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ABSTRACT

Inthis article, | explore tenderness as a concept in aesthetics that relates to both care and vulnerability.
Arguing that tenderness is currently a central sensibility in contemporary Nordic literature and art, |
define it as a relation of openness, sensitivity, and curiosity between the subject and sensuous stimuli
from its surrounding environment. In an affective reading, | show where moments of tenderness as
an affective relation arise in the short story collection Omsorgsdage by Pernille Abd-el Dayem (2022).
|l argue that the scenes of tenderness in these stories create spaces of disinterested empathy that do
not serve other narrative purposes than existing in the text as reflective spaces of sensitivity and
relationality which potentially act as a commentary on the need for more of these spaces in society.
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In this article, I explore tenderness as more-than-human relational-
ity in contemporary Danish literature. Drawing on feminist ethics
and aesthetics of vulnerability and care, I define tenderness in a
literary context as a character’s relation of openness, sensitivity, and
curiosity toward the outside world. This relation, I argue, does not
serve the unfolding of a narrative, but creates spaces of empathy as
its main function in the stories. As such, tenderness is created in the
literary characters but also at a structural level in the text, because
the scenes in which the tender relation emerges generate spaces of
narrative uneventfulness. I explore this literary tendency, focusing
exclusively on the characters’ relations to more-than-human beings
and phenomena, in Pernille Abd-El Dayem’s short story collection
Omsorgsdage! with a short comparison to Jonas Eika’s short story
“Mig, Rory og Aurora” from their work Efter Solen.2

These two authors are part of a Nordic movement of writers who
either emphasize tenderness as an important political aspect in their
practice3 or have been described as writing tenderly in public dis-
course.# As such, my analysis is a response to this movement, but
rather than engaging with its primary political argument, it seeks to
point out another potential of tenderness than what is immediately
prevalent in this discourse. I argue that, whereas the authors and
their critics emphasize the political power of engaging with tender-
ness, as a variant of engaged literatureS that seeks to reveal problems
with our society and its handling of mentally vulnerable people, the
presence of tenderness in the literary works also generates a space
for attunement to more-than-human beings and environments in
scenes of narrative uneventfulness. This merits investigation simply
because of its stylistic and genre-related innovations, but also
because of its potential for generating more-than-human empathy
in narrative and affective contexts of ordinariness.6 In a correspond-
ence between Danish writers Jonas Eika and Rolf Sparre Johansson
in Obvidat Magasin,” tenderness is described by Eika as an impor-
tant aesthetic category of political resistance in contemporary liter-
ature as well as in movements of resistance:

Tenderness is the experience of being touched by something that
surpasses you without destroying you and is still there after the
touch has ceased. It evokes something that you already had in
you, and makes you want to pass it on. When you speak tenderly,
the other that touched you also speaks. When you are touched
tenderly, you are also touched by what made the other tender.
The tenderness connects. You are never tender by yourself.8
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Tenderness as a relation of openness to change and touch from the
other is present in the description Eika provides here. This aspect,
and the potential of tenderness as an element of resistance, is also
inherent in the movement of “tenderness activism,” initiated by the
Danish writers Sidsel Ana Welden and Anna Rieder in 2020.
Essentially, the movement aims to create a more nuanced way of
talking about mental illness, employing poetical language. A con-
nected project was the pamphlet Tenderness Activist Manifesto® pub-
lished by Rieder and Welden among other authors. The manifesto
was an attempt at foregrounding softer ways of resistance, for
example through writing or art making, for people without the
physical or mental means to protest in traditional ways. With the
theme of mental vulnerability as a central framework, the movement
seeks a political aesthetics of tenderness as a soft and sensitive alter-
native to a political aesthetics of protest:

Tenderness activism is not in opposition to demonstrations,
shouts, physical mobilization, but an expansion of the methods
of protest. An alternative to the angry, acting protest.10

In summary, this movement in contemporary literature foregrounds
tenderness as resistance because it cultivates a space for sensitivity
that, by the authors in question, is not viewed as being widely acces-
sible in society. Therefore, it serves as an important supplement to
the traditional view of resistance as angry and violent protest. But
this space of sensitivity, I argue, is also present at a stylistic level of
the literary works that are produced in and around this movement.
This sensitivity relates to both human and more-than-human beings
and environments that the characters observe in scenes that are not
meant to build up the narrative or provide any construction of the
characters. I argue that these scenes of tenderness might provoke
what Ann Jurecics calls social attunement,! cultivating empathy
towards others through the act of reading. However, contrary to
Jurecics work, here, my focus is on the literary potentials of gener-
ating empathy not towards other humans but toward more-than-hu-
man beings and environments.

