-to-remember-the-cdcs-guidelines-on-coronavirus-social-distancing/
https://www.clickorlando.com/news/local/2020/04/05/this-is-the-most-florida-way-to-remember-the-cdcs-guidelines-on-coronavirus-social-distancing/
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relevant ways. The factors of time, space, context and communication have to be 
combined altogether. For instance, in Florida, the image of an alligator is used to 
convey the approximation of six feet in distance (Fig. 5).

In Martinique, social distancing was visually expressed with pineapples, being 
the third culture of Martinique cultivated in large-scale plantations, where slaves 
formerly served as laborers for free and in degrading conditions. As expressed by 
Hall [12 p.59], “culture hides much more than it reveals”. So, this campaign to 
inform French citizens about social distance in times of Covid-19 showed inappro-
priate cultural codes, leading to displeasure, discontent, and public outcry on social 
media. Accordingly, the Prefect of Martinique withdrew it from the official website 
and apologized (Fig. 6).

As we move through space, another French province (Haute Savoie) use simi-
lar communication strategies to promote “physical distance” using cultural codes of 
high pastures with mountain ibex, cheese, mascot and pairs of skis. The perception 
of the visual world offered from this campaign is straightforward, less complex and 
certainly more positive for tourists and citizens living in this tense situation under 
Covid-19. Somehow, the idea is to make people more relax and more open to other 
types of taste (the fondue and raclette) and new sport sensations in a snowy atmos-
phere. So, ski resorts have to adapt to the circumstances by offering sledging, snow-
shoeing, cross-country or cross-country skiing, dog sledding, ice skating, but also 
horse sledding, paragliding, potholing, helicopter rides… (Fig. 7).

Fig. 6  Social distancing rules illustrated with 5 pineapples. https:// twitt er. com/ JLMel enchon/ status/ 
12641 41910 08568 1153? ref_ src= twsrc% 5Etfw% 7Ctwc amp% 5Etwe etemb ed% 7Ctwt erm% 5E126 41419 
10085 681153% 7Ctwgr% 5E% 7Ctwc on% 5Es1_ & ref_ url= https% 3A% 2F% 2Fwww. lepar isien. fr% 2Fsoc 
iete% 2Fdis tanci ation- socia le-1- m- ou-5- ananas- l- affic he- qui- fache- 23- 05- 2020- 83221 83. php Accessed 6 
August 2020

https://twitter.com/JLMelenchon/status/1264141910085681153?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1264141910085681153%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.leparisien.fr%2Fsociete%2Fdistanciation-sociale-1-m-ou-5-ananas-l-affiche-qui-fache-23-05-2020-8322183.php
https://twitter.com/JLMelenchon/status/1264141910085681153?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1264141910085681153%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.leparisien.fr%2Fsociete%2Fdistanciation-sociale-1-m-ou-5-ananas-l-affiche-qui-fache-23-05-2020-8322183.php
https://twitter.com/JLMelenchon/status/1264141910085681153?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1264141910085681153%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.leparisien.fr%2Fsociete%2Fdistanciation-sociale-1-m-ou-5-ananas-l-affiche-qui-fache-23-05-2020-8322183.php
https://twitter.com/JLMelenchon/status/1264141910085681153?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1264141910085681153%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.leparisien.fr%2Fsociete%2Fdistanciation-sociale-1-m-ou-5-ananas-l-affiche-qui-fache-23-05-2020-8322183.php
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Fig. 7  Social distancing rules illustrated in various ways. https:// hiver. combl oux. com/ infos- prati ques/ 
infor matio ns- covid- 19. html Accessed 6 August 2020

Fig. 8  Polish government social distancing graphics. https:// tvn24. pl/ polska/ koron awirus- w- polsce- premi 
er- mateu sz- moraw iecki- oglos il- nowe- ogran iczen ia- lista- 45205 95 Accessed 6 August 2020

https://hiver.combloux.com/infos-pratiques/informations-covid-19.html
https://hiver.combloux.com/infos-pratiques/informations-covid-19.html
https://tvn24.pl/polska/koronawirus-w-polsce-premier-mateusz-morawiecki-oglosil-nowe-ograniczenia-lista-4520595
https://tvn24.pl/polska/koronawirus-w-polsce-premier-mateusz-morawiecki-oglosil-nowe-ograniczenia-lista-4520595
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Fig. 9  Polish government social distancing graphics referring to workplaces. https:// tvn24. pl/ polska/ 
koron awirus- w- polsce- premi er- mateu sz- moraw iecki- oglos il- nowe- ogran iczen ia- lista- 45205 95 Accessed 
6 August 2020

