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The COVID-19 pandemic made dangerous 
something as simple as breathing. Thus, a 
new portable architecture – the mask –, which 
protects the body from a hostile environment, 
became widespread. This text, however, 
proposes that these architectures had already 
appeared in the Indo-Pacific region, either 
as protection against the smoke from fires 
or the toxic gases used in riot control or 
mass demonstrations.

I n the months that preceded the global spread 
of co ViD-19, a series of events transformed the 

atmosphere of the Indo-Pacific region: the bushfire’s 
smoke on the East coast of Australia; the tear gas used 
in the Santiago de Chile and Hong Kong protests; the 
Supreme Court of India’s ruling on Delhi’s pollution 
failures, and activists covering iconic statues with 
respirators across Johannesburg and Pretoria, to name a 
few. They all mapped political struggles taking place in 
the region’s air that trigger a proliferation of masked faces 
before the pandemic.

The events in Santiago, Hong Kong, Johannesburg, 
Delhi, and Sydney add up to compose these stories. In 
each location, the atmospheric composition led to the 
development of physical protections, responding to the local 
conditions. These proto-architectures of the body illustrate 
how, before our global pandemic, masks and respirators 
were already part of the Indo-Pacific imaginary. Together, 
they form a collection of folk costumes for a region in-the-
making, and, by extension, a partial map of that amorphous 
substance that connects the Indo-Pacific – its air.

The popularization of masks – personal technologies 
to protect us from the air we breathe – might be related to 
the increased public access to air quality data and the 
attached health-related recommendations, such as ‘Poor 
quality air alert, please stay indoors.’ Unlike air purifiers, 
humidifiers, or ac  filters – appliances traditionally used 
at a building scale – masks control the air one person is 
breathing. As they complement the individual’s respiratory 
system, they establish an intimate relationship with their 
body. Yet, safely breathing harmful air has consequences, 
as masks and respirators deface their users. They obscure 
a set of physical features to present another. Hiding 
behind a mask, becoming ‘other,’ has a long tradition. 
From superheroes to protesters, from heists to carnival, 
a new visage constructs a new identity – whether it’s 
individual like plastic surgery or collective like the Zapatista 
ski mask. However, the explosion of new faces across 

Folk cosTumes, iNdo paciFic air
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the Indo-Pacific region was not a decision but rather a 
side effect, an unintended collective face triggered by 
environmental conditions.

Sydney’s P2 Masks
The demand for P2 masks1 dramatically increased in 
the cities across the East Coast of Australia in the last 
months of 2019. The origin of this sudden popularity 
was the 2019-2020 bushfire season. In three months, 
the fires burned an estimated 18.6 million hectares, 
destroying close to 6,000 buildings, killing over 30 people 
and more than one billion animals, and releasing into 
the atmosphere 306 million tons of co 2, close to 60% 
of Australia’s co 2 total yearly emissions.2 90% of the 
total particle mass emitted were fine particles under 2.5 
microns (PM2.5). The dimensions of PM2.5 particles allow 
them to reach the pulmonary alveoli and jump straight 
to the bloodstream. The health impacts of extended 
exposure to PM2.5 particles range from respiratory tract 
irritation to asthma, reduced lung function, heart failure, 
and premature death. Through December and January, 
the PM2.5 levels reached 400 µg/m³ in Sydney Central 
Business District (c BD) and went over 200 µg/m³ in most 
Sydney suburbs (for reference, the worst Air Quality Index 
– aq i  – for Beijing in the infamously polluted 2017 had a
PM2.5 reading of 121 µg/m³). As the overall aq i  reached 
600, its scale was rendered meaningless since the value for
the worst atmospheric condition, named ‘Hazardous’ and
represented with a deep red, was 200.³

At that concentration level, aq i maps online are 
unnecessary. Suspended PM2.5 particles scatter the sun’s 
shorter wavelength light (blue colors) and skip longer 
wavelengths (red colors). As the material qualities of ashes 
tinted the atmosphere, the resulting orange sky became 
a substitute for the color coding provided by the New 
South Wales government air quality daily reports. Images 
of burned koalas, exhausted firefighters refusing to shake 
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s hand, masks 
shortages in aboriginal communities, and vacationers 
trapped by the fire in the beaches had all in common the 
colored sky. Orange air became a symbol of public outrage. 

On December 11th, with Sydney’s aq i over the 
‘hazardous’ mark, a first public protest, the Climate 
Emergency Rally, gathered 20,000 people in Sydney’s 
cBD. This was followed by a second protest on 
January 10th, under similar atmospheric conditions, 
when 30,000 people gathered in the same location 
under the motto ‘Sack scoMo!’ in reference to 
Australia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison. Organized 
by Extinction Rebellion and University Students for 
Climate Justice, both protests demanded national 
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resources to fight the ongoing bushfires and changes 
in Australia’s climate change policies.