The works I analyse, and generally the ones that are part of the ten-
derness movement, do not include the climate crisis or the environ-
ment as topics. Researchers who analyze contemporary literature
that thematizes these topics directly, often emphatically pose the
argument that such literature has the capacity to make us imagine
the severity of the climate crisis and thereby be more aware of its
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effects.12 However, by relating tenderness—an emotional concept
currently engaged with by a literary movement whose primary
concern is human vulnerability—to literary scenes of more-than-hu-
man relationality, I wish to point out an aspect that might be missing
from other works that thematize the climate crisis directly: the cul-
tivation of tender relations to more-than-human environments that
happen in the everyday but, importantly, are not the main topic of
its novels. This emotional and sensuous dimension might generate
more-than-human awareness in ways not accessible in novels that
focus on the direct contemporary or future consequences of climate
change on a narrative level. The literary works engaging with ten-
derness are not primarily concerned with a clear narrative altogether,
thereby providing space for more-than-human relationality in
everyday scenes of simply living on.

MUSINGS ON TENDERNESS

The root of the word “tender” is the Anglo-French adjective tendre
that denotes softness and delicacy. Tendre is also a French verb that
means “to offer,” suggesting attending to, or caring for, someone in
need. The dual meaning of tenderness as both cultivating kindness
and empathy as well as being sensitive to pain suggests a close
relation to vulnerability, a term that has been much theorized in phi-
losophy, feminist, and critical theory.13 Judith Butler has proposed
a concept of vulnerability as a shared condition of precariousness
of the body that is “always given over to modes of sociality and envi-
ronment that limits its individual autonomy.”14 Opposed to the gen-
eralized understanding of vulnerability as being exposed to the
potential risk of harm, Butler’s definition denotes a relational con-
dition, shared by all humans, which can potentially create solidar-
ity. An even more radical version of this concept is present in
Emmanuel Levinas who does not see in vulnerability merely a way
to manifest solidary affects like empathy or sympathy. He suggests
that subjectivity itself is inherently vulnerable, because it comes into
being as an exposure to others.15 However, while being related to
both Butler’s and Levinas’ concept of vulnerability, what is at play
in the concept of tenderness, is rather the emotional result of per-
ceiving something vulnerable or fragile.16

Similarly, the concept of tenderness is closely linked to the aesthet-
ics of care, which I will only cover superficially here to include
aspects relating to the literary works that [ analyze. James Thompson
summarizes the movement of care in the socially engaged arts field
in his new work Care Aesthetics by drawing lines between the
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understanding of care workers’ labor as having aesthetic qualities
and the understanding of certain works created by artists and writers
as enacting care.17 Defining it as an aesthetics of the everyday that
is grounded in human and more-than-human relationships, Yuriko
Saito writes that care is a “social aesthetics” which requires the atten-
tion to, and empathy for, the other.18

As both Thompson and Saito emphasize, the aesthetics of care is
related to the field of feminist care ethics from the 1980ies onwards.
Carol Gilligan among others has shown that care is cultivated in
asymmetrical relationships of supporting acts, where the two parts
take on the caring and the receiving role at different times.1® Within
the framework of feminist ethics of care, assumptions concerning
the need for rationality and objectivity are thus called into question
in favour of care practices in individual situations of relationality
and interdependence.20 As such, the aesthetics of care relies on an
ethics of care as a relational model based on mutual vulnerability
and on practices rather than solely on objectivity, rationality and
other characteristics of the individual subject.

