
7
In	Open	Air
Ontology	of	the	Atmosphere
Life	has	never	abandoned	fluid	space.	When,	in	time	immemorial,	life	left	the	sea,	it	found	and
created	around	itself	a	fluid	with	different	characteristics—consistency,	composition,	nature.
With	the	colonization	of	the	terrestrial	world,1	outside	the	marine	environment,	the	dry	world
transformed	itself	into	an	enormous	fluid	body	that	allows	the	vast	majority	of	living	beings	to
live	in	an	exchange-based,	reciprocal	relation	between	subject	and	environment.	We	are	not
inhabitants	of	the	Earth;	we	inhabit	the	atmosphere.	Terra	firma	is	just	the	extreme	limit	of	this
cosmic	fluid	at	the	heart	of	which	everything	communicates,	touches,	extends.	Its	conquest	was,
before	anything	else,	the	fabrication	of	this	fluid.2

Hundreds	of	millions	of	years	ago,	in	a	time	span	encompassed	between	the	end	of	the
Cambrian	and	the	start	of	the	Ordovician,	groups	of	organisms	left	the	sea	and	deposited	the
first	traces	of	animal	life	of	which	we	have	evidence:	it	is	likely	that	these	were	arthropod
homopods,3	in	other	words	beings	equipped	with	legs	and	with	a	pointed	caudal	appendage—
the	telson.	Their	presence	on	Earth	at	that	point	was	still	ephemeral	and	experimental:	they
appeared	in	the	aerial	environment	in	order	to	look	for	nourishment	or	to	reproduce.4	The
world	that	opened	up	before	them	had	been	fashioned	by	other	living	beings.	The	universe	we
inhabit	is	the	result	of	a	catastrophe	of	pollution,	one	that	we	call,	alternatively,	the	Great
Oxygenation	Event	or	the	Oxygen	Catastrophe.5	Both	geological	and	biological	causes	seem	to
have	come	together	to	change	the	face	of	the	planet	definitively.	The	development	of	the	first
organisms	capable	of	photosynthesis—cyanobacteria—and	the	flux	of	hydrogen	coming	from
the	surface	of	the	Earth	prompted	an	accumulation	of	oxygen,	in	a	first	stage	instantly	oxidized
by	the	elements	present	in	marine	waters	or	on	the	terrestrial	surface	(iron,	for	example,	or
limestone	formations).	With	the	development	and	diffusion	of	vascular	plants,	the	atmosphere
stabilized	itself:	the	quantity	of	free	oxygen	passed	the	threshold	of	oxygenation	and
accumulated	in	free	form.	In	turn,	the	massive	presence	of	oxygen	led	to	the	extinction	of	many
anaerobic	organisms	that	populated	earth	and	sea,	to	the	benefit	of	aerobic	forms	of	life.6

The	definitive	settling,	in	sedentary	form,	of	living	beings	on	dry	land	coincided	with	the
radical	transformation	of	the	aerial	space	that	surrounds	and	envelops	the	terrestrial	crust:
what,	from	the	seventeenth	century	on,	we	call	“atmosphere”	altered	its	internal	composition.7
Thanks	to	plants,	the	Earth	definitively	became	the	metaphysical	space	of	breath.	The	first	to
colonize	and	make	the	Earth	inhabitable	were	the	organisms	capable	of	photosynthesis:	the
first	living	beings	that	were	wholly	terrestrial	are	the	greatest	transformers	of	the	atmosphere.
At	the	other	end,	photosynthesis	is	a	great	atmospheric	laboratory	in	which	solar	energy	is
transformed	into	living	matter.	From	this	point	of	view,	plants	have	never	abandoned	the	sea:
rather	they	have	brought	it	where	it	did	not	exist.	They	have	transformed	the	universe	into	an
immense	atmospheric	sea	and	have	transmitted	their	marine	habits	to	all	other	beings.
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Photosynthesis	is,	in	this	sense,	a	cosmic	process	of	fluidification	of	the	universe,	one	of	the
movements	through	which	the	fluid	of	the	world	constitutes	itself:	what	allows	the	world	to
breathe	and	keeps	it	in	a	state	of	dynamic	tension.

Plants,	then,	allow	us	to	understand	that	immersion	is	not	a	simple	spatial	determination:	to	be
immersed	is	not	reducible	to	finding	oneself	in	something	that	surrounds	and	penetrates	us.
Immersion,	as	we	have	seen,	is	first	of	all	an	action	of	mutual	compenetration	between	subject
and	environment,	body	and	space,	life	and	medium.	It	is	impossible	to	distinguish	them
physically	and	spatially:	for	there	to	be	immersion,	subject	and	environment	have	to	actively
penetrate	each	other;	otherwise	one	would	speak	simply	of	juxtaposition	or	contiguity
between	two	bodies	touching	at	their	extremities.	Subject	and	environment	act	on	each	other
and	define	themselves	starting	from	this	reciprocal	action.	Observed	ex	parte	subiecti	[from
the	subject’s	angle],	this	simplicity	is	expressed	as	the	formal	identity	between	passivity	and
activity:	to	penetrate	the	surrounding	environment	is	to	be	penetrated	by	it.	Thus,	in	all	space	of
immersion,	to	act	and	to	be	acted	upon	are	formally	indistinguishable.	We	experience	this,	for
example,	each	time	we	swim.