The P2 masks were an essential feature during the 
protests. Their non-woven polypropylene fabric filters 
at least 94% airborne particles under 0.5 microns, 
reducing toxic air’s effects on the human body, which is 
especially effective in dealing with PM2.5 particles. But 
the non-woven layers not only allowed protesters to 
breathe. Wearing a mask became a distinctive feature 
of the demonstrators. Covering one’s own face with a 
garment traditionally reserved for construction sites4 
defined its collective identity. The mask also became 
a literal demonstration of the reasons to protest. They 
evidenced the increase of PM2.5 particles in the air 
caused by a bushfire rooted in climate change-related 
drought, intensified by the national government’s 
support of “clean coal.”5 The mask showed how 
coal dust was literally and metaphorically making 
Sydney’s air unbreathable. In other words, the fabric’s 
materiality mirrored the stratification of political 
practice, agency, and performance, collapsing into the 
form of the garments.

Santiago’s Bandana Wrapped Collection 
of Ashes Soaked in Soda Lime
In January 2020, na sa  released images of the ashes 
of the Australian bushfires crossing the Pacific Ocean, 
arriving in Chile. However, since October 2019, charcoal 
dust, of a different origin, soaked bandanas covering 
faces in Santiago, Valparaíso, Concepción, Arica, 
Iquique, Antofagasta, La Serena, Rancagua, Chillán, 
Valdivia, Osorno, Puerto Montt and Punta Arenas in 
response to a different kind of airborne health risk.

Between October 2019 and January 2020, these 
sites witnessed the largest civil unrest in Chile since 
the end of Augusto Pinochet’s Dictatorship. Initially 
triggered by the increase of public transportation 
fares in Santiago, the protests crystallized the social 
discontent with years of economic, racial, and gender 
inequality. The scale and repercussions of the events 
were unprecedented. The largest march gathered more 
than a million people; eight ministers resigned; and, 
eventually, the government agreed to hold a referendum 
to rewrite the 1980 Constitution.

The initial reaction of the Chilean government 
was more familiar. On October 19th, the declaration 
of the state of emergency transferred the control of 
the affected areas to the army, which, subsequently, 
imposed a curfew citing the civil unrest for the first 
time since the end of the dictatorship. Thirty-two 
people were killed, and 2,000 police members were 
injured. The number of injured demonstrators remains 
unknown, but the National Institute of Human Rights 
(Instituto Nacional de Derechos Humanos, in DH), 
reported more than 11,180 hospitalized and over 8,800 
detained, documenting cases of torture, sexual abuse, 
and sexual assault (in DH, 2019). The police made 
extensive use of truck-mounted water cannons, pellets, 
rubber bullets, and tear gas canisters.6

FIG. 1 Manifestante 
no identificado, 
Concentración 
por la Emergencia 
Ambiental, 10 de 
diciembre de 2019, 
Sídney. / Unidentified 
Demonstrator, Climate 
Emergency Rally, 
December 10th, 2019, 
Sydney. Fuente / source: 
Hamish McIntosh, 
Indo-Pacific Air, 2019. 
© Hamish McIntosh
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The gas canisters contained 2-chlorobenzalmalononitrile 
(C10H5ClN2) commonly known as c s  gas (the initials of 
Ben Corson and Roger Stoughton, the two scientists 
who first synthesized it in 1928). c s  gas is one of around 
15 different types used regularly as tear gas and the one 
preferred by most police forces, including the Chilean, 
for riot control due to its powerful effects. These 
include tears, profuse coughing, burning in the eyes and 
throat areas, disorientation, dizziness, and breathing 
difficulties. Remarkably, even if c s  is routinely used on 
civilians worldwide, is deemed not acceptable for war. 
Like any lachrymatory agent, its use in warfare has been 
internationally prohibited since the end of World War I.7

Widely distributed online instruction manuals 
recommend demonstrators using vinegar or lime 
juice, as its acid composition will counter the effects 
of the gas. An alternative method involves smashing 
up charcoal as the ashes might filter c s  gas out. Both 
methods involve soaking a bandana and tying it tightly 
around the face. However, these methods are as popular 
as discouraged, since the effect of charcoal or acidic 
liquids close to the eyes and mucous membranes not 
only won’t protect from c s  gas, but it might in itself be 
the source of irritation.8

The effectiveness of the bandanas needs to be 
accounted for in the realm of political agency and 
performance. Even if its ability to filter c s  gas is 
limited, its role in the protest was essential. During 
the Pinochet regime, anonymity was crucial to escape 
repression. This role persisted in the 2019-2020 
protests, even if partially covering one’s face with 
fabric welcomed other political practices.

The widespread eye injuries, including globe ruptures 
during the protests,9 made covering one eye a symbol 
of the fight against police brutality. In parallel, Las tesis’ 
performance, “Un violador en tu camino” [A rapist in 
your path], became a global icon of the fight for ending 
violence against women. Initially staged in Valparaiso 
on November 18th by four members of the collective 
– blindfolded with black fabric and wearing a green 
bandana on the neck to support abortion rights –, the 
performance was reproduced in Chile’s protests and 
eventually all over the world. Worth mentioning is La
Escuela Nunca’s “Manifiesto Capucha,”10 presented on

