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[I]f ontology is multiple, then it is also political. Ecological debates are becoming 
both more complex and epistemologically distant. The days of environmental crises 
that can be easily seen and quickly contained are rapidly becoming distant memory. 
The global environmental problems of the twenty-fi rst century are thus likely to 
become increasingly multiple as they move further and further beyond our epis-
temological reach. What, then, are we to do? With people ultimately talking about 
different objects, how can we ever hope for consensus and cooperation?....there is 
still hope. Remember, multiplicity does not necessarily mean fragmentation. All that 
is solid does not melt into thin air.

– Michael Carolan1

So what is the ontological status of climate change (CC)? Is it real or not? Is it happening at an alarm-
ing apocalyptic rate or is it environmental hype driven by special eco-interests? Or is it somewhere in-

between or some mix thereof? Or might it be something altogether different than what this common binary 
framing can allow? What if it was very real but not real in the way that we typically think (or feel) about 
“things out there” in the external world? 

This article is about ontology and CC.2 It presents what I feel is a unique view on the topic—at least unique 
in the context of CC discourse. Although many have presented the many-sidedness of CC—Mike Hulme’s 
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(2009) wonderful Why We Disagree About Climate Change comes to mind—the ontological aspects of com-
plex global phenomena have often gone under-discussed in the literature.3 In short, I am presenting CC as real 
and multiple opposed to real and singular. As integral activist Jan Inglis (2008) notes:

Rather than being “one thing,” climate change is a complex of complex issues made 
up of many interconnected sub-issues at many scales worldwide from lawn main-
tenance and building codes to population growth, subsistence practices of clearing 
old-growth forests, and gas flaring practices in oil processing, to terrorist acts and 
countless others—all reflecting many different values, needs, and resulting behav-
iors. Responses to each such cause require different types of focused attention— im-
possible when we keep referring to this generalized topic. (p. 498)

In other words, it is not the assumed single reality that most everyone presumes when they discuss CC. Rath-
er, it is a multiple object.4 So while it may be multiple (which makes it hard to pin down or easily contain in 
any one methodological context or epistemological framework), it is an object nonetheless. That is, it is real! 
It is indeed and unequivocally a third-person (inter)objective phenomenon. In fact, as we will see, it is also a 
hybrid object—a combination of scientifi c third-person observations and cultural second-person meanings. 
Technically, CC is an integral object: an ontologically distinct phenomenon that is a combination of fi rst-, 
second-, and third-person dimensions. 

At fi rst glance, the notion that CC is a multiple object might seem like a contradiction.5 Many would claim 
that an object can only be singular (not multiple). Thus, they take the concept of ontological multiplicity as a 
sign that whatever phenomenon it purports to label or describe is not or cannot be real. In this context many 
fi nd political value—not to mention psychological value—in reducing a complex phenomenon like CC to 
a simplifi ed singular object; as something that everyone can rally behind and ostensibly point to. But as we 
have seen, most recently at the Copenhagen climate conference  in December 2009, it is not enough to have 
people and nations agree to the reality of the phenomenon. One of the reasons I feel the representatives at the 
conference were not successful in agreeing on how to respond to the accepted reality of CC is in part because 
they were dealing with a multiple object but were treating it as a single object. Wider recognition of CC’s 
multiplicity would encourage a diverse set of responses being endorsed over any “magic bullet” or “one size 
fi ts all” approach. 

Furthermore, conceiving of CC as a multiple object makes it more real. More real because more of its third-
person dimensionality is acknowledged. In other words, the complexity of the phenomenon is not reduced to 
a single object. Recognizing CC as such might actually help climate leadership facilitate the kind of mobi-
lization needed to respond to such a multilayered, borderless issue. As I will argue, we do not have a simple 
case of many perspectives looking differently at a single object (e.g., a circle of people looking at a red ball in 
the middle) but rather have multiple perspectives using a variety of techniques, practices, and injunctions to 
enact multiple objects that overlap with and diverge from each other in numerous ways to generate an object 
that goes under the signifi er of CC.6