What interests me about tenderness is how it implies a sensitivity
towards the surroundings that could be understood as the condition
of possibility for the cultivation of empathy and thereby, referring
to Saito, the condition of possibility for a social aesthetics of care.
That is, tenderness, denoting the dual meaning of both being sensi-
tive to pain and cultivating empathy for the other, implies that to cul-
tivate empathy and care one needs to first be sufficiently sensitive
to let the impressions of the outside world matter enough. In my
literary analysis, tenderness is an emotional condition of possibil-
ity for a relational way of sensing the world and being open to letting
it change you, happening between specific characters’ inner worlds
and nervous systems and their outer environments.

Moving towards literature, Barthes’ definition of tenderness,
although in a more romantic context, is “an infinite, insatiable
metonymy” and “a crystallization of presence.”21 With these descrip-
tions, Barthes points to tenderness as a way of staying present with,
open to, and curious of one’s immediate surroundings as they are
continuously unfolding. This state of emotional presence and curi-
osity echoes author Olga Tokarczyk’s speech on tenderness from
her acceptance of the Nobel Prize in 2019:
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Tenderness is the art of personifying, of sharing feelings, and
thus endlessly discovering similarities [...] Tenderness personal-
izes everything to which it relates, making it possible to give it a
voice, to give it the space and the time to come into existence,
and to be expressed [...] Tenderness is spontaneous and disinter-
ested; it goes far beyond empathetic fellow feeling [...]
Tenderness is deep emotional concern about another being, its
fragility, its unique nature, and its lack of immunity to suffering
and the effects of time.22

Tokarczyk’s description of tenderness in relation to literature high-
lights the concept’s definition as neither vulnerability nor care, but
as the sensitivity to another being’s fragility and as the ability to be
curious about it, without gravitating towards sentimentality. I argue
that this is Tokarczyk’s way of employing “disinterested” in relation
to tenderness here: it is not meant to denote distance to the being or
object in question, rather, it refers to showing a deep emotional
concern about the other’s unique nature regardless of it being human
or more-than-human. Furthermore, disinterested empathy essen-
tially emerges out of curiosity and openness, and not a situation
where the other is necessarily in need of help or compassion.23 In
my use of the term, this definition helps to emphasize my argument
that the literary characters at times cultivate disinterested empathy
towards more-than-human phenomena such as scents that are not
capable of showing emotional states.

Thus, with tenderness, I point to a sensitivity that is more open as to
what might be included in this perception than earlier research has
suggested on the literary aesthetics of vulnerability for example. In
Ganteau’s comprehensive account of the aesthetics of vulnerability
in British literature, the human-to-human relationship is front and
center, informed primarily by trauma theory and feminist ethics.24 1
suggest that tenderness can foreground a broader spectrum of
human and more-than-human beings and phenomena that might be
in sensuous and perceptive relation to the subject in question, in line
with recent developments in theory on new materialism.25 The dual
meaning of tenderness as both mental and bodily sensitivity, which
is not to the same degree inherent to the concepts of vulnerability or
care, highlights my new materialist understanding of the term.

Consequently, with a point of departure in the ethics and aesthetics
of care and vulnerability, and the dual meaning of tenderness as both
proneness to sensitivity and cultivation of empathy, I propose to
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view tenderness in the context of contemporary literature, as a char-
acter’s relation of openness, sensitivity, and curiosity toward the
outside world of human and more-than-human beings and environ-
ments, potentially leading to what Tokarscyk calls disinterested
empathy.