“The existence of the Indo-Pacific region 
has been treated as a de facto reality in 
trade agreements, cultural exchanges, 
and development grants, while its actual 
characterization varies according to the 
agencies, parties or policies involved. It 
is not a strange condition – a cacophony 
of legal definitions also delineates 
well-established regions such as Europe.”
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February 1st, 2020, near ‘Plaza Dignidad’ (popular name 
given to Plaza Baquedano following the protests of 
October 18th). Its claim “we renounce our own name, 
we call for losing our identity, our face, gender, nation, 
to become hood, flesh, blood, a living and multiple 
organism,”11 is perhaps the most self-aware example 
of how their masks combined practice, agency, and 
performance. The manifesto presents them as an 
essential tool for the political imagination required for 
the coming constituent process. However, the Chilean 
government might have best understood the inherent 
danger these garments posed to traditional architecture 
when it sponsored the ‘anti-mask and anti-looting laws.’12 
The regulation, approved November 27th by the House 
and on December 4th by the Chilean Senate, linked 
masks to building destruction, thus confirming these 
garments capable of melting architecture into thin air.

Hong Kong’s Combination of Respirator, 
Goggles, Makeup and Laser Pointer
Two months before the Chilean ban on masks, 
another government argued similarly. On October 
4th, 2019, the executive authorities of Hong Kong 
invoked a colonial-era law, the Emergency Regulations 
Ordinance, which conferred the Chief Executive-in-
Council Carrie Lam exceptional powers to legislate, 
bypassing the city’s parliament. The following day, 
Lam implemented the Prohibition on Face Covering 
Regulation (PFcr ),1³ an anti-mask law to prevent 
protestors from “destroying the city.”14

The PFc r  appeared in the context of the Hong Kong 
2019-2020 protests, the longest and most extensive in 
the city-state history. The protests started with limited 

FIG. 2 Aparición #1 
La calle en disputa, 
entre el 25 de enero y 
el 1 de febrero de 2020, 
Santiago. / between 
January 25th, and February 
1st, 2020, Santiago. 
Fuente / source: Bruno 
Salas, La Escuela Nunca y 
los Otros Futuros, 2020.  
© Bruno Salas
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demonstrations as early as March 2019, triggered by 
the introduction of the Fugitive Offenders’ amendment 
bill, which weakened the separation of Hong Kong’s 
jurisdiction from Mainland China’s legal system. By June, 
the demonstrations hit record-breaking numbers – more 
than a million on June 9th, according to the organizers. 
Protesters stormed the City’s Legislative Council and 
managed to close the Hong Kong International Airport 
intermittently for several months. By November, 
demonstrators occupied several universities that the 
police subsequently sieged and stormed. Police and 
demonstrators – and also pro-Beijing groups – clashed 
through the city. More than 9,000 people were arrested 
and at least 2,000 have been prosecuted.15

The protests also affected the city’s air, raising 
concerns about its effects on Hong Kong’s population. 
Through 2019, the police fired more than 10,000 tear gas 
canisters, releasing an amount of c s  gas unprecedented 
in a densely populated urban environment.16 The 
connections between the city’s atmosphere and the 
demonstrations were not new. The name of the 2014 
Umbrella Revolution had originated in the instruments 
used for defense against police tear gas canisters.17 
Umbrellas still played a role in 2019; however, the large 
amounts of gas and its indiscriminate use in enclosed 
interiors render them less effective. Also, covering the 
face became essential to prevent identification. As the 
development of facial recognition technologies turned 
faces into weapons against the crowd, masks became 
the identifying image of the movement.

As choking demonstrators proved less operative 
than capturing their biometric data, the PFc r  
expanded the definition of ‘mask’ to include paint or 
any form of ‘face-covering.’ Nevertheless, masks of 
painted faces proliferated in the Hong Kong protests, 
specifically Guy Fawkes, popularized in the 2005 film 
V for Vendetta, which came to symbolize the Ocupy 
Wall Street movement in 2011 and 2012, and the Joker 
from the homonymous movie from 2019. Together 
with the Dali-inspired mask from the Netflix series 
Money Heist, popular in the Chilean protests, they 
illustrate how global popular insurrection icons are 
well-marketed cultural products.18 The demonstrators’ 
ability to appropriate film characters also indulged in 
gender stereotypes. As female demonstrators reported, 
preconceptions about makeup became an effective 
form of camouflage, since girls going to protest are not 
expected to wear it.19 Other countermeasures against 
face recognition focus on the technology. Disabling 
cellphones’ Face iD capabilities (Mozur, 2019) and 
directing hand-held laser pointers to blind surveillance 
cameras extended the masks’ camoufl ge capabilities.20

Umbrellas, protective goggles, makeup, Hollywood 
stereotypes, phone apps, construction helmets, 
respirators; the list of ad-hoc technologies, cultural 
identities, and digital camouflage that shaped Hong 
Kong’s masks goes on and on, and beyond the 
demonstrators’ faces. Masks dissolved into the city 
through lasers and phone networks and even set in 
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motion the legal case that came to define the city’s 
fate. On November 18th, Hong Kong High Court 
declared several sections of the PFc r  unconstitutional. 
Subsequently, the Legislative Affairs Commission – China’s 
top legislative body – claimed that the sole authority to 
rule on constitutional matters in the city was the Standing 
Committee of the National People’s Congress, n Pc sc 
(Yu, 2019). At stake was the ‘one country two systems’ 
motto, a constitutional principle of the People’s Republic 
of China describing the economic and administrative 
autonomy of Hong Kong. The legal standoff etween 
Beijing and Hong Kong over who had the right to 
legislate on covered faces lasted for more than a year. On 
December 20th, 2020, the Hong Kong High Court declared 
that the PFc r  was constitutional and affirmed that it 
could legislate over the constitutionality of Hong Kong’s 
laws without diminishing the authority of the n Pc sc 
(Davidson, 2020). This exercise on legal contortionism 
also showed how Hong Kong’s masks not only allowed 
to protest or breathe while escaping facial recognition 
systems: they were the object of the dispute that 
captured the protest goals.