So, let me back up and begin to unpack my position and provide some anchoring in the kind of thought 
that has led me to view CC in this fashion. Understanding a complex phenomenon such as CC presupposes 
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the need to weave together epistemological, methodological, and ontological perspectives. My aim here is 
simply to provide a primer of sorts on the value and validity of viewing CC through a lens of ontological 
pluralism.7 This article is aimed at advanced scholar-practitioners of Integral Theory, and as such it assumes a 
familiarity with its post-metaphysical commitments such as Integral Methodological Pluralism. This article is 
also aimed at environmental philosophers and activists who feel current framings of CC are too simplistic and 
are interested in a sophisticated framework of pluralism and enactment that can help identify key sites of ac-
tion. While this article is predominately philosophical in its presentation, there are some important pragmatic 
reasons discussed in the conclusion as to why CC leaders should embrace a multiple object ontology. 

I also want to introduce to the integral community some useful discourses, such as Roy Bhaskar’s (1978, 
2002a, 2002b) critical realism and meta-Reality, Bruno Latour’s (2005) actor-network theory (ANT), science 
and technology studies (STS), and John Law (2002) and Annemarie Mol’s (2002) explorations of multiplic-
ity.8 These discourses are valuable for developing Integral Theory’s post-metaphysical approach to enactment 
and how this approach pertains to ontology.9 This approach to enactment has much in common with Francisco 
Varela’s enactive paradigm as presented in The Embodied Mind (1991) and Evan Thompson’s Mind in Life 
(2007). However, there are some important differences, as we will see.10 In this article, I want to shine the 
light on an important and little understood aspect of Integral Theory—enactment.11 I also want to model a 
form of enactive writing, wherein I as an author am refl ective of how I am enacting this article (e.g., through 
the use of injunctive opposed to ontic language).12 I feel integral theorists need to explore more fully the im-
plications philosophically, (post)metaphysically, and pragmatically of enactment and how this stance differs 
from mere postmodern constructivism or relativism. Let us start with the notion of ontological pluralism. 

Before we examine the ontological status of CC, let me give a brief illustrative example of ontological plu-
ralism with a less complex object: an empty soda bottle.13 Such a bottle can be used for a number of things 
(e.g., as a simple musical instrument, as a vase for a fl ower, or as an opportunity for a deposit refund). In each 
case the ontological status of the bottle is enacted in part by the method of interacting with it. Taking the lead 
from Mol (2002), on the one hand there is more than one bottle possible, but there is something constant—
intrinsic features—that runs through the various bottles (i.e., there are less than many). The reality of the 
bottle as instrument, vase, or cash refund is not dependent on your viewpoint but rather on the social practice 
of interacting with the bottle. Hence each use of the bottle carries with it a distinct ontological enactment.14 
In other words, the ontological status of an object is not entirely independent of the actor or action involved. 
And when there are multiple ways to interact with an object this contributes to the generation of ontologi-
cal pluralism. In fact, as we will see, ontological pluralism is enacted through an increase along three axes: 
epistemological distance, methodological variety, and ontological complexity. Now let us take a look at CC 
in this context.

Ontological Pluralism and Climate Change
Scholar-practitioners associated with Integral Theory are already quite familiar with methodological plural-
ism. In fact, one of the key frameworks of the Integral approach is Integral Methodological Pluralism and its 
associated eight zones of methodological families (see Wilber, 2006). Similarly, they are familiar with the 
notion of epistemological pluralism through the emphasis Integral Theory places on developmental world-
views and multiple perspectives being “true but partial.” However, the notion of epistemological pluralism 
has remained implicit in Integral Theory. Furthermore, Integral Theory is clear that where there is episte-
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mology and methodology, there is also ontology. But curiously there is no mention of ontological pluralism 
within Integral Theory. Its absence is all the more striking given Integral Theory’s post-metaphysical stance 
on enactment, which highlights that specifi c methodological practices bring phenomena into being.15 So, on 
the one hand the notion of ontological pluralism is implied in Integral Theory and on the other hand it is even 
less developed than the implicit notion of epistemological pluralism. So there are three pluralisms that should 
be explicit within Integral Theory: epistemological, methodological, and ontological. These three aspects are 
essential to the notion of Kosmic address, which highlights that an observer uses a method of observation to 
observe something. 