Fig. 10  A Polish warning label. 
https:// gft- sklep. pl/ nakle jka- 
zacho waj- odstep- 2-m Accessed 
6 August 2020

Fig. 11  The poster placed in 
one of the District Electoral 
Commissions in Poznań (Figure 
taken by Aleksandra Matul-
ewska)

https://tvn24.pl/polska/koronawirus-w-polsce-premier-mateusz-morawiecki-oglosil-nowe-ograniczenia-lista-4520595
https://tvn24.pl/polska/koronawirus-w-polsce-premier-mateusz-morawiecki-oglosil-nowe-ograniczenia-lista-4520595
https://gft-sklep.pl/naklejka-zachowaj-odstep-2-m
https://gft-sklep.pl/naklejka-zachowaj-odstep-2-m
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The Polish government develops signs reminding of social distancing too. 
They appear in public spaces, whether displayed in physical spaces or posted 
online (Fig. 8).

The sign informing about the obligation to keep 2-m distance in public space 
does not apply to dependent persons and kids up to 13 years old (Fig. 9).

This sign informs citizens about the obligation (1) to keep 1 m and a half dis-
tance between work stances, (2) to wear protective gloves and disinfectants at 
work places. Furthermore, signs are also inspired by road signs to respect the 
social distance of 2 m (Figs. 10 and 11).

During Presidential elections, which took place in Poland on 28 June 2020 
(first round) and on 12 July 2020 (second round), social distancing was enforced 
in various ways. Huge queues never seen before electoral commissions formed. In 
the premises of the District Electoral Commissions in Poznań, the posters were 
formulated in local dialect. The aim of the dialect usage was not to communicate 
more efficiently since the dialect is actually disappearing and the official Polish 
prevails in public and private spaces, but to cheer voters up.

In Hawai‘i, the greeting of aloha is typically shared through a hug or exten-
sive handshake. However, in times of Covid, the physicality of aloha is replaced 
with the gentle twisting of a fist in the air with thumb and pinky finger extended. 
Known locally as the ‘shaka’, spreading aloha without physical touch becomes 
the optimal way to spread aloha (hello), as shown in one example below (Fig. 12).

Fig. 12  Greeting modes. https:// www. faceb ook. com/ KrocC enter Hawaii/ photos/ safety- remin der- spread- 
aloha- from-6- feet- away- krocc enter hi- safet yfirst- sprea dalo/ 35468 68158 670248/ Accessed 6 September 
2020

https://www.facebook.com/KrocCenterHawaii/photos/safety-reminder-spread-aloha-from-6-feet-away-kroccenterhi-safetyfirst-spreadalo/3546868158670248/
https://www.facebook.com/KrocCenterHawaii/photos/safety-reminder-spread-aloha-from-6-feet-away-kroccenterhi-safetyfirst-spreadalo/3546868158670248/
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To decrease the potential virus spread, new types of techniques have been pro-
moted worldwide, not only in France to greet others. France has a reputation for 
its cheek kisses, one in Brittany, two in northern France, sometimes three or even 
four depending on the French regions. France is also known for its handshakes. But 
with Covid-19, kissing each other or hand-shaking is no longer possible. Citizens 
in France but also worldwide had to invent a new cultural code that they copied 
from other countries worldwide. The foot shake was originally coming from Wuhan, 
known as the “Wuhan shake” and now culturally transplanted in other regions of 
the world as the “foot shake”, whereas others prefer the “elbow bump”, originally 
from the Ebola epidemic. Cultural codes were easily transferable from one country 
to another via different videos posted on YouTube [7] to promote this new welcom-
ing style (Figs. 13 and 14).

Other styles are much more culturally oriented towards South-East Asia (Nat-
maste or Wai), or African countries, and so less easily applicable to European coun-
tries. The WHO has promoted a leaflet to explain how best greet others for Africa 
(Fig. 15).

In the Republic of Poland, the typical three kisses in the cheeks or handshakes 
have been replaced which shaking elbows or touching with clenched fists. The kids 
at school have been discouraged to participate in normal social interactions. They 
are no longer encouraged to be friendly and supportive in a traditional sense. They 
are not allowed to exhibit friendly attitudes, such as food sharing or lending a pencil 
or a crayon to a schoolmate. The social distancing and the limitation of the virus 
spreading is going to deepen anti-social attitudes that schools have been trying to 
combat for some time. The negative unfriendly attitudes to schoolmates, including 
discriminatory ones have transformed from negative (egoistic and egocentric) to 
recommended (reasonable, healthy and safe) modes of behavior.