But	the	state	of	immersion	is	above	all	the	metaphysical	site	of	a	more	radical	identity	of	being
and	doing.	One	cannot	exist	in	a	fluid	space	without	modifying,	by	this	very	fact,	the	reality	and
form	of	the	environment	that	surrounds	us.	The	life	of	plants	constitutes	the	most	surprising
proof	of	this,	in	light	of	the	cosmogonic	consequences	they	have	had	on	our	world.	The
existence	of	plants	is,	by	itself,	a	global	modification	of	the	cosmic	environment,	in	other
words	of	the	world	that	they	penetrate	and	by	which	they	are	penetrated.	It	is	already	by
existing	that	plants	modify	the	world	globally	without	even	moving,	without	beginning	to	act.
“To	be”	means,	for	them,	to	make	world	[faire	monde];	reciprocally,	to	construct	(our)	world,
to	make	world	is	only	a	synonym	of	“to	be.”	Plants	are	not	the	only	living	beings	to	experience
this	coincidence:	organisms	display	it	in	an	even	more	obvious	manner.	One	must	then
generalize	this	find	and	conclude	that	the	existence	of	every	living	being	is	necessarily	a
cosmogonic	act	and	that	a	world	is	always,	simultaneously,	a	condition	of	possibility	and	a
product	of	the	life	that	it	hosts.	Every	organism	is	the	invention	of	a	way	of	producing	the
world	(“a	way	of	world-making,”	to	put	Nelson	Goodman’s	phrase	to	different	use),	and	the
world	is	always	a	space	of	life,	a	lifeworld.

From	this	perspective,	one	can	measure	the	limits	of	the	notions	of	place	or	environment—
which	continue	to	represent	the	relation	between	the	living	being	and	the	world	exclusively
under	the	aspects	of	contiguity	and	juxtaposition—and	can	begin	thinking	of	them	as
ontologically	and	formally	autonomous	from	the	living	organism	that	inhabits	them.	If	any
living	being	is	a	being	in	the	world,	every	environment	is	a	being	within	beings.	The	world	and
the	living	are	nothing	but	a	halo,	an	echo	of	the	relation	that	binds	them	together.

We	will	never	be	able	to	be	materially	separated	from	the	matter	of	the	world:	every	living
being	constructs	itself	starting	from	the	same	matter	that	makes	up	the	mountains	and	the	clouds.
Immersion	is	a	material	coincidence,	which	starts	under	our	skin.	This	is	why	organisms	do
not	need	to	go	beyond	or	outside	themselves	to	reinvent	the	face	of	the	world;	they	have	no
need	to	act,	to	rejoin	their	“environment,”	or	to	perceive	it:	through	the	simple	act	of	being	they
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already	fashion	the	cosmos.	To	be	in	the	world	necessarily	means	to	make	world:	every
activity	of	living	beings	is	an	act	of	design	upon	the	living	flesh	of	the	world.	On	the	other
hand,	in	order	to	construct	the	world,	one	need	neither	fabricate	an	object	different	from
oneself	(spilling	matter	out	of	one’s	skin)	nor	perceive,	recognize,	seize	a	portion	of	the	world
directly	and	consciously	and	want	to	change	it.	Immersion	is	a	more	profound	relation	than
action	and	consciousnes—it	is	underneath	praxis	as	well	as	underneath	thought:	a	silent	and
mute	design,	an	ontological	design.	It	is	this	“plasmability,”	which	is	only	the	absence	of
resistance	to	life;	it	is	this	ease	with	which	cosmic	matter	metamorphoses	into	a	living	subject
and	becomes	the	actual	body	of	certain	organisms	(even	below	the	annexation	represented	by
nutrition).	In	this	respect,	plants	let	us	see	the	most	radical	form	of	being	in	the	world:	they
adhere	to	it	completely	and	without	passivity.	Far	from	being	passive,	they	exercise	on	the
world,	which	we	all	experience	through	the	simple	act	of	being,	the	most	intense	influence	with
the	richest	consequences,	and	this	on	a	global,	not	a	local	scale.	They	change	the	world,	not
just	their	environment	or	their	ecological	niche.	To	think	of	plants	means	to	think	of	a	being	in
the	world	that	is	immediately	cosmogonic.	Photosynthesis—one	of	the	major	cosmogonic
phenomena,	and	one	that	is	indistinguishable	from	the	being	itself	of	plants—is	neither	of	the
order	of	contemplation	nor	of	the	order	of	action	(as	the	construction	of	a	dam	by	a	beaver
would	be).	In	this	way	plants	force	biology,	ecology,	and	also	philosophy	to	rethink	once	more
the	relations	between	the	world	and	the	living.