A POSTCRITICAL REGISTER

Drawing on my definition of tenderness, it can be understood as an
equally cognitive and emotional mode of being present with, and
attached to, the world. In this vein, to illustrate how my definition
of tenderness is portrayed in works of contemporary literature, I
locate my reading in a postcritical register.26 This reading method
emerges from the material turn in literary studies2? that moves away
from poststructuralism’s discursive focus on structures to a new
materialist focus on body and affect.28 As one of the central figures
in postcritique, Rita Felski draws on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick to
advocate for a reparative reading method that, unlike paranoid
reading, does not reveal structures in the text, but considers the
reader’s affective engagement and attachment to it.2° Importantly,
she does not believe that it is possible for the researcher to entirely
unlearn older forms of analysis and criticism, and therefore, a post-
critical reading essentially entails both structural and affective
elements. In her work with the postcritical framework, Felski draws
inspiration from Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory3° and, among
other things, foregrounds the processes of identification and attach-
ment. She draws on the understanding of identification as “an
affinity that is based on some sense of similarity,”3! and emphasizes
that this process can lead to attachment. A reading experience of
identification and attachment is a complex affair that can be filled
with conflict and ambivalence but also constructive insights into
affective and aesthetic elements of each literary work. Felski empha-
sizes that identification is often related to characters, but a reading
can also identify with a narrator, an author or a style. Here, my
primary identifications revolve around tenderness as a stylistic and
(non)narrative quality of the text and as an emotional and cognitive
process happening in the characters.

THE IMPRINTS OF SENSES IN OMSORGSDAGE

Danish author Pernille Abd-El Dayem’s latest short-story collection
Omsorgsdage (2022) literally means “care-days.” The title is a riff on
the allowance of two off-days pr. year that you get from the Danish
government to essentially take care of your child. These are called
“care days,” but with the title, Abd-El Dayem seems to ask: what days
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are not care days?32 Even though her short stories can be read indi-
vidually, all the people in them are related to one another in intimate
or random ways; they are connected by virtue of sharing a family, a
child or an apartment together—or an interest in scents or dogs for
example. They cross each other’s paths throughout the stories, and
each story is a link in a chain of connections where bodies and things
are contagious and impressionable. The stories do not have any sig-
nificant narrative arc, they just flow in and out of very ordinary life
situations that are nonetheless highly sensuous. The book is written
in a very casual, yet unique language that is characteristic for the
mood of the book: it is both ordinary and emotional and quirky.

One of the elements that forms a unifying principle for the short
stories is a latent criticism of the assumption that care can only take
place within the closed, conventional framework of the nuclear
family—instead, it is something that takes place on the street and the
park, in the supermarket and the cinema, in the random meetings
with human and more-than-human beings and environments in the
ordinariness of life. Crucial for this analysis, in Omsorgsdage the
modern relationship between care and consumption is also examined,
and objects and things almost get an agency of their own by virtue
of the tender language with which the character’s perception of them
are described. There is a willed experimentation going on in the
characters of the short stories, between them and their surroundings,
which challenges and fractures their boundaries of identity and
selfhood. It seems like the characters are in a constant dynamic
between an opening up of the self to the affective imprints of the
environment that one cannot foresee or control, and an attempt to
keep an autonomous sense of individuality. The event of thinking
with or being witness to another being or environment are central to
the stories, and these experiences affect the characters in subtle ways
that seem to incite transformations in them beyond what they can
immediately recognize or articulate.

One example of this is the characters’ relation to scents. In the short
story “lasagna and dreamcake,” we read about the relationship
between Dan and Don from Dan’s perspective. We also read a lot
about Dan’s love for and collection of scents. These themes are
joined in a retrospective scene where Dan meets Don for the first
time in a shopping mall in Denmark, with Don working there as a
sales assistant of perfumes. When they meet, he presents a special
perfume to Dan:
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The perfume first said flower, with a note that hung between rose
and violet. But then suddenly there was cigar box and cedar
wood, which meant that the sweetness of the flowers did not gain
the upper hand, but hit a kind of harsh wall, a boundary. The
scent was not dry, but glistened with something fluidly fresh that
made those notes glow like light through a window in the fog.
And in the middle of it all I suddenly sensed a raven sitting and
watching apparently without fear.33

The nuanced sensing of multiple aspects of Dan’s favorite perfume
is filled with personification, as Tokarscyk alluded to in her descrip-
tion of tenderness. The sentences describe such an attuned relation
to the scent that the sensing of it changes almost second by second.
What I perceive as a disinterested empathy with the scent, following
Tokarscyk’s understanding of the term as an empathy that is more
invested in the perceived object or phenomena’s uniqueness than
recognizing a similar feeling-state to oneself, begins when it is
described as glistening “with something fluidly fresh that made
those notes glow like light through a window fog.” This image
creates a somber feeling that is underlined by the dark raven, seem-
ingly appearing in the imagination of Dan as a consequence of the
scent. It resembles an emotional sensitivity to another phenomena
outside the subject, without sentimentalizing it or demanding to
possess it.

