
Philosophy tackles Climate Change: 
The ‘Hyperobject’ Narrative

Human Ecology Forum

1st August 2014

Liz Boulton
Elizabeth.boulton@anu.edu.au



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iWYQb8K6T
ek&safe=active

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iWYQb8K6Tek&safe=active


Why a new climate narrative is needed….

“the public discourse has 
become fractious and polarized. 

The results of climate science 
are routinely dismissed, and 
climate scientists denigrated. 

The climate science community 
is finding it difficult to marshal a 

coherent and effective 
response…”



Overview

1. Cognitive science insights – why is a new 
narrative needed?

2. What is the Hyperobject narrative?

3. What is the utility of Hyperobject narrative?



Cognitive science: Why is a new 
narrative needed? 

• Deficit mode of communication FAILS:
• People revert to deep values, beliefs, 

worldviews, despite ‘evidence’ or their IQ. 

• Sensory systems

• Unavailability heuristic

• Dominant narrative
• Denialist counter-campaigns

• Clumsy handling of fear

IDENTITY

CONTEXT

IMAGINE

STRONG

EMOTION



Why is a new narrative needed?

• Cognitive science – let us confront real nature 
of the brain

• Enter…. George Lakoff….



Our concepts about reason 
are WRONG…

“Real reason is: mostly unconscious 
(98%); requires emotion; uses the “logic” 
of frames, metaphors, and narratives; is 
physical (in brain circuitry); and varies 

considerably, as frames vary.”



Lakoff’s key insights:

• Physically embodied knowledge



Lakoff’s key insights:

• Physically embodied knowledge

• Metaphors

• Deep Framing

– Worldview

– Resistant – arguing that the science is sound, 
strengthens the idea that the science is in doubt.

“Without a relevant frame, people cannot 
make sense of facts…”



Lakoff: How to build a frame? 

• New words

• Resonate emotionally

• Values based

• ‘Feel’ truthful

• Coherent narrative – storyline

• Repetition

• Reinforce through images and metaphors



Morton’s Hyperobject Narrative



Hyperobject – Intellectual foundations

• Heidgeggerian Philosophy

• Object Oriented Ontology (OOO) 

• New Materialism
Martin Heidgegger

1889-1976

Graham Harman, 
1999 thesis
Iowa, USA



Hyperobject - Definition

“things that are 
massively distributed in 
time and space relative 

to humans.”



1. Viscosity
2. Non-Locality
3. Temporal Undulation
4. Phasing
5. Interobjectivity

Hyperobject: 5 Characteristics



1. Viscosity



1. Viscosity



2. Non-Locality



3. Temporal Undulation

Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc Cave: Aurignacian period, ~ 30,000–40,000 yrs ago. 



3.  Temporal Undulation



4.  Phasing



4.  Phasing



4.  Phasing



4.  Phasing



5.  Interobjectivity



5.  Interobjectivity



5.  Interobjectivity



Hyperobject…

1. Viscosity

2. Non-Locality

3. Temporal Undulation

4. Phasing

5. Interobjectivity

Sticky, its everywhere, (your nostrils; local, global, space, 
past, present), it  is invisible, it cannot be seen in its 
entirety, it operates through other objects.  It is beyond our 
ability to define, manage or see. 



Implications… 

• End of the Known World… Known concepts of  
‘Existence’

• Enter a new world… a new worldview…



The new: Russian Doll existence 

“In” the problem..
Can never get out of it..

Cannot put it over “there”..



The new: Russian Doll existence 



The new: Humiliation of the Human

WEAK



The New: Humiliation of the Human

LAME



The new: Humiliation of the Human



The new: Hyperobjects Terrorise

No exit Trapped

Loss of known 
reference points 

Disoriented
Lost

Not in control Powerless



The new: Hyperobjects Terrorise

No exit Trapped

Loss of known 
reference points 

Disoriented
Lost

Not in control Powerless



“we are back in the womb again, a toxic 
womb and we are responsible for it…”

The new: Hyperobjects Terrorise



The new: Hyperobjects Terrorise

“People are dying everywhere. There 
is blood and noise, equipment rushing 
around, screams. When the charm of 
world is dispelled, we find ourselves in 

the emergency room of ecological 
coexistence.”



How does Humanity Respond?

• Embrace the “Age of Ecological Awareness” 

• Coexistence



The Hyperobject…































































































































So… What do we make of the  
Morton’s Hyperobject framing? 



Utility of Hyperobject Framing

Identity:  

• Humble, ecologically conscious human who wishes to coexist 
with other entities. 

Framing:

• New terms; metaphors; images; repetition; poetic language. 

• “Truthfulness.” Helps people look at global warming in the 
unique way it which it presents itself.

“As anyone who has waited while the little rainbow circle 
goes around and around on a Mac, these upgrades are 

not necessarily pleasant.”



Utility: Narrative

• One monster. 

• Fill the power vacuum. 

“The properties of Hyperobjects provide an open 
window for denialist “sceptics” who use the tricks 

the tobacco industry has used for years: 
asserting that probability is not a guarantee of 

causality…”



Utility: Addresses Emotions & 
Unconscious – 3 Benefits

1. Assist individual manage emotions

– Lakoff: “when ecological consciousness is violated 
righteous anger is the appropriate emotion.” 

– Name, evoke and validate emotions

– ~ Acknowledged emotions are then able to 
assume their steering wheel role in guiding 
human behavioural choices



Utility: Addresses Emotions & 
Unconscious – 3 Benefits

2. Handles FEAR – the tinderbox emotion well

– IF Hyperobjects, humiliate & terrorise the human:

• FEAR must be part of the problem.

– Joanna Macy: 

• Supressing fear leads to immobilisation

– Morton:

• Directly confronts, describes in DETAIL

• Offers “exposure therapy”  to reader





Utility: Addresses Emotions & 
Unconscious – 3 Benefits

3. Accurate problem definition

• The emotional & aesthetic impact  is part of 
the problem, which requires addressing

• Pacific bomb testing example:

“Hearing it restores the aesthetic 
dimension of a trauma and a pain that 

we edit out at our peril…”



Utility: Introduces a new tool:           
the Humanities & Arts

• Knowledge and skills found in:

– Humanities (art, philosophy, literature, cultural 
studies, history, politics) AND

– The Arts (creative writing; music; painting; 
sculpture; film)

• Could be better harnessed to tackle challenge 
of climate communication.

“we lack the imaginative capacity to 
imagine what we know.” 



Utility: Introduces a new tool:           
the Humanities & Arts

“How do we talk to the unconscious? 

Reasoning on and on is a symptom of how 
people are still not ready to go through an 

affective experience that would existentially 
and politically bind them to Hyperobjects, 

to care for them.”



Utility: Introduces a new tool:           
the Humanities & Arts

“It is very much the job of 
philosophers and other 

humanities scholars to attune 
ourselves to the upgrading 

process and to help explain it.”



Conclusion
(1)  Ontological Insight: 

• Human sense of ‘Existence’ or ‘Being’ is transitioning…

(2)  A new Frame:

• Conceptual tool: how ‘to ‘see’ and understand a Hyperobject. 

• It is here now. Looks different, feels different and all your 
normal systems of solving problems are pathetically 
inadequate to meet this threat.

• Truthful: New way to properly conceive GW; better positioned 
to solve it. 

(3)  New tools

• Humanities and the Arts: use to trigger transformation.



Or is it?


