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Breath of Other, Breath of Self
KIRA JADE COOPER

THE COVID!19 PANDEMIC has been a stark reminder about the im-
portance of breathing, with millions struggling to perform this most 

basic and life-sustaining act. "is year, through friends and loved ones, I have 
experienced a full spectrum of breaths: celebrated a child’s #rst breath, rejoiced 
as an elderly friend recovered her virus-gripped breath, su$ered immense grief 
when a community member chose to take their #nal breath, and with relief re-
stored a seizure-gripped life through chest compressions and the sharing of my 
own breath. As our new reality, one of physical distancing and smiles obscured 
by masks, reveals itself, we will need to learn new ways of being and doing. 
For how we choose to connect, distance, and transform as individuals and as a 
collective over the next few months will steer the course of our future for gen-
erations to come. "is essay is an invitation to both explore and learn from the 
breath—yours, mine, and ours. It welcomes you not simply to see through the 
eyes of another, but also to breathe through their respiratory system. To take 
part in a body scan of the Earth, and through the cultivation of such mindful-
ness, share in a collective breath of healing and renewal. 

While not all living creatures have pairs of eyes like ours, we all share the 
universality of breath, the great equalizer among Earth beings. We know that 
trees, along with other plantae species, provide us with oxygen, the vital in-
gredient we need to survive. Yet this knowledge, along with so much about 
our interdependence with the natural world, including our own carbon-rich 
contributions to trees,1 is taught in the West from indoor classrooms. It is here, 
in routinely disinfected and climate-controlled boxes located in institutional 
factories,2 where we learn about and yet are separated from those beings who 
make our very existence possible. We learn about them through facts and les-
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sons. We read about them on pages printed on their reconstituted, pulpy, dyed 
“%esh.” We interact with them through windows that keep us in and them out. 
"e methods by which we have come to learn about plants, trees, and the sen-
suous world are curated by a system that reinforces colonialism, imperialism, 
and speciesism in the pursuit of knowledge, a system that is helping us unlearn 
our place within, and innate love for, nature.3 

Information we extract from nature is an in#nite resource of power which 
arms the “civilized”—the privileged and industrious—with technologies to 
dominate the “wild”—the exploitable other.4 "e very notion of learning about 
trees from books instead of from trees exempli#es our hubris and how much 
faith we have entrusted to these reductive ways of knowing. Knowledge is not 
only limited to the volume of facts gathered on each topic but is also impov-
erished by our obliviousness to the enduring su$ering we have left in the wake 
of its gathering. For while there are plenty of books on trees that above all else 
stress their importance to the health of the ecosphere, we continue to destroy 
the trees, their habitats, and their stewards at an alarming rate.5 

Sadly, this paradox—of seeking for knowledge yet destroying what is 
known—is not only harmful to trees. Western science at large is governed by 
an objectivity that reduces beings to things: the same Cartesian logic that reduc-
es trees from a life-sustaining species to a mere resource and sometimes even 
an obstacle to more desired resources.6 "e dominant belief that nature exists 
only to serve humankind strengthens powerful systems that drive progress and 
further alienate us from nature. Such alienation, though rarely acknowledged, 
is what keeps many people searching for connection, sense of place, and mean-
ing. It is what has made us the perfect consumers, each of us a modern Sisy-
phus, desperately amassing stu! to assuage an ever-growing hunger that only 
ties to land could ever truly satisfy. While modernity prides itself on its many 
achievements and successes—essentially advancements over the ways of the 
past—it has failed at ensuring almost all measures of sustainability.7 By perpet-
uating systems that reward e&ciency over natural processes, oppression over 
reconciliation, violence over co-existence, and exploitation over regeneration, 
modernity is progressively taking our breath away. 

Modernity has taught us how to separate ourselves from nature, not how 
to breathe with nature. "rough a process of physical, emotional, and spiritual 
distancing, modernity has exonerated us from the su$ering we in%ict on the 
natural world and those we see as other, so that we can guiltlessly pursue more 
knowledge, more progress, more power, and more stu$.8 "rough its story of 
separation,9 modernity imposes a duality between you and me, us and them, 
human and non-human. "is story legitimizes and strengthens the systems that 
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deny equal access to nature, despite nature’s universal importance for the well-
being of all people,10 and profanes landscapes for exploitation.11 