This experience leads Dan to remember the first time he met “the
raven” in Nice. Hidden among local and non-touristy building
blocks, Dan encounters small and random perfume stores, and the
experience of scent takes center stage again:

The perfumes on the shelves were dusty and unknown brands.
They smelled of something I knew. I got vague but lovely asso-
ciations, laundry, resin, windblown skin. And then suddenly
there was one that stood out. It smelled of something I knew but
hadn’t smelled before. A raven I had seen earlier on a telephone
pole appeared again and again when I sniffed the pipette. The
black bird that rested on the telephone mast. Rested and looked
towards other connections. I must have reacted in a special way
when I smelled the raven, because the clerk moved towards me.

- You have found your soul scent!

- What?

- A soul scent is one that opens you up, she explained.34
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The personification of the scent as a raven can be understood as a
result of a tender relation between the subject and his “soul scent”.
Additionally, I identify the clerk’s comment that the scent “opens you
up” as in alignment with an understanding of tenderness as a relation
of openness between subject and the olfactory phenomena.

In another of the short stories, “Hege,” Jacky is reflecting on the
time after she had her eponymous daughter, a child she has with her
friend Dan from the previous story:

Jacky is bent over the kitchen sink now. There is a sudden crack
in her. It’s starting to be spring. The apple tree flowers drift, float
before long out there again, like scattered gazelles on the
savannah. The spring Hege was born that could really make the
milk flow. The sight of the floating flowers and their scent, but
also that Jacky compared them to gazelles. Something reminis-
cent of something else, altogether, made her breasts tense, a fish
skeleton in a fallen holey leaf. On such a spring morning, she
could easily deliver 200 ml if she followed the flowers and
milked out while still sitting in bed and then again a little later.35

In this scene, Jacky remembers how the sight of the apple flowers

activated her body in a way that made her “milk flow”. From the per-
spective of tenderness, I identify this process of remembrance as the

character being highly sensitive to her surroundings and to how the

imprints of the outside world impact her in a direct, bodily way:.
Furthermore, the narrator emphasizes that it is not just the fact that
she sees the flowers that makes her body activated in this way, it is

also her comparison of them to gazelles. The personification of the

flowers are a part of this move of sensitivity between Jacky and her
surroundings that creates a relation of tenderness between them.
Conversely, when she remembers her breasts being tense, she

compares them to a fish skeleton, creating once again an analogical

relation between herself and the outside world.

Equally affecting are the stores and concrete buildings that Jacky
walks around in her life as a new mother:

A warm and synthetic air is pushed out of the sliding doors at
Fatex, it mixes with the wind that blows Jacky past the cafe
Kaffekilden, gets hold of her and gently pulls her inside. She puts
her heels in. But she’s already through the gate.
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The goods ooze. A sunscreen on the shelf already smells from
the skin of a distant holiday.

Jacky holds up various earrings next to her face. She bends over
the small mirror on the stand. A synthetic smell from the clothes,
the plastic packaging mixes with the sweet smell of meatballs
from the butcher’s department.36

The air from the supermarket and the wind from the outside both
become personified as agents that grab and push Jacky into the store.
Hereafter, Jacky is sensing the products that are personified in dif-
ferent ways, and their smells are described with great precision.
Importantly, as with many of the short stories in Omsorgsdage, this
is the main event of the story: the sensing and experiencing of the
surroundings of the characters and the micro intensities that flow
between them in a dynamic and affecting way. Even though there
are conversations going on between characters as well, these scenes
are not framed as more important for the narrative or the characters
themselves, on the contrary, the sensuous and reflective scenes fill
up most of the textual space.

