amino groups in proteins formaldehyde
(R = rest of the molecule)

_ ar-old waits
outside of her formaldehy-
de-laiden home, Indiana 2011.

When Shelter Becomes Exposure
Indoor air is routinely more polluted than the air of cor-
responding outdoor environments. This is partly be-
cause polluted outdoor air seeps inside, but the major
contributors to poor indoor air quality are often the con-
struction materials of the built environment itself, which
slowly off-gas a host of volatile organic compounds.

Domestic chemical ecologies have both many toxicant
sources and many toxicant sinks. We are focusing on

formaldehyde because it is the most common and also
most toxicologically understood indoor air pollutant.
Formaldehyde slowly and silently off gasses from engi-
neered woods, carpeéets, and permanent press clothing.

Formaldehyde is an irritant, an allergen, a neurotox-

In and a known human carcinogen. Its presence in
mammalian bodies can destroy enzymes that maintain
bronchial tone, strip axons of their sheathing, dysre?-
ulate gene expression, break chromosomes, mis-fold
Frote_lns and create deficits in behavior, cognition, and
earning. Neurochemists are increasingly suspecting
this nearly omnipresent chemical to have a role in neu-
rodegenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s disease
and multiple-sclerosis.

Flow-Chart for Products from Petroleum-based Feedstocks, 2004. National Rene-
wable Energy Laboratory, U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Energ)/ Efficiency
and Renewable Energy.”(Natural gas — CO/H2 — methanol — formaldehyde)
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Extractive Histories

Formaldehyde was originally produced as a by-
product of the destructive distillation of hard-
woods, as were most chemical feedstocks at the
turn of the 20th century. As the petroleum industry
burgeoned into the petrochemical industry in e
1920s and 30s, formaldeh?;de became exclusjvely
sourced from cracked methane. Formaldehyd
cheapness, and thus its ubiquity of use as a
INg agent, is predicated on the economies anc
Infrastructures of oil extraction and is implicat¢d
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‘| love the new car smell—why, everybody does that has
air fresheners, they smell like that ya know. And that’s . .
what it smelled like to me. And | was like, ‘YAY!l They - Solvent Rhizospheric
brou%ht us a brand spanking new one!!’ [ thought they
bring us an old ratty one, ya know?” recalled a
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Formaldehyde solution

Formaldehyde

process — air , , _ ,
oxidation of methanol. Petrochemicals in Nontechnical Language, D. L. Burdick
and W. L. Leffler, 2010

Binding Functions

Even the most serene home is
bustling with molecular labour.
Before we begin to fill our homes
with the airborne residues of myr-
lad commodities, the adhesives
that hold together the plywood
walls, particleboard subfloors,
hardboard cabinetry and carpet
backings of conventional western
homes slowly exhale chemical va-
Fors Into interior breathing space.
n the home, no compound does
as much |mmc_)b|_I|zm?, adhering,
hardening, painting, lacquering,
disinfecting, laminating or reinforc-
iIng as formaldehyde.

A man o : Formaldehyde is not only essen-
in a suit demonstrates the flexibility of a plywood ve- |{E|R(eRalcRoIU|[o[IaleR=Telalalle[SI=RoIfe] o L=Te 1 (=10
neer in the 1950s. by industrial capﬁalism but also to ifa itself.
In the human body, the chemical is an indis-
pensable metabolic intermediary in the bio-
synthesis of two of the four building blocks
of DNA, some amino acids, and molecules
that plays a role in blood pressure control
and hormone signaling. The chemical is
both essential and routinely destructive to

biotic functioning.

The material paradoxes of formaldehyde abound. The
chemical defends home construction materials from in-
sect, bacteria and fungal decay while also hastening
the decay of human inhabitants. Ironically, this chem-
ical not only decomposes human bodies, but an aver-
age of 3.5 gallons of formaldehyde is injected into the

veins of the dead to fend off post-mortem decompo-
sition. The compound chemically tugs Americans to-
wards death, and then ultimately detends their inani-
mate bodies from biological disintegration. The removal
of biotic life to maintain an immaculate form.
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Various Uses of
Formaldehyde

- Adhesive/Binding agent
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built emer- - Fixative
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» : : inal chemical Sin
3mel| is now - Embalming ﬂ“"_j ulling air down acr_oyss
brawn upon - Food preservative he plant and the rhizos-
y CORsum- pheric bacteria with an
ers V\r/] en Inexpensive aquarium
urcdasmg a ump. Without accen-
]goa drantge uating the air diffusion
0 (r.j)ro ucts across these micro-eco-
an selrves systems, one would
to occ L{_de need 680 Fotted plants
pfercetp |g[)_n” to adequately scrub the
ﬁaggrggdg y air of toxicants in a 140
Nrecaalt ol sq meter home.
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