Certainly, modernity has led to the creation of more impressive technol-
ogies, better medicines, and a clearer conception of the world beyond Earth’s 
atmosphere. But at what cost? We are mindlessly destroying biodiversity and 
endangering our very survival.12 Forests are being exploited exponentially faster 
than they can regenerate.13 Oceans are drowning in plastic and toxic waste.14 
"e planet is warming and will soon become uninhabitable for many.15 To 
compound matters related to the ecocrisis, the current pandemic has infected 
a large part of the human population, threatening economic collapse and lead-
ing to a global mental health emergency.16 Accelerating rates of poverty and 
privation have disproportionately burdened the most vulnerable and deepened 
their su$ering.17 Disparities in medical access among developed and develop-
ing nations have reinforced systemic inequities, which place greater value on 
the breath of certain individuals than of others.18 Ethnic minorities, who were 
already struggling to breathe as a result of chronic exposure to air pollution,19 
have experienced higher rates of COVID-19 exposure and associated mortali-
ty,20 not to mention more restrictions for accessing the outdoors.21 Collectively, 
it appears that we have lost our bearings. "e pandemic has blindfolded us, 
spun us in circles, and left us dizzily scouting unchartered territory. We are 
quite simply, lost. 

Here, in the place of the unknown, there is no option but to stop, look, 
and listen. To rely on our senses, the original gatekeepers of our knowing. For 
this is perhaps the #rst time in our techno-saturated recent history that our dig-
ital devices and location technologies are useless in guiding us forward.22 "ey 
have become disorienting to our sensemaking,23 like a magnet misguiding our 
internal compass or an overloaded rucksack on an endurance trek. "e good 
news is that being lost is not necessarily a bad thing, as it forces us to wan-
der into new territory. "is new direction we are leaning into, this search for 
meaning, sensemaking, and interbeing,24 is awakening us to the sensuous—an 
embodied way of experiencing the world. 

Everything in our universe is expanding, contracting, and in its own way, 
breathing. Even rocks, which are generally seen as static #xtures in the land-
scape, contract, expand, and oxidize—their own chemical breath. Are not 
these processes like our own breathing systems—contracting, expanding, and 
continuously interacting with our surroundings? And indeed, it is also worth 
recognizing that rocks move, albeit at a geologic speed, and are not permanent-
ly frozen in time. And when it comes to time, how many moments have you 
spent mindfully engaged with rocks—touching them, smelling them, being 
with them? How well do you understand the rocks in your neighbourhood? 
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Enough to respect their agency, voice, and their right to belong? Can you orient 
yourself in your neighbourhood around them? By limiting our understanding 
of breath to a set of lungs, we have failed to recognize what Indigenous cultures 
have long known—that all elements of our landscape are animate and in their 
own way, breathing.25 And we too are part of this breath…

It was not until quarantine measures, when physical access to nature was 
either restricted or completely denied, that I felt the full gravity of the discon-
nect—how being separate from nature in%icted its own kind of sickness, one 
that has been normalized as humans transitioned into a primarily urbanized 
species.26 After years of practicing body scans in a Western meditative tradi-
tion, whereby I would actively bring nonjudgmental attention to my mind-
body landscape, I began to feel disconnected and lonely, as though I was cut o$ 
from some part of myself. It took me a while to notice that I was limiting my 
practice and had drawn a line between myself and the rest of the natural world. 
With this awareness, I began expanding my body scan to encompass the broad-
er bioregion I inhabit. Slowly, I began to feel a restored sense of connection and 
kinship with everything around me and gradually widened the practice until I 
was practicing a whole Earth scan. 

As places of expansive wildness disappear faster than ever before,27 many of 
us have experienced a renewed urgency to reconnect with the natural world. To 
learn new ways to breathe, to learn, and to be. Contemplative and meditative 
techniques can help enhance our relationship with nature, and in the process, 
initiate a truly regenerative healing process. At times when we are forced to stay 
indoors and physically separate from nature, these practices become increas-
ingly essential for nurturing our sense of connection with all life around us. 
Here I would like to o$er my own Earth-scan practice for those who are feeling 
a yearning to reach out and connect.

