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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

Background to the Problem:  

The inspiration behind the research study is coming from my undergrad thesis which 

focused primarily on the relationship between the skin and textiles. It stemmed from the idea 

of the impression of touch, as to how when some textile material gets tightly in contact with 

the body it leaves an impression onto the skin. To understand this theory better, I read the 

book “Eyes of the Skin” by Juhanni Pallasmaa which mainly talked about the five senses and 

their relationship with the surroundings, i.e. architecture. The book is the reason for my 

fascination with the sense of touch. Pallasmaa (2005) talked about how the sense of touch has 
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historically been considered as the least important sense in the hierarchy ladder of the senses 

and is always overshadowed by the sense of sight. What we fail to realize is that when we are 

in a space, we are more connected to it by our sense of touch rather than the sense of sight; 

even if we close our eyes, we will still be in contact with that space through our body. 

Furthermore, Pallasmaa also talks about the theories of Bernard Berenson about tactile values 

and Ashley Montagu’s writings about importance of touch for human survival; this sparked 

my interest further into the study of touch because on a usual basis we are so accustomed to 

touch that we fail to acknowledge it. Touch can be considered a very unconscious act, we are 

often touching things in our surroundings without the realization that we are touching them. 

Historically, the sense of touch has simultaneously been the least important and the most 

important sense of all, but more often it has been ignored. The sense of touch is specifically 

neglected in the study of aesthetics; sense of sight and hearing have been given a dominating 

role without keeping the fact that touch helps in connecting us with things on an intimate 

level that no other sense is able to. The main reason for me to carry out the research study is 

to figure out the role of touch in arts with respect to the tactile values along with the role of 

touch in human development and communication.  

Problem Statement: 

The purpose of the study is to dig deep into the importance of touch for the human 

development along with the use of touch in experiencing aesthetics. The sense of touch has 

been simultaneously referred to as both the least and most important sense of all the senses 

which sparks my curiosity into studying it further. The sense of sight is mostly considered the 

most superior sense because of its instantaneity; it is the fastest among the senses as it makes 

it possible for human beings to see things from a distance, whereas the sense of touch 

requires a close contact with the objects. All the other senses are limited to one organ of the 

body so the sensation is limited in their case, whereas, the sense of touch is spread throughout 
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the body because the organ in control is the skin, which basically covers our whole body. The 

very idea of sensation of touch throughout the whole body does give touch a superiority 

among other senses. However, the research study does not focus on the hierarchy of the 

senses, but on the sense of touch as a whole. The research study aims to provide a detailed 

analysis of how touch plays a vital role in the development and communication of human 

beings along with the importance of touch in arts with regards to experiencing aesthetics in 

terms of tactile imagination. good but from the 2 areas of interest which is the one that is 

more important to you? that needs to be highlighted. Keep one point of entry, since both are 

closely related they will inevitably have to be addressed in any case. 

 

Theoretical Framework:  

The research study aims to focus on two aspects of touch and their connection with 

each other. One aspect would be of the use of touch in development of human beings and 

how they interact with each other via touch, and how the lack of touch can cause behavioral 

changes in human beings and animals. The other aspect that will be looked into in this 

research paper is the importance of touch in experiencing aesthetics. The study will look into 

how the sense of touch can change the experience when it comes to experiencing aesthetics 

with reference to tactile values and haptic quality of a work of art with regards to the 

sensations that are stimulated through the tactile imagination; that includes studying about the 

perception of touch in the history, specifically in philosophy. One of the major things that 

would be looked upon would be the intimate connection that is achieved through touch.  

Significance of the Study: 

Touch is a very unconscious act, we are mostly touching things in our surrounding 

without any realization. The study aims to signify the importance of touch in human 
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development along with the use of touch in experiencing aesthetics. The research study could 

be relevant to art students, such as myself, as it aims to provides useful insights about the 

tactile imagination and the role that it plays in the success of an artwork. It also provides 

information about how the art has evolved over the years and how the term tactile value may 

be used a bit differently than it was before. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

Touch plays a far more important role in the development of human beings than we 

realize. What most of us fail to understand are the consequences of the lack of touch in 

human beings. Medical studies have proven that a newborn can start showing abnormal 

dysfunctionalities if deprived of touch, this is specifically very fatal in animals. Scientific 

studies have proven that animals not only lick their newborns to shower them with love and 

affection, but to strengthen them and nourish them, because otherwise that newborn animal 

won’t be able to survive and might die. According to Harvey (2011), “A mother cat licks her 

newborn kitten less to clean it than to stimulate its bodily systems; without this lingual touch, 

the kitten is less likely to survive” (p. 385). The article provides important information about 

the perception of touch in philosophy. The fact that most of the philosophers’ views on touch 

kept on changing throughout their lifetimes is an indication there is much more to the sense 

of touch than meets the eye. One of the aspects of touch that I am examining in my research 

is the importance of touch in human development; Harvey (2011) provides useful 

information with the examples of experiments and observations that prove that touch plays an 

essential part in the development of human beings and animals. Often times, people tend to 

turn a blind eye to the importance of touch in the human communication and development, 

this article proves that touch is vital in staying alive and healthy, be it a touch of a parent, a 

friend, a loved one, or even a stranger. The sensations that are experienced through our 

interaction with our surroundings play an important role in making us familiar with the 

situations of danger. According to Crooke, “every sense is a kind of Touching”; this gives 

touch a superiority over other senses along with the fact that touch is spread out throughout 

our whole body whereas all the other senses are restricted to one small organ. Even the sense 

of taste is also linked to touch because it requires direct contact; Aristotle equated touch with 

taste because of this very reason. 
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 Touch is the “mother of the senses”, “the parent of our eyes, ear, nose and mouth” 

