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Big Picture: Respiratory 

I want to start this essay off by stating that Sylvia S. Mader, the author of our textbook 

Human Biology, did not think the organization of the book through in a particularly stellar 

fashion. We last ended off with the digestive system where the final part of digestion was the 

anus. Now we start the respiratory system where the first part is the nose. Clearly, this is not the 

best segue to introduce a new system. 

With that said, there is no arguing that respiration begins with the nose. The nose 

has hairs that filter the air and trap particles like dust and other contaminants. Nasal hairs are 

generally tucked away out of site in most people, but once you hit your 40‟s they start proudly 

poking out and waving around – and they grow back at an astonishing rate. If you were to pluck 

them out, they often re-grow and develop into fully-grown hairs in about ten minutes. And ear 

hair is no slouch in the unwanted hair category either. Now I am really off topic, so let‟s get back 

to dust. 

Typical household dust consists of a myriad of three equally disturbing contaminants. 

The first contaminant, estimated as high as 80 percent, is dead skin particles. That is gross 

enough, but then microscopic creatures called dust mites eat the dead skin cells. To reward us for 

this treat, they defecate it onto your china cabinet and toothbrush as dust mite feces, the second 
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contaminant. Finally, the remainder of the dust in your house consists of half-decomposed bodies 

of the dead dust mites themselves
1
.  

When viewed under a microscope, these dust mites look like something that frequently 

engaged Godzilla in battle during the 1950‟s. You really should stop reading this and go vacuum 

and dust, because you have dust mite feces piling up everywhere, and that is usually when 

company arrives. Fun fact: I recently read that ten percent of the weight of a two-year-old pillow can 

be composed of dead mites and their droppings. I have not slept in weeks. 

The ideal solution to get away from dust mites is to move to Antarctica, or possibly the 

moon, since dust mites do not yet have the technology to get there. Since most of us cannot 

commute from either of these places to college, we have noses to help filter this garbage. The 

nose is lined with mucus membranes that are lined with capillaries that help warm and moisten 

the air. The mucus traps the dust where it can move towards the pharynx, so we can swallow all 

the dead skin and bug droppings, (now fortified with mucus). 

In addition to the items above, the nose acts like a drainage system as the Eustachian 

tubes from the ears and the lachrymal ducts from the eyes, empty into the nasopharynx and come 

pouring out of the nostrils at the most inopportune time, such as your close-up from your 

cousin‟s wedding keepsake video while you were doing the Chicken Dance. I seemed to have got 

off track again so let‟s get back to the nose. 

The nose is also responsible for smell, and to a good degree, taste. There are odor 

receptors in the nose that can help you tell the difference between rotten eggs and flowers. This 

really comes in handy on your anniversary. These odor receptors are important because without 

them people would not be able discern between radically different foods. In one experiment, 

                                                           
1
 There is actually other stuff in dust, such as pollen and chemical dust, but it is not as twisted and gross as dead 

skin, mite feces and dead mite bodies, so it was intentionally omitted. 
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subjects were asked to hold their noses and small pieces of an apple, a potato and an onion were 

placed on their tongues. Usually the subjects had uncontrollable bouts of projectile vomiting 

since these things do not go together particularly well. Yet when the onion, potato and apple 

pieces were placed on the tongues of the subject individually, it was determined that they all 

have the same taste, without the sense of smell to assist. 

From here, we head to the throat, also referred to as the pharynx because all these parts 

need fancy medical terms and throat did not cut it as jargon that sounded professional enough for 

doctors to use. At the back of the throat are the tonsils, adenoids, uvula and other stuff that 

physicians refer to as “spare parts” because their primary function is to collect bacteria and get 

infected so that doctors can be paid to remove them and use the money for their Mercedes-Benz 

payments
2
.  

After the throat is the glottis, which is the space between the vocal cords where Kentucky 

Grilled Chicken gets stuck when you are trying to talk about how crappy it is, and swallow at the 

same time. This happens because the epiglottis – that small flap of tissue that supposed to be 

covering the glottis in these cases – was probably hanging out with the cardiac sphincter at the 

water cooler talking about American Idol and failed to do its job. If this happens repeatedly, you 

should have it removed immediately so it does not influence the larynx. 

The larynx is also called the “voice box” because if you were to take a steak knife and 

poke it into your neck where you feel a hard raised lump, you will find a small box. You can pry 

it out and open it, and you will hear your voice inside! It is quite entertaining to do this at 

children‟s birthday parties instead of making balloon animals. Something else about the larynx, 

or Adam‟s Apple, is that is it more prominent in males. Many a date has ended poorly because of 

guys who were not paying attention to this detail in high school and missed that larynx cue. They 

                                                           
2
 I hear the 2008 SLR Coupe is really nice. 
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instead found out in a far more horrifying manner that their „date‟ is not all that they were led to 

believe. Or a little more than they were led to believe may be more accurate. Bonus points if 

Lola by The Kinks was playing on the radio at the time of the discovery. 

