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I am particularly interested in the compelling figure of the “breather” in Tim Choy’s piece, “Atmospherics: On Substances and Subjects in Suspension.” With this figure, I hope we might be able to transpose Jean Comaroff’s question by asking, Why breathers? Why now? I would like here to briefly and informally close-read this figure, one that contrasts with the more traditional subject figures that populate this growing body of “Knowledge / Value,” STS, and “politics of knowledge” literature: the “knower,” the “seer,” the “actor,” and the “user.” Choy employs the breather (referenced from an earlier work) as part of a project “to imagine a collective condition that is neither particular nor universal,” that is not governed by political positionality, class, or one’s place in the world. “Instead, it orients us to the many means, practices, experiences, weather events, and economic relations that co-implicate us at different points as ‘breathers’” (Cited in Choy, 13). 

The breather also contrasts deeply with traditional liberal notions of the global citizen, as this figure is always potentially a victim of the atmosphere, yet cannot live without it. Though the breather is co-implicated with other breathers and contexts, the breather does not quite participate in the workings of the atmosphere either. Just as air is a dynamic, heterogeneous, asymmetric combination of nitrogen, oxygen, pollutants, dust, and other suspended particles, breathers are asymmetrically subject to the atmospheric dump.
 Of course, human beings are asymmetrically guilty for the atmosphere’s current set of predicaments, but whereas “humanity” often implies “empire” (as in the phrase, “humanity has caused global climate change and must do something about it”—this insight comes from Dipesh Chakrabarty), the breather carries no such connotation. While “humans” have caused the problem, “breathers” deserve relief from it. In light of a theoretical milieu of figures dominated by homos (homo economicus, homo ludens, homo faber, homo sacer, homo proprietarius), the breather is a refreshing change, and one that strikes me as almost unsettlingly specific. There is arguably no better index of globalization and its runaway driving force, free market commerce, than the presently warming atmosphere, endangered by its potential for “runaway” overheating. Similarly, there is no better index of a shared but unequal “anthropocene” planet than the involuntary act of breathing. Social and political contexts of individuals are different, just as the suspended particles that breathing draws into each pair of lungs are always distinct. This figure is not an actor, for breathing is not a sign of agency but rather of biology, of bare life. 

Breathers also relate to value, specifically to a scaled-up analogue of Marx’s surplus value: they “pay the externalized costs in environmental economics” (13) in that breathers’ lungs will be disproportionately affected by the extent of damage that gases have wrought on the atmosphere, damage presumably necessary for supporting the lifestyles of only a few. Can we push the value question further? What exactly is devalued when breathers are affected by spaces in which air is intensely contaminated, or when breathing patterns change due to the atmosphere’s freak weather events? In addition to surplus value, the breather also evokes notions of some kind of “biological value,” “health value,” “cleanliness value,” or even a value in the quality of life itself. Although fresh air is economically important in many ways, the absence of pollution is just as clearly a value without its economic indices. In light of this, one of the reasons Choy’s breather is so compelling to me is that it highlights the complex intertwinement of the diverse genres and registers of value.

Choy is cautious about universalizing this breather class, but maintains that it is a useful framework for figuring “a world of conjoined but unequal fate” (14) in which horizons of expectation intersect in the common need to breathe. The specific issue of global climate change occupies some of my personal stake in the Knowledge / Value conversation. With respect to climate change, Choy’s breather highlights the idea that regardless of the history of burning fossil fuel—regardless of the fact that the development of the wealthiest industrial nations has resulted in fundamentally altering the atmosphere as we know it and in disproportionate harms to already vulnerable groups—we’re all in this atmosphere together. The atmosphere does not care who messed with it. The breather thus highlights a fundamental conundrum of what Chakrabarty calls the “wicked problem” of global climate change: the idea that environmental and economic justice cannot coincide. While everybody’s breathing suffers when the atmosphere is harmed, the industrial nations of the west were able to prosper by releasing greenhouse gases. Who are they to say that the currently “developing” world must turn off its coal plants, when coal opens the easiest path to economic betterment? With the idea of togetherness highlighted by breathers’ “conjoined but unequal fate” (14) arises the only possible solution to the climate change problem: the international community must somehow together come to an agreement that balances greenhouse gas mitigation with equitable adaptation measures.

The research I am conducting for my M.A. paper focuses on a particular group of breathers: situated in the Maldives, this project investigates the resistance and resilience tactics of a small island nation in what some climate models project to be its final years before the seas completely cover it. In that projected moment, the economic metaphor of “going under” is literalized, as another expression, “a rising tide lifts all boats,” is compromised. The Smithian “doux commerce” thesis, which posits that the pursuit of self-interest and thriving market exchange will set off a cascade of good things for all involved, turns out only to pertain to certain boats.

Alongside a number of contingency plans, which include a national drive to become the first carbon-neutral nation and the investment of tourism surplus funds in habitable land in India and Australia, political leaders in the Maldives have been calling upon the international community to join together and fight climate change before the seas rise. This mobilization was beautifully pictured in the world’s first ever underwater cabinet meeting, which the Maldivian political leadership staged ahead of the 2009 Copenhagen climate talks. There, breathing could only happen with the assistance of SCUBA gear. These leaders appealed to the world to save the Maldives from drowning as an ethical end in itself, relying on the assumption that everybody has the right to a home, that every state has the right to its land, that every breather has the right to air. But this cabinet meeting was also meant to send a warning: by the time this small island nation drowns (if that is indeed its fate), other underwater, SCUBA-enhanced meetings are not far off, as much of the world is concentrated in vulnerable lowland and coastal cities.

Choy’s piece ends with a call to action: “Breathers of the world, conspire!” (18; I appreciate the smart pun on “respire” and “inspire”). What unique types of action and engagement might the figure of the breather open up for us? What can the breather do that the knower or actor can’t? How does this figure add to, bring out, and complicate “Knowledge / Value”? Do breathers emerge in your own research? 
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	� Kim and Mike Fortun have created a platform for looking at one particular effect of this “dump” as a mutivalent, layered thing with The Asthma Files, and I look forward to engaging more with their interdisciplinary digital platform at a subsequent conference. 