In	fact	it	is	not	possible	to	interpret	the	relation	between	plants	and	the	world	through	the
profoundly	idealist	model	conceived	of	by	the	German	naturalist	Jakob	von	Uexküll.
Following	Kant’s	doctrine	and	assuming	that	we	should	recognize	each	animal’s	status	of
sovereign	subject	over	its	organs,	von	Uexküll	conceived	of	the	world	as	“a	bubble	[that]
represents	the	animal’s	environment	and	contains	all	the	features	accessible	to	the	subject”:8

We	can	say,	with	Kant,	that	there	is	no	absolute	space	on	which	our	subject	cannot
exercise	an	influence,	because	the	specific	matter	of	space,	the	signs	of	place	and
direction,	is	a	subjective	product,	just	like	its	form.	Without	spatial	qualities	and	their
synthesis	in	universal	form	produced	through	apperception,	there	would	not	be	space	but
only	an	assortment	of	sensorial	qualities	like	colors,	sounds,	smells,	and	so	on,	which
would	have	their	specific	forms	and	places	but	would	lack	a	site	of	encounter.9

This	is	because	“[e]very	subject	spins	out,	like	the	spider’s	threads,	its	relations	to	certain
qualities	of	things	and	weaves	them	into	a	solid	web,	which	carries	its	existence.”10	The
environment	is	thus	“a	psychical	product	[psychoidales	Erzeugnis]	and	cannot	be	deduced
from	physical	or	physiological	factors.	Each	environment	is	supported	by	a	spatial	and
temporal	frame	that	consists	of	a	series	of	perceptual	characters	and	signs	of	order.”11	This
model	is	insufficient	for	at	least	two	reasons.	First	of	all,	it	conceives	of	the	relationship	with
the	world	under	the	form	of	cognition	and	action:	access	to	the	world	is	given	only	through
these	two	channels,	as	though	“the	rest	of	the	life”	of	an	individual	were	enclosed	inside	him
or	her	and	not	thrown	into	the	world,	exposed	to	it,	obliged	to	feed	off	it,	to	construct	itself	out
of	its	elements.	Second—but	this	is	a	consequence	of	this	main	limitation—von	Uexküll’s
model	entails	that	access	to	the	world	is	of	an	organic	nature,	in	other	words	takes	place	in
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and	through	an	organ	(it	is	irrelevant	whether	a	cognitive	or	a	practical	one).	Plants	not	only	do
not	act	and	do	not	perceive—at	least	not	in	an	organic	way,	that	is,	starting	from	parts	of	the
body	specifically	built	for	this	purpose—they	also	do	not	expose	themselves	to	the	world
couched	in	a	specific	organ.	No,	it	is	with	the	totality	of	their	body	and	being,	without
distinctions	of	form	or	function,	that	plants	open	to	the	world	and	merge	into	it.