(Montagu 1986, p. 3). He claims, based on medical evidence, that the sense of touch is the 

first to come into formation when a child is in the prenatal stage. An embryo is less than six 

weeks old, and hasn’t developed eyes or nose, it starts developing skin and is very responsive 

to the surroundings through that skin; hence, touch being referred to as the parent of all the 

senses (Montagu, 1986, p. 4). One characteristic of touch that separates it from the other 

senses is that it is not limited to one small organ, it spreads throughout the body because it is 

receptive through the skin, which is the largest organ of the body. This phenomenon is further 

described by Massie (2013) as following: 

     A specific feature of touch is that it is not localized but affects the whole body. Seeing 

occurs through the eyes, hearing, through the ears, smelling through the nostrils, tasting 

through the throat and the palate; in these instances the head is the center of sensation; 

touching, however, does not reside in any specific part of the body. Because it has no 

specific location but affects the body as a whole, touch is the sense of embodiment par 

excellence (p. 79). 

 Montagu (1986) strongly emphasizes on how human existence is impossible without 

touch. It is, however, possible to live without other senses. A person can survive without 

vision or hearing but their existence diminishes without touch as it is felt through the whole 

body. One of the most important examples would be of Helen Keller, who lost her sense of 

sight and hearing when she was only an infant and her mind was literally created through the 

stimulation of her skin (Montagu, 1986, p. 17). This proves that when other senses are 

lacking in some way, the skin compensates for that. The sense of touch heightens and makes 

the chances of survival much better. Touch is a basic behavioral need for human beings and 

animals just like breathing is a basic survival need. Infants are accustomed to developing 

better if they have been subjected to the sufficient amount of parental touch. And it is through 
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social contact that we grow. If the need for touch is not satisfied, it may result in abnormal 

behaviors.  

Touch is arguably the most concrete way in which the organism contacts its world. 

Touch is anything but an abstraction; it is perhaps of all the senses the most deeply plugged 

in to the corporeal world. Touch seems to require the body, contact with objects, and physical 

motion—in short, pretty well everything that thought does not (Fiest, 2017, p. 33). There is 

an obvious connection between touch and our thoughts. To demonstrate this idea, Fiest 

(2017) takes references from the works of David Hume, Aristotle and Rene Descrates. He 

discusses the theory of Hume on how our thoughts are based on the idea, which are based on 

our experiences throughout life. He refers to these experiences that are a part of our mind’s 

contents, as perception and categorizes this perception into two parts; ideas and impressions. 

According to Hume, the perceptions that make a stronger impact on the brain are impressions 

whereas the ideas are the ‘faint images in thinking’. Hume also talks about the relationship 

between thoughts and touch and how to differentiate between imagining something or 

actually doing something. He mentions the intensity of happiness, and excitement that an 

impression lack.  (Hume, 1978, p. 1-5). According to Aristotle, human beings possess much 

more sensitivity to touch as compared to all the other species of animals. Even though we 

might lack behind them with respect to other senses, the superiority in sense of touch makes 

us the most intelligent beings (Aristotle, 1984, p. 4201a20–23).  

In the case of touch, a weaker view is that although we may not be able to come up 

with some kind of necessary and sufficient condition that uniquely identifies touch, we can at 

least establish that touch is a unique sense, or in the current terminology of the philosophical 

literature, that touch is unisensory and not multisensory (Fulkerson, Unity, 2011). The author 

provides information about different perceptions of touch and its relationship with thoughts. 

The idea of touch in philosophy in the point of views of several philosophers provide insight 
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on how the sense of touch is differently perceived throughout the time.He provides intensive 

knowledge about how our thoughts and our sense of touch is linked. One very interesting 

aspect that is discussed in the article is the idea of differentiation between the imagination 

and the real and how that is differentiated mainly by touch. The study provides some useful 

insights with respect to touch as an individual sense and regarding different perceptions and 

ideas revolving around it in the field of philosophy. The author draws a comparison between 

tactile properties as opposed to visual and auditory properties and how it is easy to sense the 

visual and auditory properties because there is only one small organ involved and it is easier 

to distinguish; whereas in haptic experiences, the organ that is functioning is skin and skin 

covers the whole body. 

It is through our sense of touch that we are able to able to feel temperature, texture 

and the overall ‘feel’ of things. The haptic quality of things makes us connect to them on an 

almost intimate level. If we look into the study of aesthetics, the sense of touch falls at 

bottom of the hierarchy ladder as aesthetics are mostly connected to the sense of sight and 

hearing. Herring (1949) talks about how touch has been the most neglected sense when it 

comes to experiencing art with respect to aesthetics. A lot of writers from Europe whose 

focus was on aesthetics have regarded the sense of touch as an unimportant sense (p. 204). 

The author delves deep into the argument why the sense of touch is interpreted as non-

aesthetic. Herring(1949) categorizes the discussion into psychological, technical and 

philosophical aspects. One of the major reasons in the article as to why touch is regarded as 

an unimportant sense in the study of aesthetics is because an object has to be brought into 

contact with the body in order for our sense of touch to have a reaction to it. The sense of 

sight has been given an autonomy over all the other senses, because of the work of some 

famous philosophers. Herring (1949) cites the work of Thomas Aquinas form his famous 
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book Summa Theologica which is based on Catholic Church teaching. He has defined the 

role of senses as: 

    Those senses are most concerned with beauty which are most concerned in apprehension, 

namely sight and hearing, which ministers to reason. For we speak of beautiful sights and 

sounds but do not give the name of beauty to the objects of other senses, such as tastes or 

smells . . . what simply satisfies desire is called good, but that whose very apprehension 

pleases is called beautiful (p. 200). 