Making the distance relevant to what people may typically understand as they 
consider how to gauge six feet without actual measurement also comes in the form 

Figs. 13  New methods of greetings in photos. Wagner’s figure: The foot shake, the elbow bump
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of recognized shopping cultural tools: the length of the store buggy, as seen below 
(Fig. 16).

As in standing, seating of the public is also subject to social distancing guidelines. 
Again, X marks the spot in blocking off spaces that are too close to one another. In 
his discussion of lines, Tim Ingold speaks of a “comparative anthropology of the 
line” [13, p. 1]. The linearity of the six-foot designation of intentionally emptied 
space between bodies is the embodied positioning of linear space that serves as the 
cultural instructions for standing in such a way that actively contributes to fighting 
viral spread. Such standards of regulating place are effectively a form of zoning, as 

Fig. 14  Instructions on greetings [31]
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a design standard for preventing infection [3] in which areas of space are open for 
occupancy while others are not (Fig. 17).

In France and Poland, physical distance is achieved by leaving an empty seat 
between schoolkids, patients, passengers, etc. In numerous places where queues 
form naturally, separation lines are displayed on the floor, which visually show the 
allowed physical distance between people. In Poland, the zoning is marked with 
tapes either in (1) yellow and black, (2) red and white or (3) red (Figs. 18, 19 and 
20).

The colors used are symbolic in many respects. The yellow and black signs are typ-
ical danger warning road signs in compliance with the Vienna Convention on Road 
Signs and Signals of 1968. Analogously, red and white are used in prohibitory or 
restrictive signs [32]. White and red are used to indicate the distance as well. The Con-
vention states that “Danger warning signs shall be placed at such distance from the 

Fig. 15  Six-feet social distancing rules. https:// www. today. com/ health/ why- six- feet- apart- social- dista 
ncing- guide lines- during- coron avirus- pande mic- t1771 36 Accessed 6 August 2020

Fig. 16  Social distancing seat-
ing arrangements. https:// www. 
chann el3000. com/ marcus- theat 
res- intro duces- social- dista ncing- 
seati ng- arran gemen ts/ Accessed 
6 August 2020

https://www.today.com/health/why-six-feet-apart-social-distancing-guidelines-during-coronavirus-pandemic-t177136
https://www.today.com/health/why-six-feet-apart-social-distancing-guidelines-during-coronavirus-pandemic-t177136
https://www.channel3000.com/marcus-theatres-introduces-social-distancing-seating-arrangements/
https://www.channel3000.com/marcus-theatres-introduces-social-distancing-seating-arrangements/
https://www.channel3000.com/marcus-theatres-introduces-social-distancing-seating-arrangements/
https://www.channel3000.com/marcus-theatres-introduces-social-distancing-seating-arrangements/


1161

1 3

Stranger Danger: Social Distancing, the Bubble, and the War…

danger point as will make them most effective both by day and by night” [27, p. 10]. 
Red in turn is the color traditionally associated with the devil, hell, fire, anger, outrage, 
danger, blood, but also love. Both red and yellow are used for instance in sports to sig-
nal a breach of rules (a yellow card is a warning) and subsequent admonitions (a red 
card) [17]. Therefore, the symbolism of colors is heavily exploited, in various signs, 
reminding about Covid-related restrictions in Poland.

Fig. 17  Yellow and black social distancing tapes on the supermarket floor informing “Wait here” (Figure 
taken by Aleksandra Matulewska)

Figs. 18  Yellow and black social distancing tapes on the post office and restaurant floors respectively, 
indicating the recommended distance in public spaces (Figure taken by Aleksandra Matulewska)
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4  Stranger Danger: Bubbles, Pods, and the Safety the Household

In addition to social distancing guidelines, there are also guidelines for social interac-
tions. The bubble or pod is an intentional group of people who know each other well 
enough to hang out with each other. The bubble or pod is expected to counter the dan-
gers of spontaneous interaction within a restriction of interactions of those within the 
bubble. Ideally a closed network, some bubbles or pods are leaky with the result being 
a “false sense of security” [11] in terms of protection against the virus. The house-
hold often a source of the bubble, or the overlap of households that routinely see each 
other socially. As a place of refuge, the home is spatially prioritized during Covid as the 
idealized site of safety, except when infection reaches a multigenerational household, 
for example. Yet, the critique of the bubble or the pod as premised upon the house-
hold is one in which Margaret Kohn [14] critiques the lack of encounter in meeting 
new people, or strangers, in maintaining the social health of public spaces that is vitally 
for democracy. During Covid, the fear of stranger danger is intensified and justified 
through the prevention of viral spread. However, assumptions are rampant, or as Rachel 
Gutman [11] states, “Sorry to burst your quarantine bubble”. The homeless or house-
less are further marginalized as physically lacking a central location of safety for the 
bubble to transpire.