Nor	is	it	possible	to	conceive	of	the	relation	of	plants	to	the	world	through	niche	construction
theory.	This	theory,	which	has	received	its	most	detailed	treatment	from	John	Odling-Smee,
Kevin	N.	Laland,	and	Marcus	W.	Feldman,12	claims	that,	instead	of	limiting	themselves	to
suffering	environmental	pressure,	organisms	are	capable	of	modifying	their	own	existential
niche,	or	that	of	others,	through	their	metabolism	and	activity.13	The	idea	of	an	action	of	the
living	on	the	surrounding	environment14	goes	back	to	the	last	book	by	Charles	Darwin
published	during	his	life,where	he	demonstrates,	against	his	own	theses	on	natural	selection,
that	“[w]orms	have	played	a	more	important	part	in	the	history	of	the	world	than	most	persons
would	at	first	suppose.	[…]	Each	year	[sc.	in	England],”	he	writes,	“a	weight	of	more	than	ten
tons	of	dry	earth	annually	passes	through	their	bodies	and	is	brought	to	the	surface	on	each	acre
of	land”;15	their	action	is	thus	decisive	for	the	disaggregation	of	rocks,	the	erosion	of	the	soil,
the	conservation	of	ancient	ruins,16	and	the	soil’s	preparation	for	the	growth	of	plants.17
Though	they	“are	poorly	provided	with	sense-organs”	and	thus	incapable	of	learning	about	the
external	world,	they	demonstrate	great	expertise	in	the	construction	of	burrows	and,	in
particular,	they	give	clear	proof	of	possessing	“some	degree	of	intelligence	instead	of	a	mere
blind	instinctive	impulse,	in	their	manner	of	plugging	up	the	mouths	of	their	burrows.”18	The
modifications	that	these	barely	organized	creatures	produce	in	the	higher	layers	of	the	globe
are	not	limited	to	influencing	the	lives	of	other	living	beings	(humans	and	plants	alike),	but	also
influence	the	state	of	their	specific	habitats,	which	are	modified	to	the	benefit	of	future
generations.	Niche	construction	theory	rehearses	Darwin’s	finds	in	order	to	emphasize	how
living	beings,	even	the	simplest	ones,	are	not	just	the	victims	of	natural	selection	and	how
adaptation	to	the	environment	is	not	their	only	fate:19	they	are	equally	capable	of	modifying	the
space	that	surrounds	them	and	of	handing	down	the	new	world	to	future	generations.	In	this
sense,	by	producing	permanent	and	transmissible	modifications	from	one	generation	to	the	next,
living	beings	produce	culture,20	which	is	not	a	human	prerogative	but	rather	a	sort	of
inheritance	that	is	not	anatomical	but	ecological,21	an	exosomatic	inheritance.22	And	yet,	even
though	it	has	made	it	possible	for	us	to	overcome	the	dualisms	that	characterize	the	classical
theory	of	evolution,	niche	construction	theory	does	not	allow	us	to	conceive	of	the	intimacy	that
characterizes	immersion.	The	concept	of	niche	in	fact	brings	about	a	double	separation.
Elaborated	in	order	to	express	the	reality	of	a	principle	of	competitive	exclusion—the
principle	of	Gause,23	namely	the	tendency	of	two	populations	who	share	the	same	space	to
eliminate	each	other	in	order	to	enjoy	fully	the	available	resources—the	concept	seems	to
tackle	the	relation	between	the	world	and	the	living	in	exclusive	terms:	the	world	is,	at	least
tendentially,	the	space	of	a	single	species,	the	habitat	of	a	specific	form	of	life	(as	it	was	also
for	von	Uexküll).	Now,	to	be	in	the	world	means	finding	it	impossible	not	to	share	the	ambient
space	with	other	forms	of	life,	not	to	be	exposed	to	the	life	of	others.	As	we	have	seen,	the
world	is	by	definition	the	life	of	others:	the	ensemble	of	other	living	beings.	The	mystery	that
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needs	explaining	is	therefore	the	inclusion	of	all	in	the	same	world,	and	not	the	exclusion	of
other	beings—which	is	always	unstable,	illusory,	and	ephemeral.	What	is	more,	through	the
concept	of	niche,	one	restricts	the	sphere	of	influence	and	of	mundane	existence	to	limitrophe
space	or	to	the	set	of	factors	or	resources	that	are	immediately	related	to	the	living	subject.	To
recognize	that	the	world	is	a	space	of	immersion	means,	on	the	contrary,	that	there	are	no	real
or	stable	frontiers:	the	world	is	the	space	that	never	lets	itself	be	reduced	to	a	house,	to	what	is
one’s	own,	to	one’s	digs,	to	the	immediate.	Being	in	the	world	means	to	exercise	influence
especially	outside	one’s	own	space,	outside	one’s	own	habitat,	outside	one’s	own	niche.	It	is
always	the	totality	of	the	world	one	lives	in,	which	is	and	will	always	be	infested	by	others.

In	conclusion,	the	influence24	of	any	living	being	on	the	environment	cannot	be	measured
simply	by	the	effects	that	its	existence	produces	outside	itself:	its	very	existence—insofar	as	it
is	nothing	but	a	novel	fashioning	of	the	anonymous	matter	of	the	world—is	the	foremost
influence	of	a	living	being	on	its	environment.	If	the	environment	does	not	begin	beyond	the
skin	of	the	living	being,	this	is	because	the	world	is	already	inside	it.	In	this	sense,	the	action
of	the	living	being	upon	the	world	cannot	be	considered	a	form	of	engineering	produced	by	the
ecosystem.25

“Plants,”	wrote	Charles	Bonnet,	“are	planted	in	the	air	nearly	as	much	as	they	are	in	the
earth”:26	the	atmosphere	rather	than	the	soil	is	their	first	medium,	their	world.	Photosynthesis	is
thus	the	most	radical	expression	of	their	being	in	the	world.	Before	being	recognized	as	the
principal	mechanism	of	the	production	of	vital	energy,	photosynthesis	was	understood	as	a
natural	airconditioning	device.	“I	flatter	myself,”	Joseph	Priestley	wrote	in	1772,	“that	I	have
accidentally	hit	upon	a	method	of	restoring	air	which	has	been	injured	by	the	burning,	and	that	I
have	discovered	at	least	one	of	the	restoratives	which	nature	employes	for	this	purpose.	It	is
vegetation.”27