Ever since Plato and Aristotle, it has been maintained by some that sight and hearing 

are the aesthetic senses; sensations of sight and hearing can be beautiful, but the stimulation 

of the "lower senses" cannot (Herring 1949, p. 203). The article also talks about the 

association of touch with erotic expression and it is too deeply delved into it that it is hard to 

separate the sense of touch in the manners to include it into the study of aesthetics. The 

Chinese pottery has been mentioned in the article as well, according to Herring’s (1949) 

observations, the sense of touch is mostly excluded by the Europeans. On the other hand, the 

Chinese artists focused mainly on the intimate connection between their art and the viewer. 

At one point, it is mentioned that the purpose of the Chinese pottery art not mainly to be seen 

but to be felt, almost caressed (Herring, 1949, p. 204).  

When talking about the sense of touch in relationship to art, one of the most important 

things to take into consideration is the tactile value which determines the responsiveness of 

artwork in regards to touch. The term “tactile values” was first coined by Bernard Berenson, 

who was a very famous art historian, in his essay about The Florentine Painters of the 

Renaissance in 1896. Back then, when Berenson was talking about tactile values, his idea of 

the word was the sensations of touch that are simulated when we look at a painting. His focus 

was majorly on the renaissance painters specifically Giotto. According to Berenson, the bulk, 

volume and inner substance (basically the qualities that are associated to touch) makes art 
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more relatable, without it we would not have a chance at imagination in arts. It is the quality 

of life-likeness that stimulates our tactile imagination (Perricone 2007, p. 91). Unfortunately, 

Berenson lacked the scientific knowledge to back up his idea of tactile values. Perricone 

(2007) takes the discussion forward by backing up Berenson’s claims of tactile vales with the 

work of Ashley Montagu. There are scientific evidences that claim that our hands are most 

sensitive to touch than any other part of the body because of the brain space in somatosensory 

cortex given to the hands (Perricone, 2007, p. 92). The ‘tactile values’ are not limited towards 

paintings only, they extend to words, music, dance and so many other things in life. Perricone 

(2007) takes the ideas and theories of Dunbar, Berenson and Montagu and further talks about 

the touch in terms of visual arts with respect to tactile imagination. When we see something 

that we can imagine touching, that grabs out attention more. Perricone (2007) cites 

Berenson’s idea about art, “I may know an artwork is an illusion, but at the same time the 

artwork needs to be a sufficiently convincing illusion for me to buy into the world that the 

artist hopes I will enter” (p. 99). He then cites Montagu’s view which claim that touch is a 

language in itself, sometimes when we are not able to communicate through our words, the 

honesty of touch helps (p. 100). He concludes his article on a note that says that the arts 

should be more relatable and closer to life and delve deep into the subjects that are known to 

human beings such as, biology, anthropology, psychology, neuroscience etc.; ideas that are 

best supported by “best available evidence and the rigors of logical form” (Perricone, 2007, 

p. 101). One of the aspects that I’m looking into in my research paper is the importance of 

touch in arts specifically aesthetics, so, it has been quite helpful in shaping up my research 

paper in a better way.  The term “tactile values” would be of utter importance in my research 

study; it invigorates the idea as to how important tactile imagination is when experiencing a 

work of art as it connects us to it on a whole other level. According to the article, a work of 

art that is more relatable in a way that it awakens your tactile imagination is much more 
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successful which could be a little debatable in the aspects that I am studying. It could open a 

whole conversation about categorizing art into things that are related to subjects to are more 

understandable by the human beings. The concluding note of the article which mentions that 

art should be based on things that are based on best available evidence, that makes me 

question the subject matters that are used in the arts and sometimes art is too abstract to put it 

into that category which might be more close to ‘life’. It also opens the possibilities of 

looking into the tactile values in text as well as it talks about the power that an author/poet 

has when he’s writing, how reading something well written can take us to some other place 

through our tactile imagination. Overall the views of Bernard Berenson and Ashley Montagu 

have been really helpful in learning about the sense of touch in general and also about certain 

aspects of it, such as the use of touch in arts and the importance of touch in the human 

development as talked about by Montagu. good 
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Chapter 3 – Research Methodology and Findings 

 The research study focuses on two aspects of touch; it investigates the importance of 

touch in experiencing aesthetics and the second aspect that is focused upon is the role of 

touch in human development and communication.  

Methodology: 

The secondary sources of research provide some useful insights on the importance of 

touch in human development and about the use of touch in experiencing aesthetics. Taking 

that information further, ideally, what I had in mind when I started the research study was to 

conduct primary research based on the observations of how human beings communicate via 

touch and how they unconsciously get in physical contact with things around them. Another 

methodology would have been directing experiments by conducting several art activities 

among group of people by testing their tactile imagination in relation to the artwork. To get 

vast results, another fun and insightful activity would have been to create a space and make 

people experience it only via their sense of touch. Unfortunately, midway through the 

research study, the announcement of a lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic restricted a 

lot of options. It is almost surreal for me, because my major focus was on how human beings 

communicate via touch, and this infectious virus that is spreading, it is majorly spread 

through touch, and physical contact. interesting. IS COVID now the main point of entry? 

perhaps this can be the area of research from the get-go. lets say Investigate touch in 

aesthetics via the lack of touch due to Covid?... just thinking 

Under the limitations, to talk about the importance of touch in human development 

and communication and how the deprivation of it affects people, especially in this time, amid 

a pandemic in which the greatest gesture of love is to stay away from your loved ones 

because it is transmitted through touch, I will be analyzing my interview with Mahgul 

Rashid, who is the creative director of the fashion label MAHGUL. She came up with the 
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idea of a public art project called “#allinourhands” which was started with the idea to 

overcome the feelings that are being formed because of the lack of touch and physical contact 

with our loved ones.  Explain what the project is here briefly. 