Delhi’s Asthmatic-Swedish-Émigrée-Designed 
Luxury Mask
Meanwhile, on November 1st, 2019, the government of 
the National Capital Territory of Delhi (n c t ) distributed 
five million masks throughout Delhi’s schools, triggering 
the opposite reaction from the Supreme Court of India: 
masks were not enough. After a week of severe air 
pollution, the court ordered the government to find an 
immediate solution, imposed restrictions on the use of 
firecrackers during the five-day celebrations of Diwali, 
the Hindu festival of light, and directed the nc t  and 
adjacent regions to enforce previous rulings regarding 
pollution effectively.21 Air quality was not a new issue 
in India, yet, over November 2019, Delhi endured one 
of the worst periods of pollution on record, forcing the 
authorities to declare a public health emergency. The 
aq i  reached 450 (India’s hazardous threshold is anything 
between 300 and 500), and the concentration of PM2.5 
particles hit levels 20 times higher than the WHo  health 
standards. Pedestrians struggled to breathe. The thick 
smog limited visibility and caused burning eyes. The 

“Describing the 2019 masks as folk 
costumes might draw parallels. Similar 
to those invented in the nineteenth 
century, these folk costumes are also 
socio-technological constructions. Their 
descriptions also combine responses to 
environmental conditions, cultural and 
political concerns, and available 
techniques and technologies.”
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end of the year added the seasonal stubble burning to 
the city’s constant car emissions, burning of waste, and 
construction dust. More than two million farmers burn 
23 million tons of crop residue on some 80,000 sq km 
of farmland in northern India every winter. The city’s 
land-locked geography, the low-speed winter winds filled 
with dust from the Gulf and cold-air inversion, kept the 
pollution close to the ground. Combined, they produced 
a lethal cocktail of particulate matter, carbon dioxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, and sulfur dioxide.

Following the free distribution of masks, the city 
introduced a scheme to cut traffic pollution – only cars 
with odd or even-numbered license plates would drive on 
given days. Construction stopped. The Supreme Court 
considered these measures insufficient and demanded 
action in a series of rulings on cases brought by the legal 
activist M.c . Mehta. On November 4th, the Supreme 
Court issued an order accusing the nc t  Government 
and the State Governments of Punjab, Haryana, and 
Uttar Pradesh of not performing their duties regarding 
stubble burning.22 On November 6th, it issued a second 
order directing the State Governments to urgently 
put in place a subsidized scheme towards zero stubble 
burning.2³ On November 13th, acting suo motu – i.e. of 
its own accord, without a prior motion or request from 
any parties – the court ordered the closure of Delhi-n cr  
schools and advised to avoid outdoor exposure and to 

FIG. 3 Manifestante 
no identificado, 
Hong Kong, 
2019. / Unidentified 
Demonstrator, 2019, 
Hong Kong. Matthew 
Connors, Protagonist, 
2019. © Matthew 
Connors
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and November 15th, two new rulings on M.c . Mehta’s 
cases called on Delhi’s government to install air-purifying 
towers across the city within ten days.25

This requirement for public air filtration infrastructure 
continued the court’s history of environmental 
jurisprudence grounded in Article 21 of the Constitution 
of India: “No person shall be deprived of his life or 
personal liberty except according to a procedure 
established by law.”26 Since the 1980’s the court has 
consistently interpreted the word ‘life’ to include the 
right to a healthy environment. The court’s push for 
public and collective solutions also explains its attitude 
towards individual masks. The constitution implies that 
the state must protect its citizens’ wellbeing. Equal 
access to breathable air is a collective right. It cannot be 
addressed individually, especially when the difference in 
life expectancy of middle-class children living in Delhi 
with access to filtered air is five years higher than lower-
class infants (Taylor, 2020). As the cleanliness of the air 
one breathes dictates how many years Indian citizens 
have left to live, access to masks becomes an index of 
the privilege, of the right to stay alive.

