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Breather is a vacuous term –typically only used in environmental economics to gesture to an abstract notion of ?social cost– and threatens to generalize a breathing experience/position when everything that environmental justice activists and scholars have done points to a stratified distribution of concrete breathing experiences. This is precisely what I want to avoid. At the same time, I feel want to hold onto the term, to recuperate and populate it to figure a world of conjoined but unequal fate.

“Breather” is like Marx’s “worker:” a vocative meant to figure a role in a particular kind of relation, one occupied in common by multiple forms of human and nonhuman life, in which we are all implicated. Imagine Eco-Marx exhorting, “Breathers of the World, Unite!” It is also a companion figure for Kaushik Sunder Rajan’s “experimental subject.” While Sunder Rajan’s experimental subject is subjected to experimentation as a condition for the extraction of value in biocapitalist “innovation,” the Breather marks another kind or aspect of living necessary for the making of surplus value in the present moment, the living who inhale and pay its externalized wastes and debts, in quite non- innovative moments.

At the same time, evoking breathers as a concept begs attention to breaths of many and unequal forms –gasped, wheezed, sniffed, raspy, unnoticed, worried over, meditated upon– and the impossibility of generalization. The common-hood of breath is not one of equivalence, but partial connection and potential resonance. Could exhorting breathers, holding breaths, with all their differences, in mind, offer a way through questions political universalism and political subject that can/will respond?