Findings:  

 In the interview with Mahgul Rashid, she starts by talking about the idea and thought 

process behind her project “#allinourhands”. For Mahgul, it was the realization about the 

subconsciousness of the act of touch that implanted the idea of starting this campaign. 

According to her, touch is a very subconscious act and we are touching some object in our 

surrounding at almost all the times without the realization that we are touching it, we do not 

apprehend the very mundane tasks that we performing on a daily basis, such as picking your 

nose, putting your hand in your mouth, touching your face, touching your hair (Appendix). 

During this time of a pandemic, which basically more or less transmits through touch, we are 

restricted, we are deprived of those things that we don’t even recognize that we are doing in 

most cases. Mahgul’s whole idea revolves around bringing positivity in these times of fear 

and extreme stress about the situation. We are a nation that strives on the gesture of the hand, 

we shake hands as a greeting, we do high fives when we are excited, we pat people on the 

back to console them when they’re down, so it is almost like a very important part of our 

existence is stripped away from us (Appendix). According to Mahgul, instead of focusing on 

the things that we cannot touch, we should focus on the things that we can touch,  we can 

touch the grass, the leaves, the plants in the house, the things in out surroundings that we 

would normally wouldn’t pay attention to because we are supposedly very busy to do so. 

Overall, if we look at what the deprivation of touch is doing to people, their mental health, it 

is safe to say that not only infants, but adults require an acquired amount of physical 

connection to stay sane. During this pandemic, people are mentally very disturbed, not only 

because of the whole situation but because they are unable to be with their loved ones during 
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this time and are unable to have that amount connectivity and closeness that they would 

otherwise.  

 When asked about her point of view on the relationship between touch and arts, she 

talked about how art is mostly on this pedestal that maintains a distance between you and the 

art piece. Our hands have the qualities of both nurturing and destruction, which is probably  

why there is this distance between the art pieces and our touch. Discussing the relationship 

between artworks and the sense of touch, she says: 

     If you have to think about touch in the same way as you sometimes have a memory of a 

sense which is taste or smell, so you don’t taste or smell something at a certain time, but 

there is a memory of that, there is a term for it as well. So in art, I feel like it’s the same 

thing; just by evoking the sense through the success of the work can make you feel the 

painting, it can work like that. But you have to be very aware of the material, how 

successfully the artist has depicted that material to feel that sense of touch. (Appendix, p. 

24).  

 Mahgul mentions about how we store information in our memory, specifically about 

taste and smell, it is the same with the sense touch as well. If we are familiar with the 

materials, we are able to evoke that feeling of the quality of the material. She gives a very 

interesting example of Jackson Pollocks work: 

 I can feel touch in it, I feel the way he might have held his brush and splattered that paint 

or moved his hand. I can feel touch, I might not be able to touch his paintings but I know 

that sense was very much there. You can feel in his final work that touch was involved.  

 This is very interesting phenomenon, particularly in reference to the work of Pollock. 

The concept that she is talking about is that of tactile values. Bernard Berenson majorly talks 

about the work of Giotto. If a comparison is to be drawn between the work of Giotto and 

Pollock, there are major differences in their work. Most of all, both their art styles are 
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different. Giotto was renaissance painter who majorly focused on painting very realistic 

figures based on very real events, whereas Pollock’s art pieces art completely abstract made 

with his gestural movements and brush strokes. When Berenson came up with the term 

“tactile values”, he used it for artworks that are close to reality and evoke our sense of touch 

based on similar experiences that we might already have had. It is very surprising to witness a 

creative using the same phenomenon of tactile values for the work of Jackson Pollock which 

is not at all close to “reality” and the visuals that are produced do not have a concrete form to 

evoke that sense of touch. This bring me to the realization that art has evolved a lot in the 

past century and it is almost impossible to categorize things in the similar manner that they 

ere before. I do not disagree with what Mahgul says about the work of Pollock. His gestures 

and movements are evident in his works and they do kind of take you to his process.  

 Judging an artwork based on the tactile values is a critical process. Some artworks do 

fall into the category but most don’t. Simultaneously, in this day and age, where photographs 

and video art are a form of art making, it is very easy to evoke that sense of touch just by 

looking at them, because they are not close to reality but they are indeed the reality and it is 

almost impossible to not evoke the tactile imagination when looking at such works.  

 Referring back to the importance of sense of touch in human development and 

connecting it with art, it is integral for human beings to make things with their hands, it 

goodprovides that sense of fulfilment. Talking about the creativity in this time of lockdown 

due to a pandemic, it is very important to realize that for majority of the people, the coping 

mechanism is to get in touch with the art, creativity, and making with hands. It somehow 

partially, if not completely, fulfils that need of touch that we require in this time where we are 

deprived of physical contact.   
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Conclusion 

 The research study aims to provides an in depth analysis of use of tactile values in art 

and how that has evolved over the years. It also delves into how the deprivation of touch 

affects the mental health of human beings. It is essential to realize that touch is not only 

significant for infants, but also for adults.  The major limitation that the research study had to 

face were because of the pandemic. There were some experiments in my mind that I would 

have like to conduct, those experiments would have contributed massively in the overall 

result of the research study. Major part of my research study was also based on observation of 

how human beings interact via touch in public places, which was deemed impossible because 

of the lockdown. I would, however, like to take this as an ongoing project and would like to 

carry out different methodologies in the future, that I had initially planned. I think the 

research study can further evolve into the study of five senses and their relationship with arts.  

 

  



17 
TOUCH IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND AESTHETICS  

Bibliography 

Pallasmaa, J. (2005). The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses. Chichester: Wiley-

Academy. 