One last example is from the short story “Cecil” which is told from
the perspective of Jacky’s eponymous tenant, a younger woman. In
this story she ponders on her relationship with the public square that
faces her room:

When Cecil is down there on the square and has drunk some of
the coffee, she can get a feeling of being balanced. It still gives
peace of mind to open your hand completely and hold something
warm. Then the square is a zen garden. She can see four of the
five benches / blocks. No matter where she sits, one is hidden,
and that gives hope. A fairy forest in a moonland.37

In this example, Cecil experiences the square with her senses and
creates analogies such as a fairy forest in a moonland. These anal-
ogies serve as an enchantment of the city for the character in the
process of taking in the ordinary and everyday urban places and cul-
tivating them with tenderness.

NARRATIVE UNEVENTFULNESS AS SPACE

FOR MORE-THAN-HUMAN RELATIONALITY

Abd-El Dayem’s short stories are full of these scenes where the sen-
sitivity of the characters heightens the experience of otherwise very
ordinary encounters with their surroundings, primarily public space.
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The characters create personifications from the sensuous impres-
sions of the outside world, as when the analogy between a scent and
an animal is depicted. In this way, tenderness opens them up to their
surroundings and generates curiosity towards seemingly insignifi-
cant and ordinary more-than-human phenomena, environments,
and objects, all imprinted in the characters as sensuous experiences.
These scenes generate contemplative spaces in the short stories that
do not point towards something outside of themselves that is more
important in the narrative, like a love interest or a specific causality
of events. Even though human relationships are portrayed and devel-
oped in the short stories, the scenes of tenderness are not con-
structed to support anything but their own existence in these textual
spaces that I call narratively uneventful.

In line with the tenderness movement, these scenes in Omsorgsdage
can be understood as creating an aesthetic space for tenderness that,
in the opinion of the movement’s authors, is not sufficiently acces-
sible for individuals elsewhere in society. But, as I alluded to in the
introduction, the scenes also serve another function in the text: the
cultivation of more-than-human relationality fueled by a character’s
relation of openness, sensitivity, and curiosity to the outside world.
As climate fiction researchers like Jens Kramshgj Flinker and
Gregers Andersen38 argue, literary texts about climate catastrophes
can generate an important awareness of the environment through
the imagination of current and future catastrophes. In a much more
minor register, I argue that the scenes of narrative uneventfulness in
Omsorgsdage hold a stylistic quality that conveys the concomitantly
ordinary and sensuous relationality between a human character and
its more-than-human environment.3° It does not have the same clear
political goals that Flinker and Andersen, and even the tenderness
movement itself, point too. It provides a type of awareness that
resides in the interstices of literary works that themselves often do
not have a clear plot structure or narrative arc. It can be argued that
the tender spaces of narrative uneventfulness that I have pointed out
in Omsorgsdage are not substantial enough to provide the same kind
of “ecological bildung”4° as climate fiction.4? But the tenderness
movement itself speaks to the contrary: just as the movement argues
for carving out more space for sensitivity between humans in society,
it can be argued that cultivating awareness of the more-than-human
environment also has a potential in the seemingly insignificant but
tender spaces of openness, sensitivity, and curiosity of the everyday:.
My reading of Omsorgsdage advocates for that.42
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In this vein of distinguishing between major and minor events and
promises in literary research related to connections between human
and more-than-human beings, it is illustrative that Sophie
Wennerscheid, in her comprehensive analysis of Jonas Eika’s Efter
Solen, focuses on what she calls “speculative anxiety” in the short
story collection.43 The concept denotes a “diffuse” anxiety for the
future that is related, albeit not as directly as general climate fiction,
to climate change and the loss of control that humans experience in
their relation to nature. Even though Wennerscheid emphasizes that
her analysis focuses on ambivalent scenes, it is still centered around
the high-intensity experience of anxiety.