Next is the trachea, or windpipe. This tube, which connects the larynx to the bronchial 

tubes, has rings of cartilage around it to protect it from collapsing so that the airway stays open. 

Like everything else in the body, the trachea is covered in slimy mucus. It also has ciliated 

columnar epithelium cells that trap debris and gently sweep it out of the lungs to the junction of 

the esophagus where it can be swallowed or hawked up and spit onto any public sidewalk. 

As you reach the bronchial tree you will notice that it is not an actual tree. This is because 

if it was a tree, we would constantly be coughing up sap, bird nests and gypsy moths – and think 

about the leaves in the northeast during the autumn. The bronchial tree does resemble a tree 

though, but instead of root rot and Dutch Elm disease, we are susceptible to other things such as 

asthma, pneumonia, bronchitis, emphysema and other respiratory ailments. This bronchial tree 

continues to branch into smaller and smaller sections until they are about 1 millimeter wide, and 

then they are called bronchioles. Each bronchiole leads to a multitude of air sacs called alveoli. 

Inside the alveoli, you will find a delicious meat filling and a tangy pasta sauce. Analysis 

of the filling revealed that it is coincidentally made up of about 80 percent dead skin cells, dust 

mite feces and half-decomposed bodies of dead dust mites. Oh, wait, that may be ravioli, so do 

not quote me on it. In the lungs, the alveoli have the vital job of allowing gas exchange. The 

alveoli are actually similar in appearance to a cluster of grapes but they are surrounded by 

capillaries, unlike most grapes. The reason that this is important is because it increases the 

amount of surface area available for the gas exchange, so they are in that way similar to the villi 

in the small intestine. The primary gases exchanged at the alveoli are oxygen and carbon dioxide.  
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Surrounding all of this are the lungs. Humans have two lungs, which are cone-shaped 

organs of about 12” in length that are on either side of the chest. The right lung has three lobes 

and the left lung is slightly smaller and has only two lobes to make room for the heart, which is 

not heart-shaped and is not even on the left side of the chest. (It is in the middle, but it kind of 

presumptuously sticks a ventricle out to the left.) The lungs are surrounded by the pulmonary 

pleura, which provide a frictionless area so that when you breathe, your lungs do not rub against 

your rib cage like the legs of a fat woman wearing corduroy pants, and irritate your spouse. The 

pleura also provide surface tension that keeps the lung surface in contact with the chest wall. If 

air is introduced into this space by a cockeyed doctor trying to incorrectly place a central line, for 

example, it results in a collapsed lung. A collapsed lung means that air has entered the pleura and 

has taken the space that the lung needs to expand. 

Underneath the lungs is the diaphragm. It is estimated that 16 out of 100 typical couples 

who rely on the diaphragm to prevent pregnancy will have an accidental pregnancy. Take Mary 

and James, for example
3
. This exact scenario is about to happen to them. The accidental 

pregnancy causes them to breathe harder, since James is a deer urine collector and Mary is a blue 

cheese factory worker, and neither can afford a child on their pay. Since they are also second 

cousins and twins run on her side of the family, they really start to worry, and breathe harder
4
. 

                                                           
3
 The names Mary and James were used only because they are the most common female and male names in the 

United States. This is not meant to imply that everybody named Mary and James would behave in this manner. 
Since these names are both in the Bible, I assumed that they must be decent people, although Mary Magdalene 
seemed to be a bit of a tramp. But on the average, people named Mary and James are fine outstanding citizens. 
Actually there very few people named Mary and James. Usually they are either Mary or James, but in these times 
where men are holding hands with other men in public and women are getting tattoo sleeves, there just may be a 
few people with both names. In fact, just prior to this actual sentence, I looked it up in the phonebook. There is a 
James Mary and a Mary James! Neither was too excited to hear from me but I tried to explain that they were now 
part of my footnotes, and they rudely hung up the phone on me. Both of them. Can you believe it? 
 
4
 Note that “breathing harder” is an event that both preceded the intimate act leading to the pregnancy and 

capped off the final moments of said act, just prior to the cigarettes. (By the way, do not smoke cigarettes, as they 
are bad for your respiratory system.) 
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 As they breathe harder, their diaphragms contract and the volume of the lungs increases 

and the air pressure drops, causing air to come in from outside. When their diaphragms relax, the 

process is reversed. The lung volume decreases, air pressure builds, and air is forced out. The act 

of breathing in is called inspiration. Another form of inspiration is when James is inspired by 

this event to fix the Chevy Nova that has been sitting in the driveway for the last 2 years with 

three quarters of the transmission in the back seat. He gets it running and flees to Mexico. 

The act of breathing out is called expiration, which indicates the end of a process. Our 

previous example, James, expired in a nightclub shooting in Juarez, Mexico. R.I.P James – it 

turns out that Mary was not pregnant after all. 