HARVEY, E. (2011). The Portal of Touch. The American Historical Review, 116(2), 385-

400. Retrieved March 08, 2020, from www.jstor.org/stable/23307702 

Massie, Pascal. (2013). Touching, thinking, being: The sense of touch in Aristotle's de anima 

and its implications. Minerva - An Internet Journal of Philosophy. 17. 74-101. 

Montagu, A. (1986). Touching: The Human Significance of Skin. The Mind of Skin, 3–46. 

William  Morrow Paperbacks. 

Herring, F. (1949). Touch: The Neglected Sense. The Journal of Aesthetics and Art 

Criticism, 7(3), 199-215. Retrieved March 8, 2020 from www.jstor.org/stable/426662. 

Perricone, C. (2007). The Place of Touch in the Arts. Journal of Aesthetic Education, 41(1), 

90-104. Retrieved March 8, 2020, from www.jstor.org/stable/4140242 

Feist, R. (2017). Thinking About Touch. In Rovers M., Malette J., & Guirguis-Younger M. 

(Eds.), Touch in the Helping Professions: Research, Practice and Ethics (pp. 33-50). 

University of Ottawa Press. Retrieved March 08, 2020, from 

www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv5vdcvd.6. 

Aristotle. (1984). The complete works of Aristotle: The revised Oxford translation (Vol. I). J. 

Barnes (Ed.). New Jersey: Princeton University Press.  

Hume, D. (1978). A treatise of human nature. P. Nidditch (Ed.). Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Fulkerson, M. (2011). The unity of Haptic touch. Philosophical Psychology, 24(4), 493–516. 

 

  



18 
TOUCH IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND AESTHETICS  

APPENDIX  

Interview with Mahgul Rashid, the creative head of a fashion label, called MAHGUL, who 

came up with the idea of a campaign called “#allinouthands”. The interview was conducted 

on a phone call and recorded with her permission.  

 

Q: Hello, first of all, I would like to thank you for agreeing to do this. 

A: No, no problem! 

 

Q: I will start off by giving you a little introduction to my research. So my research initially 

started back in 2018, I was working on my final thesis project. So, I’m a textile design 

graduate from PIFD and now I’m doing my masters from BNU. At that time I was talking 

about the impermanence of impressions that are left onto the skin by the things that it gets 

into contact with through touch. At that time I was only limited to looking at textiles 

impressions because my major was textiles. So now I’m actually developing that study 

further and I am not talking about the sense of touch in general and talking about the 

importance of it in human development and communication and connection and also the 

sense of touch in arts. So the first question would be… I read about your campaign “all in our 

hands”, and it was really interesting and refreshing to see a public art project, per se, because 

we don’t see a lot of those happening in Pakistan. I would like to know what the thought 

process was behind this and how did you come up with the idea, what compelled you to sort 

of getting into it? 

A: So, basically, since this whole pandemic of the COVID 19 and how slowly it crept out to 

be such a serious situation and when you think about it, the entire world to come to a 

standstill because of one thing. it is very rare these days that anything can stop nations 

altogether. So it was quite strange, almost, to see that happening and then happen to that 
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extent that when lockdown started to happen, and when you couldn’t do all the things that 

you would do normally and things that you normally take for granted, for example, touching 

your face, touching your child’s face just randomly. I was in London during the COVID 

situation when it was just starting and you know how we all have a habit of just touching 

things without thinking, like touching the escalators for example. This one day, as I was 

going up the escalator with my hand on it, this woman, she was behind me, she goes like, 

“what are you doing, don’t you know about the coronavirus? This is very dangerous, what 

you're doing” and I am generally not a paranoid person at all. I was just smiling at her, 

thinking, you know there was nothing like lockdown going on, this was end February, not 

even March, so you know just like that I thought of my time of nonchalant, very natural 

things that one does, that you don’t think twice about it when you're making contact with 

anything these days. We as a nation generally in Pakistan are also quite carefree, we’re not 

germophobes, and we shake hands and we are full of all sorts of those things, where the 

gesture of the hand is very important. Suddenly, this hand is not just important, touch is a 

very emotional and evocative thing. To touch somebody, you can touch them to console 

them, you can touch them just to say hello, you can touch somebody, do a high five out of 

happiness. In everything we do, there is some sort of element of touch involved and it went 

and it became something that one shouldn’t do. And not like you should not touch people 

who are distant to you, you cannot even touch your loved ones. Taking cautions and washing 

hands… The handwashing became a very important aspect of our life since mid-march that 

we never thought of. Obviously, we have a lot of value in our hands, we work with them, we 

create with them, we nurture our children with them, we make food with them, we do a lot of 

things with our hands that we wouldn’t think otherwise. Our hands became much more 

valuable and I feel this pandemic is something that is literally in our hands because we can 

transfer it. There's ironically a lot of power, and that symbol of hand became very powerful at 
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the same time. We are all human beings so it is very easy to know what the solution is but we 

are not very capable of adhering to the solution. At that time, I was in that frame of mind 

because my father sadly also contracted COVID 19 and it was just that thing that someone’s 

mistake (well, not mistake that someone is doing it on purpose, I don’t think anybody can do 

it on purpose) but we don’t realize the importance of that touch of a hand and where it 

touches and what it can transfer too, that has made this pandemic move so fast today. So I'm 

generally very artistically driven, and I thought how can we create awareness of things that 

we can do rather than the things that we can’t do, and highlight on a positive action of the 

hand and how we can create something because we can still create things with these hands, so 

it was just that message of sending that positive thinking that, "wash your hand", so whoever 

sent their image, the important thing was that we used the hashtag wash your hands 