This is the context in which Alexander Hjertström, 
a Swedish asthmatic emigrant living in India, 
conceived ‘Airinum,’ the fashion utility that will allow 
him to breathe in Delhi. His reusable and adjustable 
award-winning air mask, a Scandinavian design 
manufactured in China and Kn 95 certified, filters out 
PM2.5 particles. Padded around the nose, it prevents 
foggy glasses and unfiltered air leaks. Its replaceable 
filters last for 100 hours, and its expulsion valves 
hinder co 2 build-up. With its online Us $ 75 price tag 
– and Us $ 100 for the limited editions developed with 
global brands such as Bally, Woolrich, Alan Walker, 
Nemen, Marine Serre, and MoMA – Airinum masks 
capture the gentrification of clean air – India’s average 
monthly wage is Us $ 437. But beyond extracting value 
from Delhi’s polluted atmosphere for European and 
Chinese profit, Airinum masks join a global trend: 
masks have become a luxury item and the matter that 
they filter follows.27

Johannesburg and Pretoria’s Locally 
Crafted and Globally Constructed  
Sculpture-Sized Masks
Months before, masks had traveled in the opposite 
direction – from Europe to another former colony, 
South Africa – to protest Johannesburg and Pretoria’s 
atmospheric conditions. On March 14th, 2019, as part 
of the ‘Clean Air Now!’ global campaign, Greenpeace 
activists climbed the statue of Mother with Child at the 
Bree Taxi Rank, the Brenda Fassie statue in Newtown, 
the Miner outside the Chamber of Mines, and the Chief 
Tshwane statue outside Pretoria City Hall, fitting them 
with giant handmade respirators to protest the no 2 
contamination caused by coal-fired power stations.28

The protest was directed to Mpumalanga, a 
neighboring region that has the highest levels of no 2 

Fig. 4 Gwyneth Paltrow, 
Vuelo a París con una 
mascarilla Airinum, 26 
de febrero de 2020, 
Instagram / Gwyneth 
Paltrow, Flight to Paris 
wearing an Airinum Mask, 
February 26th, 2020, 
Instagram
© Hamish McIntosh
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globally. The small province accounts for 83% of 
South Africa’s coal production and produces 75.2% of 
Southern Africa’s energy in twelve coal-fired power 
stations.29 Due to the region’s nocturnal temperature 
inversions, the pollution fails to disperse, exceeding 
6 to 7 times the WHo  standards during winter 
months.³0 The prevailing east winds expose the 
Johannesburg-Pretoria conurbation, with a population 
of approximately 10 million people, to the effects of 
no 2 – including wheezing, flu, bronchitis, asthma, and 
increasing rates of heart disease and lung cancer – a 
key factor in the estimated 20,000 South African 
casualties from air pollution-related causes every year 
(The World Bank, 2016).

The masked statues protested locally but were also 
part of a global effort. On April 18th, 2016, in London, 
activists climbed the 52-meter column of the Admiral 
Lord Nelson monument in Trafalgar Square and fit a 
gas mask to the statue. The flag officer of the Royal 
Navy was not alone.³1 On May 18th, 2018, the statue of 
Diana Cazadora in Mexico City also got a respirator to 
protest the city’s air. Dates and places show the masks’ 
route towards Johannesburg, implying that pollution 
transcends cultural contexts to affect colonial 
admirals, post-colonial heroes, and goods equally.

The no 2 pollution data backing up this hypothesis 
also arrived from Europe. In October 2017, the 
European Space Agency launched the satellite 
Copernicus Sentinel-5P dedicated to monitoring air 
pollution. Developed by a Dutch government-funded 
consortium³2, the satellite’s Tropomi spectrometer 
overperformed current instruments in space, taking 
measurements every second to cover an area of 2,600 
km wide and 7 km long in a resolution of 7 × 7 km. 
Greenpeace, whose coordinating body is based in the 
Netherlands, cited the Sentinel-5P-generated no 2 maps 
showing a red cloud over the Johannesburg-Pretoria 
conurbation as the evidence behind the protest.³³ While 
these representations of the South African atmosphere, 
albeit publicly available, are still constructed in and 
controlled by Europe.³4 The masked statues not only 

FIG. 5 Líder Tshwane 
fuera de Pretoria City 
Hall, 14 de marzo 
de 2019. / Chief Tshwane 
outside Pretoria City Hall, 
March 14th, 2019.  
© Shayne Robinson
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reanimation of monuments’ political agency. The Black 
Lives Matters movement brought global attention to 
public monuments of confederate figures, colonizers, 
conquistadors, or slaveholders. As the open letter to 
relocate the Captain Cook statue explained, monuments’ 
public presence makes them bearers of – often 
traumatic – collective histories in the present. Their power 
to actualize the past, to make it tangible today, is the 
reason why these infamous monuments belong in the 
museum. There, they can be treated as historical artifacts, 
reevaluated, and contextualized properly.³5 If public 
monuments are sites that address common values, what 
a better place there is to discuss one of the few commons 
left, our air. Indeed, the masks in Johannesburg and 
Pretoria actively enrolled these powerful inanimate beings 
in the disputes over the air we breathe.

Indo-Pacific Air
The link between these events is, of course, a 
construction; eight years ago, the 2013 Australian 
Defence White Paper (Government of Australia, 2013) 
formally shifted the country from the Pacific to the 
Indo-Pacific region. Australia thus officially moved 
to a region created ex proposito, expanding from the 
west coast of South America to the Gulf, from South 
East Asia to Africa’s East coast. The new region had 
been theorized in diplomatic circles since the 1920s.³6 
Yet, it was not until the 2000s’ increase of maritime 
trade, the emergence of the Br ics’ economies, China’s 
regional hegemony, and the post-2001 geopolitical 
reorganizations that Australia decided to be the first 
country to recognize the proposition and relocate there.

