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ABSTRACT   

 The article describes Kalanithi's life and how his hectic schedule drastically changed due to stage IV cancer. 

His life exemplifies the fight to preserve one's identity and purpose in the face of physical deterioration, as well 

as the tension between the body's limitations and the mind's ambitions. Once more feeling like a patient, his hope 

helps him overcome the setback and become a successful doctor. In When Breath Becomes Air, Kalanithi 

discussed how to examine the function of narrative in medicine, the part pain plays in sickness, and the connection 

between illness and identity. Even though his family gave him hope, he still thinks that his identity will work with 

his disease to bring him back, and that his mind and dreams will be able to endure his illness. This narrative 

highlights the identity transition and the mechanical life with caregiving, as well as Kalanith's journey to discover 

the relationship between life and death via his sickness. His goal was to investigate the meaning of life via the 

lived experiences of disability and sickness. His love for his family helped him discover the purpose of his 

existence. 

Introduction 

The Body as a Battlefield in When Breath Becomes Air 

Paul Kalanithi’s memoir, When Breath Becomes Air, is a profound reflection on the intersection 

of medicine, mortality, and meaning. Through his journey as both a neurosurgeon and a 

terminal cancer patient, Kalanithi masterfully portrays the body as a battlefield—a place where 

the forces of life and death collide, where resilience is tested, and where the search for purpose 

persists amid suffering. This article explores the body as a battlefield in Kalanithi’s memoir, 

focusing on the physical, emotional, and existential dimensions of his experience, while 

drawing on broader philosophical and medical contexts. 

The Body as a Terrain of Control: The Physician’s Perspective 

As a neurosurgeon, Kalanithi initially views the body as a domain to be understood, controlled, 

and healed. His early career is defined by a profound sense of responsibility—to navigate the 

labyrinth of the brain, restore function, and improve lives. This perspective positions the body 

as a battlefield where the physician’s role is akin to a strategist, using knowledge and skill to 

combat disease and injury. Kalanithi’s detailed descriptions of surgeries underscore the 

precision and intensity required in his field. For example, he writes about the delicate balance 

between preserving life and avoiding harm during high-stakes operations. These moments 

highlight the body’s fragility, as well as its capacity for recovery under the right conditions. 
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Yet, even as a healer, Kalanithi acknowledges the limits of medical intervention. He observes 

that not every battle can be won, a reality that foreshadows his own struggle with mortality. 

The Body as a Betrayer: The Patient’s Perspective 

The turning point in Kalanithi’s life comes with his diagnosis of stage IV lung cancer. 

Suddenly, the battlefield shifts inward, and he is forced to confront his own body as both a 

victim and a betrayer. The disease transforms his physical self, stripping away the strength and 

dexterity that once defined his identity as a surgeon. As he endures treatments and their side 

effects, Kalanithi experiences the body’s vulnerability in a deeply personal way. 

This betrayal is vividly illustrated in moments when he struggles with basic tasks he once took 

for granted. The body, which was once a tool for healing others, becomes a site of pain and 

limitation. Yet, even in this diminished state, Kalanithi finds moments of resilience and grace. 

His willingness to continue working, writing, and engaging with his loved ones exemplifies 

the human spirit’s capacity to persist despite overwhelming challenges. 

He adapts to his new reality, finding ways to exert agency over his life. His dedication to 

completing his memoir, despite the physical and emotional toll, highlights a profound 

determination to create meaning in the face of adversity. Kalanithi’s reflections on his 

condition also underscore a deeper philosophical engagement with the body as a betrayer. He 

considers the paradox of being both a healer and a patient, navigating the dual identities with 

courage and introspection. This dual perspective enriches his narrative, providing readers with 

an unparalleled understanding of the body’s dual role as both an enabler and a hindrance to 

human experience. 

The Emotional and Existential Battlefield 

Beyond the physical struggle, Kalanithi’s journey reveals the emotional and existential 

dimensions of the battlefield. The decline of his body forces him to confront profound questions 

about identity, purpose, and legacy. One of the most poignant aspects of the memoir is his 

exploration of what it means to live a meaningful life in the face of death. 

Kalanithi’s reflections are shaped by his dual identity as a physician and a patient. He grapples 

with the tension between his medical knowledge—which provides a clear understanding of his 

prognosis—and his desire to maintain hope. This internal conflict mirrors the larger battle 

waged within his body, where treatments and disease vie for dominance. His candid discussions 

of fear, uncertainty, and acceptance resonate deeply, illustrating the emotional toll of illness. 

The existential battlefield is perhaps most evident in Kalanithi’s decision to write the memoir 

itself. Through his words, he seeks to make sense of his experience and leave a lasting legacy. 

The act of writing becomes a way to reclaim agency over his life, even as his body deteriorates. 

It is through this process that Kalanithi transcends the limitations of his physical self, offering 

readers a profound meditation on the nature of existence. 
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The Role of Relationships in the Battlefield 

Kalanithi’s relationships with his wife, Lucy, and their newborn daughter, Cady, play a crucial 

role in his journey. These connections provide a source of strength and meaning amid the chaos 

of illness. Lucy’s unwavering support and their shared decision to have a child despite his 

prognosis illustrate the resilience of love in the face of adversity. Cady’s birth, in particular, 

represents a poignant juxtaposition of life and death, underscoring the cyclical nature of 

existence. 

The memoir also highlights the importance of the doctor-patient relationship. Kalanithi’s 

interactions with his oncologist, Dr. Emma Hayward, reveal the complexities of navigating 

illness with compassion and honesty. These relationships underscore the interconnectedness of 

human experiences, even in the most challenging circumstances. 

The Legacy of the Battlefield 

In the final chapters of When Breath Becomes Air, Kalanithi’s acceptance of his mortality 

marks a poignant resolution to the battle. His body, though ravaged by cancer, becomes a vessel 

for meaning and legacy. Through his writing, he achieves a form of immortality, inspiring 

readers to reflect on their own lives and values. 

Kalanithi’s story challenges the notion of the body as merely a physical entity. Instead, it 

becomes a symbol of the human experience—a battlefield where resilience, love, and purpose 

endure despite suffering. His memoir serves as a testament to the power of vulnerability and 

the enduring impact of a life well lived. 

Conclusion 

When Breath Becomes Air is a powerful exploration of the body as a battlefield, capturing the 

physical, emotional, and existential struggles that define the human condition. Through 

Kalanithi’s dual roles as doctor and patient, the memoir offers a unique perspective on the 

fragility and resilience of life. It invites readers to consider the profound questions of identity, 

purpose, and legacy, even in the face of mortality. Ultimately, Kalanithi’s story is one of hope 

and meaning, reminding us that even amid life’s most harrowing battles, there is beauty to be 

found. 
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