In Integral Ecology (2009), Michael Zimmerman and I develop this triadic structure of enacted realities into a 
framework: The Who x the How x the What. This formula is based on the simple inquiries of who is looking, 
how are they looking, and what are they looking at (or, in a post-metaphysical context, who is enacting, how 
are they enacting, and what are they enacting). The emphasis here is that epistemology is connected to ontol-
ogy via methodologies. So, if we are going to have epistemological pluralism (the Who) and methodological 
pluralism (the How), then we ought logically (or integrally) to have ontological pluralism (the What). I call 
this triadic combination Integral Pluralism. Integral Pluralism specifi cally includes: Integral Epistemologi-
cal Pluralism (IEP), Integral Methodological Pluralism (IMP), and Integral Ontological Pluralism (IOP).16 
Integral Pluralism forms the basis of what I am calling Integral Enactment Theory (IET).17 In what follows, 
I introduce the concept of ontological pluralism in particular and the Integral Pluralism framework of Inte-
gral Enactment Theory in general. By developing the notion of enactment within Integral Theory through 
this pluralistic approach, I feel integral scholar-practitioners can more effectively address a complex global 
phenomenon like CC.

In order to begin to grasp the inevitability of ontological pluralism, let us consider the different methods that 
are often used to “see” (i.e., enact) CC. Table 1 lists 18 generic professions (the Who), a representative meth-
odology associated with each discipline (the How), and a resulting view of CC (the What). Within each col-
umn, I have used parentheses to provide a likely Kosmic address. In the Who column are some representative 
altitudes associated with each profession: amber (A), orange (O), and green (G). Each of these professions 
have individuals within them at each major altitude (red through turquoise altitude). So here I am just picking 
a likely altitude for illustrative purposes. In the How column I have used parentheses to indicate the primary 
zone that is being indicated in this context: zone 1 (Z1), zone 2 (Z2), and so on.18 Many of the methods listed 
could be associated with a different zone, and many of the examples below might even have an equal em-
phasis on two or more zones. The point here is to provide an example of what is involved with enacting CC. 
Hence, I have indicated only one zone per method to keep things relatively simple. In the What column I 
have used parentheses to point out what aspect of reality is being focused on in terms of the likely “view” of 
CC that emerges from the method used by the subject. Again, as with the other two columns we could have 
a variety of combinations of quadrants indicated. I have chosen to list one and in some cases two quadrants. 
Many details are left out, but I believe the important point is clear: namely, that individuals associated with 
each of these professions are using various methods to enact different—sometimes overlapping, sometimes 
divergent—views of CC.

Of the professions outlined in Table 1, some are associated with the Lower-Right (LR) quadrant or Ter-
rain of Systems (e.g., climatologist, political analyst, population ecologist); the Upper-Right (UR) quadrant 
or Terrain of Behaviors (e.g., political activist, cognitive scientist, behavioral economist); the Upper-Left 
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Table 1. Enactments of climate change.

Climatologist (O)

  
Meteorologist (O)

  
Human geographer (G)

Oceanographer (O)

Ethnographer (G)

Phenomenologist (G)

Discourse analyst (O)

Psychoanalyst (G)

Cognitive scientist (O)

Behavioral economist (O)

Political analyst (O)

Environmental philosopher (G)

High school teacher (A)

Computer modeler (O)

Kenyan farmer (A)

Population ecologist (O)

Political activist (A)

Arctic researcher (O)

The Who
A Generic Profession

The What
A View of Climate Change

The How
A Representative Method

Comparing tree rings (Z6)

    
Examining records of rainfall
(Z6)
  