(#washyourhands) but the most important thing was that it is all on our hands so regardless of 

how we come out of this pandemic in terms of industry and creativity and opportunities, lots 

of people also have the feeling that their morales have been down and its been hard for 

people because we can't do what we could do. Whether its an artist or a designer or generally 

a factory worker or an artisan, whoever it is. So it was just to say that we can still do that, we 

can make with our hands we just have to be careful and just these images were providing that 

sense of togetherness at one point because when we started this campaign, it was entirely in 

the beginning, the lockdown had just started and everybody was feeling very, I wouldn’t say 

hopeless and take it in the negative sense, but like “what will happen now?” “What will 

happen with this situation?”. Now, Alhumdullilah, we have sort of all managed to, it is still 

there, but we are now in a phase where we get used to things, but this campaign was done 

during that phase when I just looked at my hands and I was like “oh my god if everybody if 

the entire world was to consider such important thing where we are careful with our hands 

and at the same time we are still productive with our hands.”. COVID or no COVID, I think 
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it’s a message that can sort of continue on in terms of creativity and craft and making. 

Because I'm very into that aspect of how our hands make. It was very simple, and I like that 

idea that it was so beautifully simple that these are our hands and this whole pandemic, we 

can control it, because it is in our hand, you can look at hands metaphorically so that you 

don’t have to look at it like literally, but it is in our hands as to how do we adhere to the 

lockdown and stay at home which is the most important thing. But, staying at home doesn’t 

mean that we should be getting depressed, so it was this appeal to not get low and not get 

depressed and down and negative, because it is very easy when you’re cut off from people, 

and I’m sure lots of people were super isolated, they couldn’t even meet their family. So it 

was to create that connection through a message, and it was just an activity that we really 

enjoyed and I think people also really caught onto this things, we still do get people who 

thought of “all in our hands” and they do something and send in their submission and it is 

really sweet because it caught in a way that it had an emotional connection with people that 

they thought that this is a symbol and this is a message that we want to talk about.  

 

Qr: So I love how beautifully you have put it, especially the part where you talk about how it 

is literally in our hands and metaphorically too. How have your creative practices changed 

during this time?  

Al: I would say, suddenly, one has become more creative in lockdown, and I really noticed 

this across the board that people who would be just so busy in life, with work are now taking 

the time and getting a lot of breathing space because we've been leading this life that is very 

rushed and abrupt. Like you guys in university, and I was talking to somebody who was 

writing an article, I think everyone is becoming more creative because you don’t have a lot of 

distractions right now concerning human interaction so you are getting more time with your 

material, and material is what we make with. So somebody like me who has not picked up 
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their sketchbook in a long time, I'm not talking about fashion,  got to that thing that after such 

a long time, the things that would just be sitting around. After so long I've been painting 

because I was painting my bathroom wall which I have started painting again because I got 

the time now. We already do have a lot of time but now that we have been forced to control 

time, it is a very magical time right now I feel if you think about it. We don’t have excuses 

anymore, we used to have a lot of excuses before. The mundane activities that we were very 

much indulged in have also kind of stopped, so we have time to go back to our sense of 

making, whether it is creating food, you'll notice lots of people are making food, we don’t 

have that outlet to go to the restaurants anymore, so a lot of people are making food at home 

themselves and thinking of other things and lots of other people are getting back to drawing, 

sketching and painting. We have seen so much of that and I do feel like that giving the time 

to yourself to isolate yourself from this pace that this world is moving in, so fast and 

globalized, and everybody was so connected and integrated and we very beautifully 

reciprocated. We are getting back to this certain individualism that has come up with this. 

Some people are constantly influencing our thought process on a daily or a weekly basis, you 

have not been able to physically interact with them and you are getting a lot of time to 

disintegrate into yourself, and that is giving a very nice time to your own productive self-

practice as an artist. I'm talking about international designers, whose interviews I have seen, 

who are stuck in homes and listening to music, and then making collections inspired by 

music. There’s a lot of patience developing in people, that was missing, so I think it has 

positively affected creative practices. Yes, sure, if you’re looking at something in a 

commercial point of view, that is a complete opposite situation, there is an insecurity about 

what is going to happen with my craft and how do I sustain myself, that is still there but I do 

feel that creativity delivers commercial value so if you’re authentic and if you are creative, so 

your innate creativity is being nurtured at this point and is nourishing at this point during this 
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lockdown, that is going to bring some point of departure to have a series of work, and we are 

seeing a lot of that because your tools of negotiating with art is changing, not dependant on 

the same tools, like your people, your exhibitions, so your way to try to communicate and 

what you have to bring forward , what you have to make for people, to be heard, there is this 

urge in people at this point, so im sure that is going to create ways of making stuff that people 

can stop and watch and that is very important whether it’s and influencer or a fashion 

designer or an artist or an actor, everybody is finding new forms of being heard or seen or 

basically how to create. It is a very interesting time. 

 

Q: Social media is playing a huge role in this situation, it can sometimes be very good for 

your mental health but it can also be sometimes very daunting, so what is your overall view 

on that particular aspect? 

A: Social media is always, whether it is now or then, whether you're talking about in terms of 

how the news is spreading, that is always been there for a while now because we are so 

integrated and connected, fear is easily spread, and there is a lot of negative aspect in a way 

of putting yourself out there on social media. The other person is so secure because they are 

behind the screen, so you get negative comments, these kinds of things, regardless of the 

corona, they keep happening. For me, it can only affect you as much as you let it affect you. 