Since this event, the existence of the Indo-Pacific 
region has been treated as a de facto reality in trade 
agreements, cultural exchanges, and development 
grants, while its actual characterization varies according 
to the agencies, parties or policies involved. It is not a 
strange condition – a cacophony of legal definitions also 
delineates well-established regions such as Europe.³7 
In fact, its blurry contour is not the Indo-Pacific’s 
most distinctive feature. Instead, distinction would 
be its instantaneous nature. The Indo-Pacific region’s 
sudden invention was a twofold operation; both an act 
of naming and of storytelling. And while the region’s 
geographical limits were stated in its name, the 
narratives that hold its geography together are barely in 
place. They conflate, for example, deep-time histories 
tracing back its origin to Gondwanaland, the ruins of 
colonizing empires, First Nations People’s struggles, or 
the commonalities of recent but geographically distant 
political upheaval. 

Like any other section of the earth’s atmosphere, the 
Indo-Pacific air central components are nitrogen, oxygen, 
argon, and carbon dioxide (co 2). Its changing levels of 
humidity are linked to the amount of water vapor it 
contains. Its composition is also defined by increases and 
decreases in temperature and speed flow, gasses such 
as nitrogen dioxide (no 2), sulfur dioxide (so 2), ozone 
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and other pollutants, dust particles, and ashes, each one 
with its own chemical and physical qualities. Air is both 
universal and local, a continuum that does not respect 
political boundaries and is anything but homogeneous. 
Local regulations, aggregations of vegetation, industrial 
emissions, discharges of tear gas, weather conditions, or 
volcanic eruptions are all localized. As such, their effects 
are never contained and always geographically situated. 
Paradoxically, while the air’s heterogeneity is not limited 
by nation-state or regional borders, its representations 
are. Atmospheric descriptions vary according to the 
agency in charge. For example, the aq i  is globally 
used to describe air quality and its associated health 
risks. There are as many aq is as different national air 
quality standards, each with its own units, color codes, 
and alerts.³8 In turn, the meaning of ‘air quality’ differs 
according to location.

Local definitions respond to local controversies and 
often have global consequences. For example, in later 
years, coinciding with the rise of climate change denial, 
the Us has loosened the limits on acceptable levels of 
pollutants (Eilperin & Dennis, 2020). The EU has tightened 
its standards since the European Commission approved 
the New Air Quality Directive in 2008.³9 Meanwhile, 
China has used its newly released aq i  to address the 
critical levels of pollution in major cities (Hsu, 2012). 
These differences further complicate the description 
of air, linking its representations with the region’s local 
politics, and establishing different standards for what is 
acceptable for their citizens’ health.

Nineteenth-century romantic nationalism 
infamously constructed folk costumes as a tool to 
ascertain the essential link between national identity 
and land. In Europe, their materiality and design 
became the vehicle to connect local cultural traditions 
endangered by modernization with idealized accounts 
of peasant life firmly rooted in weather, agricultural 
labor, and the pre-urban countryside. Meanwhile, 
anthropology flagrantly used these robes as symbolic, 
structural, or semiotic explanations to cement cultural 
superiority theories supporting colonial empires and 
the existing social order back at home. Read as indexes 
of development, World-Fairs profusely displayed 
non-western garments – often worn by members of 
the ethnic group which the costume attempted to 
represent – reinforcing the exoticizing gaze of the 
western visitors. In short, folk costumes go hand-in-hand 
with the exercise of power.40

Describing the 2019 masks as folk costumes might 
draw parallels. Similar to those invented in the nineteenth 
century, these folk costumes are also socio-technological 
constructions. Their descriptions also combine responses 
to environmental conditions, cultural and political 
concerns, and available techniques and technologies. 
Yet, they neither illustrate an essential link between 
national identity and land nor imply symbolic, structural, 
or semiotic explanations to validate neocolonialism or 
inequalities. Instead, these garments exemplify culture 
as a process emerging through agency, practice, and 
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1 P2 is a mask classification defined by the Regulation of Personal 
Protective Equipment defined by the Australian Government Therapeutic 
Goods Administration. Similar masks are also known as En  149 FFP2 
masks when they follow the standards of the European Committee 
for Standardization (c En ), n 95 respirators when certificated by U.s . 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, or Kn 95 masks 
when they comply with the national standard GB 2626-2019 respiratory 
protection by the Standardization Administration of China.

2 There has not been an official unified report on the consequences of the 
bushfires but various news organizations have reported similar numbers: 
sBs  News (2020), O’Mallon & Tiernan (2020), Readfearn (2019), Lee (2019).

3 The historical air quality data, including the 2019-2020 bushfire season for 
Sydney and New South Wales is publicly available at: <https://www.dpie.
nsw.gov.au/air-quality/air-quality-concentration-data-updated-hourly/
daily-air-quality-data>

4 Before becoming a basic product at pharmacies due to the co ViD-19, P2 
masks were available in hardware stores like Bunnings and Sydney Tools. 
That connection was soon to be undermined. Twelve days after the first 
process the Australian Government announced the purchase of one 
million masks to address the shortage in the face of the growing numbers 
of co ViD-19 cases in China (McCauley & Clun, 2020). 