Envision yourself sitting or lying down in the middle of a forest. If it is 
comfortable, close your eyes. Begin to feel yourself sending out sentinel 
roots and sensing the di!erent lifeforms in this space. Notice the feeling of 
connection that emerges as you begin to weave through the rich tapestry 
of the forest floor. Feel the strength and support that comes from this state 
of groundedness and how it fills you with energy. Gently invite your roots 
to wander freely and explore the rich fungal web around you. Note the 
places where you sense the fungi have experienced harm, brokenness, and 
damage. Feel into the places where your roots would rather recoil than 
push through. And instead of rerouting your root channels to avoid the 
discomfort, be present with the pain. Hold space for it. 
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Begin to experience the soothing that flows through the network as other 
fungi share their nutrients to encourage healing. Send your own loving-
kindness and compassion to support this transformative process. Each time 
you send out loving-kindness, feel the strengthening of your own roots to 
this connection. Continue to widen this web of awareness to touch other 
places and beings you wish to connect with. Widen your reach outwards 
until you feel connected to the entire planet. Invite a feeling of peace 
into your body as you experience both the existence and cessation of all 
su!ering. Mindfully rest in this place of stillness for as long as you feel called 
to do so. Whenever you are ready, slowly invite movement back into your 
body and open your eyes. 

As we prepare to send children back to school, it is worth pausing and 
re%ecting on the kinds of wisdom we want to impart to the next generation. 
COVID-19, while bringing colossal disruption to our education systems, has 
presented us with a unique opportunity to rede#ne schooling in a post-pan-
demic future.28 We have a chance to cultivate in the classroom a more mindful 
and inclusive pedagogy, receptive to a new kind of learning. A kind of learning 
that empowers the next generation, with their tiny hands and open hearts, and 
gives them the best chance at untangling some of the sustainability challenges 
to which we ourselves have failed to be in service.29 A kind of learning that 
gestures towards the braiding together of a di$erent way of understanding that 
we may not have yet fully grasped ourselves.30 A kind of learning that is rooted 
in awareness, acceptance, and commitment to lasting wellbeing for all. A kind 
of learning that respects all breath equally. 

After all, do we want students to learn about trees from books or from 
trees themselves? Do we want children to be limited to relationships curated 
through their digital devices or through connection with their environment?31 
Do we want them to spend their days sitting inside, at their desks in recircu-
lated air, or outdoors, experiencing life through their breath with the rest of 
nature? What would happen if we were to supplement our fragmented ways of 
understanding the world with more embodied practices that brought us closer 
to nature?32

Our breath is both the basis of our existence and our greatest teacher. 
"rough our breathing, we can cultivate a practice of mindfulness that allows 
us to reach out and touch other life. We can extend a web of awareness that 
brings together all elements of the breathing, living landscape—both abiotic 
and biotic—into one universal breath. One of gratitude where we can express 
thanks to trees for their oxygenated gifts. Of healing, so we can come together 
and tend our collective su$ering. Of mourning, so we can grieve for all that has 
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been lost.33 And of hope, where we can look towards a future where all beings 
may %ourish. Let us awaken to the present reality of our collective su$ering 
and greet it with kindness, compassion, and a vow to free all beings from its 
clutches.

May all beings be happy and healthy. 
May all beings be free of su!ering.  

May all beings breathe freely…

 KIRA JADE'COOPER is a PhD Candidate at the University of Waterloo, Canada 
Her transdisciplinary research examines the use of contemplative practices such 
as mindfulness to nurture inner transformations towards sustainability. With a 
background in infectious disease response as well as environmental and religious 
studies, she is particularly interested in alternative ways of being and doing that 
support collective wellbeing.
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Vision
At "e Arrow Journal, we envision an awake society in which humans create political, economic, and cultural 
practices and institutions that support all people in discovering their innate worth, wisdom, and compassion; 
in living meaningful and ful#lling lives; in celebrating and respecting human diversity; and in promoting the 
health, resilience, and %ourishing of the more-than-human world.

Mission
"e Arrow Journal fosters thoughtful, nuanced, and scholarly investigation of the applications of contem-
plative wisdom traditions to addressing global challenges. We aim to be a tool of compassionate disruption 
of habitual cultural, political, and economic norms that wreak havoc on people and planet. In this way, we 
encourage contemplative practitioners to sharpen their understanding of how dharma calls on them to show 
up for su$ering and injustice in the world. Simultaneously, we invite policymakers, scholars, and activists to 
consider alternative ways of knowing that fall outside the western mainstream as necessary and useful perspec-
tives for meaningfully confronting the challenges we face as a global community.

What’s in a name? 
In many cultures, the arrow is a traditional image of bravery and precision. Within the speed and chaos of our 
present world, the arrow symbolizes the courage to de#ne a clear direction for how we might bene#t others 
and society.
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