There are ways to deal with it, maybe internally being stronger, and you have to be confident 

in yourself and who you are and it shouldn’t matter what is happening around. I am not a big 

proponent of the whole idea that revolves around you being affected by the number of likes 

that you get, that is not the basis of anybody’s life. That was going onto an excess, and I think 

that will change drastically after this, because the way people have to sell themselves, that 

idea that you have to have this lifestyle that you create, and every post have to be social 

media appropriate, and people should like it and I think a more genuine and authentic voice is 
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going to come forward maybe, because the people have been hit in a way, that everybody is 

questioning what really matters, and if everybody across the globe is questioning what really 

matters, then obviously that truth will affect the social media a lot, of what actually matters in 

life. So I  think, there are a lot of people getting emotionally depressed because of the 

comments that are made, and they are very harsh if you think about it, all of those things that 

social media has, but at the same time social media also, keeps you connected. I'm not a 

person who is on social media a lot, so I found a way to connect with people positively, and if 

I'm on Instagram, I reach out to make people feel better, console them, I think it really can 

make a difference in all this noise of ‘what's gonna happen”, everything is doomed, that is a 

reality in regards to the economy and lots people have lost their lives to this pandemic. So all 

these emotions are there, but at the same time, life is something that you have to be very 

positive about and continue in the best possible way. Social media can be a platform for 

people to look at things in positive ways also, but sadly it's your choice at the end of the day 

that how do you use this tool, and how you approach people. But I think you should approach 

people the way you would like to be approached, with kindness and humility and grace, that 

would be nice.  

 

Q: One the aspects that I’m looking at in my research study is the connection and relationship 

between art and touch, so according to the research that I have done in the past, touch has 

always been a neglected sense when it comes to art, so I would like to know your point of 

view concerning that, as to what is your view about the relationship between touch and arts, 

and how important it is to you? 

A: In terms of creativity and arts whether it's performance art or installation, art has always 

been one with the boundaries, you can't touch it. Especially if it is in a museum, it is that 

aspect of how art is displayed or how art is used, you are not allowed to experience that with 
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your sense of touch. You cannot feel the physical quality of an art piece. You can’t physically 

go and touch Monalisa or David the sculpture. It has always been there, the distance with the 

art. It is always on a pedestal and very valuable because as delicate as touch can be, it also 

has the quality of destruction. You can ruin something by touching it and that is an irony of 

our hand, a hand that can nurture can also slap, take the example of a mother’s hand. Touch 

in another way has been a very important aspect of art, the artist and his/her relationship to 

the material, and to creating and making. In that particular aspect, touch is very important, 

you have to feel and experience that things through your touch and the translation of what 

you touch and what you’re showing; the touch doesn’t show that but there is that emotional 

and psychological sense of touch; there are a lot of paintings that way, for example, Pollock's 

paintings, I can feel touch in it, I feel the way he might have held his brush and splattered that 

paint or moved his hand. You can feel touch, you might not be able to touch his paintings but 

you know that sense was very much there. You can feel in his final work that touch was 

involved. So, it is there, and it is there in a very strange way, especially in performance or 

video art. Even if you are doing things with fabrics, for instance, in fashion you can touch the 

fabric for material quality, but if you’re attending a fashion week, you won’t be able to go 

and start touching the models. If you have to think about touch in the same way as you 

sometimes have a memory of a sense which is taste or smell, so you don’t taste or smell 

something at a certain time, but there is a memory of that, there is a term for it as well. So in 

art, I feel like it’s the same thing; just by evoking the sense through the success of the work 

can make you feel the painting, it can work like that. But you have to be very aware of the 

material, how successfully the artist has depicted that material to feel that sense of touch. 

That way, touch is used in art and very rarely you are going to get that experience that 

someone is going to make you feel like that. Even if there is an installation, a video, or 

whatever, you will sit in a space and it can evoke that sense of touch, it is not going to 
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physically allow you to move necessarily to feel those things. It is a very interesting 

phenomenon, distance maintained between things unless an artist does work that involves the 

experience of material, where you allow the viewer to become a part of work, let them 

immerse into it. Beyond that, I don’t know how art necessarily evokes that sense literally, but 

emotionally it can. 

 

Q: I really like the fact how you give the example of the mother’s touch, how it can be full of 

love, and how there is mother’s slap as well, and I think that’s a very beautiful way to put it. 

Okay, so this is probably going to be my last question. In the beginning, you mentioned how 

we are very susceptible to touch and we barely think about it, how we unconsciously put our 

hands on the escalators and railings of the staircases, whatever we see in the close proximity 

when we’re out in public spaces. So what do you think, how long will it take for us to get 

back to that ‘normal’? 

A: Yeah, you know lots of people are wondering about when we will be back to normal. And 

I don’t know, I don’t know how long it is going to take to go back to that normal, I guess 

that’s gone, at least temporarily, there is so much fear in the world, and I am not even sure 

how much fear is out there in the people because touching is a very subconscious thing. Even 

if you read about it. When you wake up, for Fajr prayers, you perform ablution. Our 

Prophet(PBUH) said that you don’t know where your hands touch on our bodies. Touching is 

something very subconscious, you know we might be picking our nose, putting our finger in 

our mouth, or our ear, you don’t think about it, it is almost like you don’t realize that you are 

doing these things. We as human beings forget touching places. When you’re talking to 

another human being, you notice (because I usually notice this a lot) people are usually 

putting their hands into their hair, or ears, or somewhere around the nose, even in a very 

normal situation, while eating food, putting their hands in their mouth. It is very normal for 
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people to do this, touch is a very subconscious thing. People can’t be an abnormal situation 

by tying their hands. Look at young kids, when you tell them not to pick their nose, how 

natural is picking your nose. Generally, our population in Pakistan is not very grooming, our 

education system lacks that. I think we will get to normal before anyone else has thought of 

it. And I don’t think we have taken this whole ‘don’t touch things’ and ‘wash your hands’ 