Priestley	was	a	unitarian	theologian	famous	for	his	research	on	electricity.	He	placed	a	mint
plant	under	a	bell	jar	that	contained	air	produced	from	the	combustion	of	a	candle.	He
remarked	that,	twenty-seven	days	later,	another	candle	was	still	perfectly	capable	of	burning
inside	the	jar.28	According	to	Priestley,	the	explanation	lies	in	the	fact	that	plants	feed	off	of
gases	produced	through	animal	respiration	and	putrefaction	(“phlogistic	matter,”	in	the
terminology	of	his	time).	They	absorb	it	and	incorporate	it	into	their	own	substance.29	This
discovery	led	him	to	formulate	the	principle	of	complementarity	between	the	plant	world	and
the	animal	world:	“plants,	instead	of	affecting	air	in	the	same	manner	with	animal	respiration,
reverse	the	effects	of	breathing,	and	tend	to	keep	the	atmosphere	sweet	and	wholesome,	when
it	is	become	noxious,	in	consequence	of	animals	living	and	breathing,	or	dying	and	putrefying
in	it.”30	The	being	in	the	world	of	plants	resides	in	their	capacity	to	(re-)create	atmosphere.
From	a	certain	point	of	view,	the	living	being	itself—regardless	of	the	order	and	realm	to
which	it	belongs—is	considered	in	terms	of	the	type	of	atmosphere	it	produces,	as	though
being	in	the	world	meant	above	all	“to	make	atmosphere,”	and	not	the	other	way	round.

Some	years	later,	a	Dutch	doctor,	Jan	Ingenhousz,	extending	Priestley’s	intuition,	discovered
that	the	capacity	of	plants	to	“correct	bad	air	and	to	improve	good	air”31	was	due	exclusively
to	leaves.
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It	will,	perhaps,	appear	probable,	that	one	of	the	great	laboratories	of	nature	for	cleansing
and	purifying	the	air	of	our	atmosphere	is	placed	in	the	substance	of	the	leaves,	and	put	in
action	by	the	influence	of	the	light;	and	that	the	air	thus	purified,	but	in	this	state	grown
useless	or	noxious	to	the	plant,	is	thrown	out	for	the	greatest	part	by	the	excretory	ducts,
placed	chiefly,	at	least	in	the	most	part	of	plants,	on	the	underside	of	the	leaf.32

Ingenhousz	indeed	discovered	photosynthesis	(and	not	only	its	effects)	when	he	grasped	that
this	work	of	purification	and	of	air	conditioning	was	intimately	tied	to	the	presence	of	solar
light:	“the	leaves	of	plants	yield	dephlogistificated	air	only	in	the	clear	day-light,	or	in	the
sunshine,	and	begin	their	operation	only	after	they	have	been	in	a	certain	manner	prepared,	by
the	influence	of	the	same	light,	for	beginning	it.”33	Dipping	plants	in	a	pot	full	of	water,
Ingenhousz	found	that	the	air,	having	been

prepared	in	the	leaves	by	the	influence	of	the	light	of	the	sun,	appears	soon	upon	the
surface	of	the	leaves	in	different	forms,	most	generally	in	the	form	of	round	bubbles,
which,	increasing	gradually	in	size,	and	detaching	themselves	from	the	leaves,	rise	up	and
settle	at	the	inverted	bottom	of	the	jar:	they	are	succeeded	by	new	bubbles,	till	the	leaves,
not	being	in	the	way	of	supplying	themselves	with	new	atmospheric	air,	become
exhausted.34

The	fact	of	being	underwater	is	not	against	nature,	he	argues:

It	might,	perhaps,	be	objected	that	the	leaves	of	the	plants	are	never	in	a	natural	state
when	surrounded	by	pump	water;	and	that	thus	there	may,	perhaps,	remain	some	degree	of
doubt,	whether	the	same	operation	of	the	leaves	in	their	natural	situation	takes	place.	I
cannot	consider	the	plants	kept	thus	under	water	to	be	in	a	situation	so	contrary	to	their
nature	as	to	derange	their	usual	operation.	Water,	even	more	than	they	want,	is	not	hurtful
to	plants,	if	it	is	not	applied	too	considerable	a	time.	The	water	only	cuts	off	the
communication	with	the	external	air.35