5 The protests specifically asked to stop support of ‘clean coal,’ a 
euphemism used to validate Australia’s preference of fossil fuels over 
sources of actual clean energy. Coal and its dust have played a key role 
in climate-change policies in Australia. In February 2017 the treasurer of 
the Australian Government, soon to be prime minister, Scott Morrison, 
smuggled a piece of coal and scorned the commitment of the labor and 
green opposition towards renewable energy. His words “Don’t be afraid, 
don’t be scared, it won’t hurt you. It’s coal,” accompanied an image that 
became an infamous icon of global warming negationists. The piece of 
coal, held by the pristine hand of the treasurer and leaving no residue, 
became a literal evidence of ‘clean coal.’

6 According to Forensic Architecture, in one single day, November 20th, 
2019, the police shot up to 596 tear gas canisters in one single location, 
Plaza Dignidad. See the publication of this research in this issue of ARQ. 

7 Full text of the Post-WWi “Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in 
War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and of Bacteriological 
Methods of Warfare” treaty at the Un : <http://disarmament.un.org/
treaties/t/1925> The current version of the ban is included in the 
Chemical Weapons Convention from 1993: <https://www.opcw.org/
chemical-weapons-convention>

8 The International News Safety Institute, “Protecting yourself from tear 
gas,” Undated. Available at: <https://newssafety.org/safety/advisories/
protecting-yourself-from-tear-gas/>.

9 According to the in DH (2019), 427 people received eye injuries at the 
hands of the police during the protests.

10 La Escuela Nunca is a para-institutional school, “personal, affective, 
non-hierarchical, open and free,” organized by the Grupo Toma through 
short-lived ‘apariciones’ (apparitions).

11 La Escuela Nunca. “Manifiesto Capucha.” Saturday February 1st, 2020. 
Girardi, Santiago, Chile. Available at: <https://laescuelanunca.org/
Ap-1-manifiesto-colectivo>.

12 The ‘Anti-Mask law’ is the popular name of the law approved by the 
Chilean Senate on November 28th, 2019.

13 The full text of the Prohibition on Face Covering Regulation can be found 
at: <https://www.elegislation.gov.hk/hk/cap241K> 

Notas / Notes

performance. Like air itself, they navigate – and often 
challenge – the relationships between local conditions and 
global networks. They are masks, wearable architecture 
that renders the air of the region visible. ARQ



A
R

Q
 1

0
7

 —
 S

A
N

T
IA

G
O

, C
H

IL
E

43

14 Carrie Lam cited on “Hong Kong: Anger as face masks banned after 
months of protests,” BBC News, October 4th, 2019.

15 Hong Kong Watch daily reports arrests and prosecutions in its ‘protest 
prosecution database.’ Available at: <https://www.hongkongwatch.
org/protest-prosecution>

16 Associated Press has reported on the long-term effects of cs
gas in the Hong Kong protests. See: <https://apnews.com/
article/0467edbcbc544878bd5f3c520c6a735f>. While ProPublica 
has raised similar concerns in the context of the co ViD 
pandemic: <https://www.propublica.org/article/tear-gas-is-
way-more-dangerous-than-police-let-on-especially-during-the-
coronavirus-pandemic>.

17 On September 26th, 2014, the term ‘Umbrella Revolution’ appeared 
for the first time on Twitter. By September 29th, The Independent 
was using the name to describe the protest. See: <https://www.
independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/hong-kong-protests-pictures-
umbrella-revolution-9761617.html>.

18 The proliferation of these masks in global protests as anti-
establishment icons is well documented. See: Clarke (2019), Kaur 
(2019), Mounier (2019), Cereceda (2019) <https://www.euronews.
com/2019/10/30/the-joker-paradox-how-a-mask-can-obscure-the-
true-face-of-a-protest>.

19 This American Life highlighted the use of makeup in the protests in its 
episode from October 18th, 2019, ‘Umbrellas Up.’ See: <https://www.
thisamericanlife.org/686/umbrellas-up>.

20 August 10th, 2019, Hong Kong Police used the expression ‘offensive 
weapons’ to refer to the laser pointers after arresting a university 
student for purchasing ten of them, that night protesters responded 
staging a collective light-show on building facades (Jacobson, 2019).

21 On October 15th, 2019, a special report on pollution hot spots in n cr
with requests for urgent directions to improve enforcement and 
pollution control was launched. This report was set up to inform 
the Supreme Court of the situation on the ground about the toxic 
air in adverse weather conditions of Delhi’s winter. The document 
can be found at: <http://www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/
content/465992/special-report-on-pollution-hot-spots-in-ncr-
with-request-for-urgent-directions-to-improve-enforcement-and-
pollution-control/> 

22 The complete Order of the Supreme Court of India in the matter of 
M.c . Mehta Vs Union of India & Others, dated 04/11/2019, regarding 
pollution in Delhi and n cr  region, especially compounded by stubble 
burning, can be found at: <http://www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.
in/files/file/Delhi_pollution-SC_Order_04-Nov-2019.pdf> 

23 The complete Order of the Supreme Court of India in the matter of 
M.c . Mehta Vs Union of India & Others., dated 06/11/2019, regarding 
air pollution in Delhi, aggravated by stubble burning, can be found 
at: <http://www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/file/stubble-
burning-SC_Order_06-Nov-2019.pdf> 