5  Spatialized Transformation of Cultural Activities and Everyday 
Capitalist Banalities

In this war on space, bodies are positioned according to social distancing guidelines, 
local cultural knowledge is harnessed, and relationships are narrowed and minimized 
through covid bubbles. Whether in public spaces or the household, restrictions on spa-
tial gathering and cultural customs of greeting are redefined for purposes of prevent-
ing viral spread. Even in public spaces, custom and behaviors are spatialized according 
to size and population sparsity. Parties and gatherings are limited in size and scope, 
shopping centers become empty as occupancy figures are limited in scope, and res-
taurants and bars have shrunk in size as well as sheer existence. Interestingly, the car 
has become an extension of the covid bubble. Through its mobility and individualized 
spatialization, the vehicle can drive to pick up food, to pick up shopping orders, even 
for Covid testing performed through the window of either the driver and/or passenger 
doors. Cars with passengers inside waving have become the new norm for high school 
and college graduations. Even the New Hampshire State Legislature has taken to using 
the car as a privatized bubble through which to hold official session in an open-air park-
ing lot [2]
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6  Conclusion

In order to slow and hopefully stop the spread of the Covid-19 virus, a war on 
space is taking place. Public space is no longer free to inhabit. Cultural space is 
no longer open for public exchange. Social space has been politicized through 
official mandates that either supported or refused to acknowledge the droplet-
based spread of this coronavirus. Stranger danger has justified covid bubbles, 
even leaky ones, that create pods of people who select their own interaction. The 
car has replaced physical embodiment in representing a new mobile type of bub-
ble that can do many of the same things the person used to be required to do (go 
to the store, attend graduation ceremonies, even attend legislative session). The 
war on space that hopefully will be won with the help of global vaccinations will 
hopefully not completely decimate human interaction that spontaneously inhabits 
spaces and places in ways that reject regulation and conformity.

The new space bubbles also replace traditional human interactions considerably 
changing life of various social strata. It is no longer acceptable to be friendly, cor-
dial and empathic in a traditional sense. Friendliness, which so far has been consid-
ered to be warmth and kindness to others, becomes reformulated and remodeled. 
It acquires a new semantic meaning. Warmth is replaced with secure physical dis-
tance. Kindness has been understood as caring for the well-being of another person, 
but right now it encompasses refraining from helping others since it is a risk of virus 
spreading. Laws impose new understanding of civic duties and pleasantries. Time 
will show whether the new behavior imposed by the legal environment to combat 
Covid-19 pandemic, especially for younger generations, will turn out to be short or 
long-lasting. Should new modes of social behavior being solidified, health issues on 
depression, social ostracism, and other social disorders may increase given the loss 
of a sense of belonging and of reliance on others.

Within modern societies, people are taught to distance themselves from others 
and to limit their human interactions, especially direct and fact-to-face ones. Human 
interactions become digitalized, friendships are no longer associated with hugs, 
kisses and physical support. They focus on chats and virtual communication. Even 
people who live under the same roof send each other birthday wishes and greeting 
cards via social media. At this stage, the future of social post-Covid interaction is 
hard to predict. The time will show whether people tormented by hunger of social 
interactions will come back to traditional socializing modes, or entertaining them-
selves with social-distancing will become their second nature. The ‘new normal’ of 
social/physical distancing may become our second skin. The positionalities of bod-
ies that contribute to the transformation of cultural spaces and social interactions 
against the legalized backdrop of combatting viral spread of Covid-19 may have 
much longer impact on societies than ever expected. Besides, the change may be 
faster and more permanent than predicted. Accordingly, two possible scenarios can 
be predicted. Firstly, the legal restrictions, designed as a temporary necessity for the 
pandemic period, may be obeyed well after they are lifted. Secondly, societies, tired 
of restrictions, may crave the old normality so much, that they may overindulge in 
traditional ways of living and interacting.
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