The	experiences	and	discoveries	of	Priestley	and	Ingenhousz	(followed	by	those	of	Jean
Senebier,36	Nicolas	Théodore	de	Saussure,37	Julius	Robert	von	Mayer,38	and	Robin	Hill,39	to
cite	only	some	of	the	great	scientists	at	the	origin	of	the	discovery	of	the	true	nature	of	the
photosynthetic	process)	were	important	not	only	because	they	allowed	us	to	make	an	enormous
step	forward	in	our	understanding	of	plant	physiology,	but	because	they	represented	a	radical
shift	in	the	way	we	look	at	the	atmosphere.	The	air	we	breathe	is	not	a	purely	geological	or
mineral	reality—it	is	not	just	out	there,	it	is	not,	as	such,	an	effect	of	the	earth—but	rather	the
breath	of	other	living	beings.	It	is	a	byproduct	of	“the	lives	of	others.”	In	breath—the	first	and
the	most	trivial	and	unconscious	act	of	life	for	a	huge	number	of	organisms—we	depend	on	the
lives	of	others.	But,	above	all,	the	life	of	others	and	its	manifestations	are	reality	itself,	the
body	and	the	matter	of	what	we	call	the	world	or	the	medium.	Breath	is	already	a	first	form	of
cannibalism:	every	day	we	feed	off	the	gaseous	excretions	of	plants.	We	could	not	live	but	off
the	life	of	others.	Conversely,	every	living	being	is	first	of	all	what	makes	possible	the	life	of
others,	a	product	of	transitive	life,	which	is	capable	of	circulating	everywhere,	of	being
breathed	in	by	others.	The	living	being	is	not	satisfied	with	giving	life	to	a	restricted	portion	of
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matter	that	we	call	its	body;	it	also	gives	life	especially	to	the	space	that	surrounds	it.	That	is
where	immersion	lies—the	fact	that	life	is	always	its	own	environment	and	that,	because	of
this,	it	circulates	from	body	to	body,	from	subject	to	subject,	from	place	to	place.

After	all,	photosynthesis	demonstrates	that,	if	one	observes	it	on	a	global	scale,	the
fundamental	relation	between	life	and	the	world	is	much	more	complex	than	what	we	imagine
through	the	concept	of	adaptation.

Adaptation	is	a	dubious	notion,	for	in	the	real	world	the	environment,	to	which	the
organisms	are	adapting,	is	determined	by	their	neighbors’	activities	rather	than	by	the
blind	forces	of	chemistry	and	physics	alone.	[…]	the	air	we	breathe,	the	oceans	and	the
rocks	are	all	either	the	direct	products	of	living	organisms	or	have	been	greatly	modified
by	their	presence.40

Instead	of	revealing	itself	as	a	space	of	competition	or	mutual	exclusion,	the	world	opens	in
them	as	the	metaphysical	space	of	the	most	radical	form	of	mixture,	the	form	that	makes
possible	the	coexistence	of	the	incompatible,	an	alchemical	laboratory	in	which	everything
seems	to	be	able	to	change	its	nature,	to	pass	from	the	organic	into	the	inorganic.	Immersion
makes	both	symbiosis	and	symbiogenesis	possible:	if	organisms	come	to	define	their	identity
thanks	to	the	life	of	other	living	beings,	this	is	because	each	living	being	lives	already,	at	once,
in	the	life	of	others.41

Plants	are	the	primordial	soup	of	the	Earth	that	allows	matter	to	become	life	and	life	to
retransform	itself	into	“brute	matter.”	We	call	“atmosphere”	this	radical	mixture	that	makes
everything	coexist	in	a	single	place	without	sacrificing	either	forms	or	substances.

More	than	a	part	of	the	world,	the	atmosphere	is	a	metaphysical	space	in	which	everything
depends	on	everything	else,	the	quintessence	of	the	world	understood	as	a	space	in	which	each
person’s	life	is	mixed	with	the	life	of	others.	The	space	in	which	we	live	is	not	simply	a
container	to	which	we	have	to	adapt.	Its	form	and	its	existence	are	inseparable	from	the	forms
of	life	it	hosts	and	makes	possible.	The	air	we	breathe,	the	nature	of	the	soil,	the	lines	of	the
terrestrial	surface,	the	shapes	that	form	themselves	in	the	sky,42	the	color	of	everything	that
surrounds	us:	these	are	all	immediate	effects	of	life,	in	the	same	sense	and	with	the	same
intensity	as	they	are	its	principles.	The	world	is	not	an	autonomous	entity	independent	of	life,	it
is	the	fluid	nature	of	any	medium:	climate,	atmosphere.

