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Big Question
How Are Boundaries Drawn in Relationships?
Chloé Bass examines modes of intimacy in online and

offline relationships

The caress of an unfamiliar climate: water
bubbles up from the grass as the temperature
swells briefly, holding my body against a
sudden hot crush of pine smell. After a row of
inside days, the unpredictability of something
as commonplace as sunburn. The
reintroduction of absence, even a brief one,
opens me. Heat sneezes, and the shiver that
comes after.

My desire for extravagance hasn't diminished,

but there's a strong shift in my sense of what
constitutes it: an hour alone in the park on a
hot day, guiltily slipping through the pages of
an old Judy Blume novel. Sipping a glass of
white wine outside as the storm rolls in. Food
we didn’t cook for ourselves. Enough breath of
silence that language re-emerges like a friend.

Chloé Bass. "5 Parts (May 3rd, 2020),” 2020. Image courtesy the artist.



Through every relationship, you’re operating around an understanding of your own boundaries. A lot of our
understandings of ourselves are shaped by non-introspection—by these points of connection, friction, or
contact that help us understand what our boundaries, or edges, really are. What is my edge? The flip side of
that is, what do | allow into me? We have this very penetrative way of understanding relationships. You are
giving consent to allow something else into your body or your mind. This idea of consent is really moveable
and slippery. | don’t mean this in terms of sexual consent, just to be really clear, but in terms of other types
of consent. | don’t think that love is a consensual action or feeling. You can love somebody and they didn’t
necessarily give their consent to be loved by you, or they did give their consent to be loved by you, but not in
the way you do it.

As we start to entertain landscapes of language, or ideas of gesture, mimicry, and storytelling, there’s a lot of
permeability in the things that make us, us. Especially if you’re a person who has to code switch a lot. My new
understanding of intimacy is non-linear. In coming to understand what is truly intimate, it’'s understanding that
our life is made up of very, very small moments, but that some of them hold these extremely resonant con-
nections, whether we’re willing to acknowledge that or not. How we see other people not only shapes how we
see ourselves, but much bigger things that we don’t think of as personal, like how we make laws and enforce
them, how we plan cities, and how we do all kinds of stuff that seems non-emotional. It’s highly emotional. If
we acknowledge it as such, we can see how some of these big crises came to be, not just through practical
structures, but through the feelings around it. No one makes good decisions from a point of feeling threatened
or anxious. Threat, anxiety, and scarcity have been the dominant emotional mode of contemporary society for
a long time.

In terms of non-emotional things that are actually emotional, I've been working on a series on Instagram
called The Parts. A lot of the motivation behind The Parts is that whenever something happens in the world,
you’re always already doing something, right? One example is watching an impeachment trial, but simulta-
neously arguing with your partner, or feeling really joyful because you jumped rope in the morning, or being in
the middle of cleaning. All these tiny associated little moments get wrapped up into your reactions. With The
Parts, I’'m calling attention to the processes of everyday life that are deeply embedded with current events
but that get left out of history. | don’t necessarily want to push to include that history. What | do want to do is
understand that whoever writes the history, their daily moments, feelings, and associations do become a part
of the way that history is written. Just knowing that would be like imagining if other, different daily moments
became part of that process.
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| write you a letter full of longing and you
know it for its clarity: this is a letter full of
longing for you, my love.
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A walk alone in the park, where | distantly spy

on a woman taking selfies that | imagine look

lush, a defiant historic footnote to this time. |
watch people hug in public and think wow. |
imagine that everyone who is together lives
together. What might that look like. What
might that mean. The bound crowded
houses of essential workers. The familial
groupings formed through who we might have
had to touch.

This is the third project that I've made on Instagram. | haven’t really been engaging with intimate re-
lationships online lately at all, but I’'m still interested in the Internet as a platform where it seems more
okay to talk about feelings. When we’re not in front of each other in our bodies, it’s more okay to talk
about our feelings. I’'m thinking about feelings as internal landscapes. If you don’t see your beloved
for five years, where is the relationship? It’s inside you. Maybe that’s partially fiction, but all of our
love is partially fiction. We do invent the people we love, at least to some extent, and that’s okay as
long as we acknowledge that we’re doing it. It’s heartbreaking when we don’t or can’t acknowledge
it. Then what you’re saying is, I’m allowing my own borders, my boundaries, to be breached by the
carrying of this person inside of me eternally, or for five years, or for thirteen years, or until the next
interesting person comes along. That carrying becomes a combination of you and the other person
that shifts who you are, and in a reciprocal relationship, shifts who you both are, such that you have
new boundaries and find new ways of caring.
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