24 The complete suo motu Order of the Supreme Court of India in the 
matter of “Severe problem being faced by the citizens in Delhi and 
adjoining areas due to acute air pollution,” can be found at: <http://
www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/file/air-pollution-north-
India-SC_Order_13-Nov-2019.pdf> 

25 The complete Order of the Supreme Court of India in the matter 
of M.c . Mehta Vs Union of India, dated 13/11/2019, regarding 
air pollution in nc t  of Delhi, can be found at: <http://www.
indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/file/smog-towers-SC_Order_13-
Nov-2019.pdf> and the complete Order of the Supreme Court in the 
matter of M.c . Mehta Vs Union of India & Others, dated 15/11/2019, 
regarding air pollution control in Delhi n cr , can be found at: <http://
www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/file/airpollution-Delhi-
SC_Order_15-Nov-2019.pdf> 

26 See: <https://www.constitutionofindia.net/constitution_of_india/
fundamental_rights/articles/Article%2021>

27 The list of brands producing fashionable masks proliferates around the 
world, including O2Today, MetaMask, Cambridge Mask, and Respro. 
All of their masks are both preventive care products and on-trend 
lifestyle accessories.

28 Greenpeace press release announcing the action can be found at <https://
www.greenpeace.org/africa/en/press/6543/activists-scale-statues-to-
draw-attention-to-deaths-caused-by-eskoms-air-pollution/>

29 The protests were also directed to the South African governments as 
all 12 power stations in Mpumalanga are owned and operated by the 
national electricity public company Eskom. 

30 The effects on air pollution of Mpumalanga’s cluster of coal-fired 
power stations in combination with its climate pattern were 
acknowledged by the South African Government in its Initial National 
Communication under the United Nations Framework Convention 
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on Climate Change in 2000. See <https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/
natc/zafnc01.pdf>

31 The city-wide protest over air pollution included other statues such 
as Oliver Cromwell, in the grounds of the Houses of Parliament; 
Winston Churchill in Parliament Square; Queen Victoria, opposite 
Buckingham Palace; Thierry Henry at Arsenal’s stadium; and Eros’s 
plinth at Piccadilly Circus (Weaver, 2016).

32 The Dutch government invested €78 million in the consortium to 
build the Tropomi, which included the Netherlands Space Office, 
Royal Netherlands Meteorological Institute, Netherlands Institute 
for Space Research, Netherlands Organization for Applied Scientific 
Research, and Airbus Defense and Space Netherlands. See: <http://
www.esa.int/Applications/Observing_the_Earth/Copernicus/
Agreement_between_the_Netherlands_and_ESA_signed_for_
Sentinel-5_Precursor_instrument>

33 Greenpeace. “New satellite data reveals that Mpumalanga is 
the world’s largest nitrogen dioxide (no 2) air pollution hotspot,” 
October 2018. <https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-
africa-stateless/2018/10/3ce9a5c3-sa-briefing_-global-air-
pollution-map-no2-5-1.pdf>

34 Copernicus Sentinel 5 P Data and a 14-day moving average of 
nitrogen dioxide concentrations across the globe are publicly 
available at the Esa  online portal <https://maps.s5p-pal.com/no2/>

35 Published in the aftermath of Black Lives Matter, Tristen Harwood 
and Nicholas Tammens’s open letter asks for the relocation of the 
statue Captain Cook (1878) by Thomas Woolner (1825-1892), currently 
sited in Sydney’s Hyde Park, to a public museum (Harwood & 
Tammens, 2020).

36 The Indo-Pacific region was first theorized by General Karl Ernst 
Haushofer in his analysis of the geopolitics of the Pacific Ocean 
translated in Tambs & Brehm (2002).

37 o Ma /a Mo  has been tracing some of the maps that define Europe 
via their research “The Image of Europe” or “Europe Iconography,” 
among others.

38 The Us started its aq i  in 1968, publicly available at: <https://www.
airnow.gov/>. Since, countries and regions have developed their own 
indexes. Canada started reporting its own Air Quality Health Index 
(aq Hi) in 2005, see: <https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-
climate-change/services/air-quality-health-index.html>; and Hong 
Kong released its own aq Hi in 2013, see: <https://www.aqhi.gov.hk/
en.html>. Mainland China’s Ministry of Environmental Protection 
(MEP) announced its own aq i  in 2012 and implemented a unified 
color coding for the entire country in 2014, the same year that India 
launched its own aq i , see: <https://cpcb.nic.in/naqi/>. The European 
Union launched its Common Air Quality Index (c aq i) in 2006, now 
rebranded European Air Quality Index (Eaq i) , see: <https://airindex.
eea.europa.eu/Map/AQI/Viewer/>.

39 European Commission, “New Air Quality Directive,” 2018. See: 
<https://ec.europa.eu/environment/air/quality/directive.htm>.

40 Since the late 1980s, the arrival of cultural criticism to fashion studies 
has dismantled these readings, while anthropology has pursued new 
research agendas on clothing, placing the body surface at center 
stage. Wilson (1984) sets the foundations of the critique, while the 
shift has been well documented in Craik (1993).
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