It	surrounds	us	and	penetrates	us	but	we	are	barely	aware	of	it.	It	is	not	a	space:	it	is	a	subtle,
transparent	body,	barely	perceivable	by	touch	or	by	sight.	But	it	is	from	this	fluid,	which
envelops	everything,	which	penetrates	and	is	penetrated	by	everything,	that	we	have	the	colors,
forms,	smells,	and	tastes	of	the	world.	In	this	same	fluid	we	can	encounter	things	and	let
ourselves	be	touched	by	everything	that	exists	and	does	not	exist.	It	is	this	fluid	that	makes	us
think;	it	is	this	fluid	that	makes	us	live	and	love.	The	atmosphere	is	our	first	world,	the	medium
in	which	we	are	wholly	immersed:	the	sphere	of	breath.	It	is	the	absolute	medium,	that	in
which	and	through	which	the	world	gives	itself,	that	in	which	and	through	which	we	give
ourselves	to	the	world.	More	than	absolute	container,	it	is	the	stirring	of	everything,	the	matter,
space,	and	force	of	the	infinite	and	universal	interpenetration	of	things.	The	atmosphere	is	not
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just	a	part	of	the	world	that	is	distinct	and	separate	from	others,	but	the	principle	through	which
the	world	makes	itself	inhabitable,	opening	itself	to	our	breath	and	itself	becoming	the	breath
of	things.	One	is	always,	in	the	manner	of	the	atmosphere	itself,	in	the	world,	because	the
world	exists	as	atmosphere.

The	term	“atmosphere”	is	modern.	It	is	a	neologism	coined	in	the	seventeenth	century	to	give	a
classical	allure	to	the	Dutch	expression	dampcloot,	itself	a	translation	of	Latin	vaporum
sphaera,	a	term	by	which	Galileo	was	referring	to	regio	vaporosa,	a	“vaporous	realm.”43	But
before	being	the	aerial	region	immediately	above	the	terrestrial	crust,	hot	through	the	reflection
of	solar	light	and	humid	owing	to	the	vapors	exhaled	by	the	earth,	atmosphere	has	also	been,
for	centuries,	a	space	of	circulation	for	elements	and	forms,	the	metaphysical	space	of	their
conjunction,	the	unity	of	all	things,	measured	by	the	coincidence	of	breath	and	not	by	that	of
substance	or	form.

The	Stoics	were	the	first	to	have	thought	of	the	unity	of	the	world	in	terms	related	to	the
atmosphere.	In	pondering	over	the	various	forms	that	unity	can	take	and	over	the	form	of	unity
specific	to	the	world	in	its	totality,	Stoicism	developed	its	concept	of	total	mixture.	One	can,	in
effect,	imagine	three	forms	of	union	produced	by	the	interaction	of	different	substances	or
objects:	simple	juxtaposition	(parathesis),	in	which	different	things	form	a	single	mass	while
preserving	the	limits	of	their	body	and	without	sharing	anything,	as	in	the	case	of	a	heap	of
grains;	fusion	(sunchusis),	in	which	the	quality	of	each	component	is	destroyed	to	produce	a
new	object,	which	has	a	different	nature	and	quality	from	that	of	the	originary	elements,	as	in
the	case	of	perfumes;	and,	lastly,	total	mixture	(krasis,	or	di’holōn	antiparektasis),	in	which
bodies	occupy	each	other’s	place,	while	preserving	their	quality	and	individuality.44	Now,
what	one	calls	“world”	cannot	be	thought	of	as	a	simple	pile	of	objects	with	no	relation	other
than	superficial	contact,	or	as	a	complete	fusion	of	bodies	that	gives	rise	to	a	“super-object”45
distinct	in	essence	and	quality	from	its	originary	components.	Alexander	of	Aphrodisias	wrote,
summarizing	the	doctrine	of	Chrysippus:

Certain	mixtures	occur	by	juxtaposition	through	two	or	more	substances	being	composed
into	the	same	mass	and	juxtaposed	with	one	another	“by	juncture”	as	he	[sc.	Chrysippus]
says,	and	with	each	of	them	preserving	the	surface	of	their	own	substance	and	quality	in
such	a	juxtaposition,	as,	one	will	grant,	happens	with	beans	and	wheat-grains	in	their
juxtaposition	[…]	other	mixtures	occur	by	total	fusion	with	both	the	substances	and	their
qualities	being	destroyed	together	as	he	says	happens	with	medical	drugs	in	the	joint-
destruction	of	the	constituents	and	the	production	of	other	body	from	them;

and	there	is	another	type,	wrote	Alexander,	that

occurs	through	certain	substances	and	their	qualities	being	mutually	coextended	in	their
entirety	and	preserving	their	original	substance	and	qualities	in	a	mixture:	this	mixture	is
blending	in	the	strict	sense	of	the	term.46

To	think	of	the	atmosphere	as	a	space	of	mixture	means	to	overcome	the	idea	of	composition
and	fusion.	Between	the	elements	of	the	same	world	there	is	a	complicity	and	an	intimacy	that
go	much	deeper	than	those	produced	by	physical	contiguity;	what	is	more,	this	attachment	is	not
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identical	with	an	amalgam	or	with	the	reduction	of	the	variety	of	substances,	colors,	forms,	or
species	to	a	monolithic	unity.	If	things	form	a	world,	it	is	because	they	mix	without	losing	their
identity.