thing that seriously anyway. That is why there were very serious campaigns done by brands 

like Dettol. We are a nation that strongly believes in “Allah Maalik hai” (God is our savior), 

and that is a beautiful thing because God is indeed our savior and we are not going to let 

ourselves driven with fear, we shouldn’t be. There is a lot of fear involved abroad, here, we 

can go to a certain extreme regarding the current situation, and we need to be careful because 

people’s life is at risk, elderly people, people with pre-existing medical conditions, that way it 

is dangerous as to how fast we will be coming to that normal but I think we never went to 

that extreme, to begin with. Yes, we all stayed at home, but we have not been like people 

abroad. Here, you see a lot of people without masks, so I think we didn’t really get to that 

level anyway. You see how the mosques are now open, and because of these certain things, 

we cannot keep a successful social distance across the country. How can you keep yourself 

socially distant when the average household has around 8-10 people and living in a small 

space, how will these people do it? Obviously, it is not even fair to ask somebody like that to 

do that. Internationally people live individually in their apartments because they don’t have 

family ties like we do, it is very different from our normal. Also, in our villages, this whole 

thing would have barely reached about the instructions about social distancing. We are very 

quick to get out of things because we are humans, so I am not really sure about it. Yes, a lot 

of people have been discussing that when will be back to that world where we can touch 

again, but there’s a lot of things we can still touch, the grass, the plants in our house, the 

things that we would never touch on a general basis because we would be too busy running 



28 
TOUCH IN HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND AESTHETICS  

around aimlessly at most. The only thing that I wish people would still do is to keep their 

hands clean. Now we are also getting new information each day, it is way beyond the 

handwashing, we are hearing that it is in the air, so it is a very strange type of virus that new 

kind of information is discovered every day. So I don’t know what is the old normal and what 

will be the new normal anymore. It will definitely affect other things like the economy, the 

way we used to work, the way we will work, the way we did sell, the way we will sell. Right 

now, the normalcy is lacking from these things, from what I understand. Strange things will 

be happening, for instance, the travel will change a lot, then we will see what is, what is not 

normal. I think gloves and masks will be a part of the normal for quite a while, that is 

something you can into, what that feeling of being with the gloves is because it is a very 

different type of experience. 

Also, it’s there, this illness, and I think it is going to stay for a while, and I do feel that 

yes, it is a very strange illness because it is very strangely transferring to people, there is no 

answer to that, but I also believe that fear has really accelerated this illness. The way we have 

let fear and news get to us, it is easily contracted, that is because a lot of fear has instilled in 

this. That is a very strange phenomenon. I am not one of those people who adhere to these 

types of things like “oh my God, the lockdown should be in action”, even though my father 

himself has contracted the virus, and he’s in London. There, in London, everything important 

is shut. I am glad the schools are shut because the kids cannot handle the idea that "wash your 

hands", the crowded places should be closed as well. But here, there is that contradiction that 

you are saying there shouldn’t be crowds anywhere, but you could not stop the 

congregational prayers. If you are going to let one kind of gathering happen, where there are 

a lot of people who are going to come, then there is no point locking down the rest of the 

economy. You see people on the streets, the laborers, for me it is really sad. Yes, the elderly 

should be banned from getting out of homes, their daughters or sons, or volunteers should 
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help them. In London, volunteers are helping the elderly, because they are not allowed to go 

out, the volunteers are handling their errands. Restaurants are open for delivery. But because 

it is such a huge scare spreading, we were not able to manage it properly, we could have done 

it without all this hysteria and panic. How could we have communicated with people in a 

positive way as to how to have a clean environment and be clean and all the exercises to stay 

safe? I would have liked to see how we could have handled it without this panic.  In Pakistan, 

we didn’t have that sense of control or authority the way China did. Frankly speaking, the 

doctors and other medical staff who are wearing hazmat suits, and doing everything, they are 

meeting with the people constantly, they are contracting as well, so it is just one of those 

things that you have to avoid, you have to steer clear of the public gathering situation. If we 

can control that, so even if the lockdown ends, I am sure people would refrain from going to 

back to meeting up a lot or socializing, these things should be in control and we should 

respect that people’s business should work, keep a distance, you don’t have to sit right next to 

somebody, stay six feet apart. If these things can happen, in an ideal world, it would’ve been 

a lot better. I don’t know what will be happening here. In that way, back to your question 

about this normal thing, I don’t know, because it is very uncertain here. After all, we are not 

very educated, not aware of those things, but in many ways we have acted better than a lot of 

educated nations, we went under a lockdown prior, the grocery stores have the temperature 

checking, London is lacking in these things.  

I hope this ends quickly, but there will be a new normal, we suddenly had a lot of stuff to 

wake up to, generally in the world, everything was so different, we don’t think for a second 

and just go out in your car, no matter how unnecessarily we’re going out, how much of 

carbon pollution are we producing, now we have to think that “oh, I have to go the grocery 

store, so I need to make sure that I get groceries for a longer amount of time’. Not that we are 

going out every single day, so these are the little things that we can think about and how we 
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can live in a more controlled, nicer way that does not cause any problems. The air pollution 

has reduced a lot because there are not many flights. Usually, we don’t really think about 

that, we plan holidays aimlessly. We should think more about these things, as to what do we 

have to do with ourselves as well. I am sure when your colleges open, there will be a lot of 

changes because you use material and get it whenever you need to go, we are used to doing 

that, now you won’t have those resources. Now what will you do, how you manage with 

whatever you had at home, and online deliveries hadn’t started for creative people so how did 

you manage that, how you created? You can use that knowledge and understanding of how 

you managed in less. That is a huge lesson for us, to make do in very little.  

 

 

 

 