However, the short stories of Efter solen also contain everyday
scenes where tender relations between human and more-than-hu-
man beings unfold. This is perhaps most prevalent in the short story
“Mig, Rory og Aurora,” the only one not analyzed by Wennerscheid,
and in general not characterized by supernatural elements or extraor-
dinary events. “Mig, Rory og Aurora” could be unfolding in contem-
porary East London, even though there is a peculiar connection
between institutions such as the church, the factory, and the rehab
clinic that slightly alludes to a dystopic near-future. The narrator
has recently moved in with the two petty-criminal addicts Rory and
Aurora after a time as homeless on the streets, and the story depicts
their tender but vulnerable and conflicted love triangle. In their
wretched apartment located right next to the metropolitan train line,
the narrator becomes a childlike figure in the couple’s home. She
sleeps at the foot of the bed and follows the other two around in their,
arguably not ordinary but still everyday-like, reality, dealing and
doing drugs and cooking for homeless people. However, like in
Omsorgsdage, there is no clear plot development. The story is built
up around the life of the narrator and her everyday intimate experi-
ences with Rory and Aurora. Often the narrator just observes:

Rory had a way of being in the apartment without [Aurora],
always taking care of something, that I really liked him for. He
would gently move furniture and clothes around, wipe away
crumbs, make the bed and air out. Water plants with a spray
bottle and crunch leaves between two fingers, count the money
and carefully decide which soup he would make today and which
items he would have to steal.44

The narrator’s observation of Rory’s domestic habits—and the habits
themselves—are characterised by tenderness towards these objects
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of everyday life. The narrator carries her sensuous bodily and more-
than-human imprints of Rory and Aurora’s home with her through-
out the short story:

The piles of clothes, the cold feet and the lumps in the floor; the
smell of Rory’s soup, the ragged hole in the wall, Rory, his bird-
like body in the kitchen, I swallow it all and hold it in my vast
stomach.45

Even when including Rory himself in her sensuous memories, the
character perceives him as an animal, a tendency that runs through-
out the short story, where particularly birds and cats are included in
allusions or metaphors. Also in scenes of intimacy between the three
characters, the more-than-human plays a significant role. During
their lovemaking, the pleasure between the three characters extends
to objects around them, to the apartment, and to the environment as
a whole:

[...] we always tried to open and prolong the pleasure, via hands
and mouth, across the mattresses, out through the room, up and
over the building. Meanwhile the train whizzed by every ten
minutes. The water glasses clinked on the bedside table. The
apartment was red with heat against the blue-black of the evening
all around. The air was pierced by traffic in all directions, up to
the satellite and back again. Someone shouted, followed by
another, hey, you! Cars accelerated and slammed on the brakes
at the foot of the bed.46

Pleasure is here spreading out and connecting the characters with
their apartment and with the “evening all around.” In contrast to
Omsorgsdage, here, tenderness is cultivated just as much in the text
as in the character, the story being told through a first-person
narrator. Although not personified to the same degree as in
Omsorgsdage, the tender relations between humans and more-than-
human beings and phenomena in Eika’s scenes of narrative unevent-
fulness - or, at least, of underprioritized plot—are clearly present.

My identification of tenderness as a more-than-human relationality
in Omsorgsdage and Efter solen shows how it arises in depictions of
the seemingly insignificant interstices of the everyday. Even though
tenderness does not comprise everything there is to be said about
these literary works and their portrayal of more-than-human rela-
tionality, I have found it fitting as a perspective to identify several

BEll Tenderness as More-Than-Human Relationaliy in Pernille Abd-El Dayem’s Omsorgsdage



scenes where the dual meaning of proneness to sensitivity and cul-
tivation of empathy is generative for understanding what goes on
with the characters while the narrative itself is quiet uneventful. On
atextual level, the relational encounters between the characters and
more-than-human environments generate spaces of narrative une-
ventfulness where tenderness just exists in these short stories that
themselves often do not have a clear or steady developing plot, if
any at all. Inspired by writings on the ethics and aesthetics of care
and vulnerability, my literary conceptualization and subsequent
analysis of tenderness points to potentials of the current tenderness
movement that goes beyond “soft resistance” and the political fight
for more space for vulnerability in society. My proposition is that
literary tenderness also generates an awareness of more-than-hu-
man relationality depicted in a narratively uneventful and sensitive
way in the midst of ordinary situations of the everyday. This is an
awareness that is far from both climate fictions of catastrophes and
literary depictions of high-intensity feeling states like anxiety and
fear about the posthuman future. But perhaps it is just as important
for imagining new ways of perceiving and existing with our more-
than-human surroundings.
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