The	unity	of	mixture,	in	turn,	is	not	mechanical:	“substance	is	unified	because	it	is	entirely
pervaded	by	a	pneuma	through	which	the	whole	is	held	together,	is	stable	and	is	sympathetic
with	itself.”47	To	mix	without	fusion	means	to	share	the	same	breath.	One	has	to	give	attention
to	the	unity	of	a	living	body:	organs	are	not	simply	juxtaposed,	nor	are	they	materially	liquefied
into	one	another.	If	they	constitute	a	body,	it	is	because	they	share	the	same	breath.	The	same
goes	for	the	cosmos:	to	be	in	the	world	means	always	to	share	not	only	an	identity,	but	the	same
breath	(that	is,	the	same	pneuma).	“There	is	a	breath	that	moves	itself	toward	itself	and	of
itself”:48	such	is	the	dynamic	of	the	world,	its	immanent	rhythm.	Breath	is	the	art	of	mixture,
what	allows	each	object	to	mix	with	the	rest	of	the	objects,	to	immerse	itself	in	them.
Atmosphere,	the	sphere	of	breath,	its	extreme	horizon,	is	the	form	of	intimacy	and	unity	that
defines	itself	not	through	homogeneity	of	substance	or	form	but	through	the	sharing	of	the	same
breath,	of	a	family	resemblance	among	a	collection	of	elements	that	is	not	a	simple
combination	of	disparate	objects.	The	atmosphere—the	climate—is	this	unity	that	has	no	need
to	be	reduced	to	a	unity	of	qualities	and	forms.

What	radiates	unity	also	radiates	form,	visibility,	consistency.	This	same	family	resemblance	is
what	allows	us	to	recognize	the	real	identity	of	a	collection,	and	the	atmosphere	is	what	makes
a	place	visible	to	us	in	its	totality,	beyond	the	objects	that	occupy	it.	Breath	is	not	only	air	in
motion:	it	is	lightning,	unveiling,	means	of	revelation.	If	the	world	is	unified	by	a	common	and
universal	breath,	it	is	because	breath	is	the	originary	essence	of	what	the	Greeks	called	logos,
language,	reason.	Hence	logos	is	what	produces	the	universal	mixture,	it	is	what	allows
everything	to	mix	in	the	extension	of	every	other	living	thing	without	losing	its	own	identity.	If
breath	gives	unity	to	the	world,	it	is	because	it	also	constitutes	the	last	root	of	its	visibility	and
its	rationality:	breath	is	the	true	logos	of	the	world,	its	language,	its	word,	the	organ	of	its
revelation.

The	world	is	the	matter,	the	form,	the	space,	and	the	reality	of	breath.	Plants	are	the	breath	of
all	living	beings,	the	world	as	breath.	In	turn,	any	breath	is	evidence	of	the	fact	that	being	in
the	world	is,	fundamentally,	an	experience	of	immersion.	To	breathe	means	to	be	plunged	into	a
medium	that	penetrates	us	in	the	same	way	and	with	the	same	intensity	as	we	penetrate	it.	Any
being	is	a	being	of	the	world	[mondain]	if	it	immersed	in	what	immerses	itself	in	it.	The	plant,
then,	is	the	paradigm	of	immersion.

Notes
1.	The	literature	on	this	topic	is	immense.	See	Patricia	G.	Gensel	and	Dianne	Edwards	(eds.),
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Columbia	University	Press,	2001);	M.	Vecoli,	G.	Clément,	and	B.	Meyer-Berthaud	(eds.),
The	Terrestrialization	Process:	Modeling	Complex	Interactions	at	the	Biosphere–
Geosphere	Interface	(London:	Geological	Society,	2010);	and	Joseph	E.	Armstrong,	How
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Adaptation,”	Philosophical	Transactions	of	the	Royal	Society	London,	309	(1985):	273–
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Nature	389.6646	(1997):	33–9;	and	Martin	Gibling	and	Neil	Davies,	“Paleozoic
Landscapes	Shaped	by	Plant	Evolution,”	Nature	Geosciences,	5	(2012):	99–105.
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Cosmochimica	Acta,	73	(2009):	5241–55.	The	beautiful	book	by	Donald	E.	Canfield,
Oxygen:	A	Four-Billion-Year	History	(Princeton:	Princeton	University	Press,	2014),	gives
one	a	good	orientation.	For	an	explanation	of	the	great	oxidative	event	starting	from
geological	causes,	see,	among	others,	M.	Wille,	J.	D.	Kramers,	T.	F.	Nagler,	N.	J.	Beukes,
S.	Schroder,	T.	Meisel,	J.	P.	Lacassie,	and	A.	R.	Voegelin,	“Evidence	for	a	Gradual	Rise	of
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