Survey of Peru farmers (Z4)

  
Correlating algae blooms
with water temperature (Z6)
  
Collecting local stories about
climate change (Z3)
  
In-depth interviews with
liberal college students (Z1)
  
Comparing rhetorical motifs
in media stories (Z4)

Individual sessions with
small town clients (Z1)

Examining the cognitive
biases in risk perception (Z5)

Study of using smart meters
to change energy use (Z8)

Calculating policy impacts
on carbon emissions (Z8)

Facilitating a symposium on
climate justice (Z3)

Showing their class a
PowerPoint with charts (Z6)

Developing a new software
program (Z8)

Weighing per-acre crop
yield (Z6)

Measuring infertility rates in
Arctic caribou (Z6)

Counting how many arrests
were made at the protest (Z6)

Tracking permafrost thawing
(Z8)

There have been cycles of
drought over 500 years (LR)

Rainfall is increasing in some
regions (LR)

Long-term community memory
on CC is lacking (LL)

Ocean currents are warming in
the Gulf Stream (LR)

There is no unified view of what
is or isn’t happening (LL/LR)

CC is the most important issue
facing humanity (LL)

The truth of CC depends on
the framing (LL)

Eco-anxiety about CC is
impacting individual lives (UL)

CC is too distant to activate
behaviors (UL)

Investing in smart meters can
make a big difference (LR)

Our current policies are not
tough enough (LR)

CC is fraught with moral
dilemmas (LL)

Students were emotionally
impacted by CC (UL)

We are going to see at least a
4 degree rise in temperature (LR)

This has been a difficult year for
my family (LL/LR)

Species are being threatened
by CC (LR)

Not enough people care
about CC (UL)

We are getting close to a
“tipping point” (LR)
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(UL) quadrant or Terrain of Experience (e.g., psychoanalyst, phenomenologist, high school teacher); and the 
Lower-Left (LL) quadrant or Terrain of Culture (e.g., human geographer, discourse analyst, ethnographer).19 
This table raises some interesting issues. All too often we assume that when individuals from each of these 
professions are talking about CC they are all talking about the same thing, which is typically characterized 
as including heating of the planet, melting, polar ice caps , rising sea levels , disrupted weather patterns (e.g., 
damaging rains, devastating droughts), and negative consequences for humans and other organisms. We often 
assume that each profession sees the same global phenomenon or at least some important piece of the climate 
puzzle, which when placed together gives us a complete picture of something called CC.

But is it that simple? Is the phenomenologist seeing the same CC as the meteorologist? Is the political analyst 
talking about the same CC as the Kenyan farmer? Is the oceanographer mapping the same CC as the computer 
modeler? In some sense yes, but in other ways they are not. We often assume that CC is an independently 
existing, objective, third-person reality that exists “out there,” and that our many techniques and methods can 
be coordinated so as to provide the most accurate possible representation of the phenomenon.20 I am not dis-
puting that all the professions outlined in Table 1 are talking more or less about the same thing. But that is the 
point—more or less. In other words, there are intrinsic features of CC that cut across the various enactments 
of it, but how it “ex-ists” varies depending on the Who–How–What.21 In fact, there is not a clear, single, inde-
pendently existing object, nor are there multiple different objects. There is something in-between: a multiple 
object, with intrinsic features that are enacted from various individuals with their own Kosmic address using 
various methods to examine overlapping, but in many cases distinct, territories of climate. This multiple ob-
ject is actually a complex set of phenomena that cannot easily be reduced to a single independent object. 

Annemarie Mol’s (2002) illustrative work in the context of the medical profession is instructive here. In study-
ing the disease atherosclerosis in a European hospital, “she shows that different practices tend to produce not 
only different perspectives, but also different realities…” (Law, 2004, p. 13). Or as Clay Spinuzzi (2003) 
puts it: “Mol persuasively argues that the things we take as settled, scientifi cally quantifi able and observable 
phenomena are not really just objects-in-the-world; rather, they are always multiple. Reality itself, she says, 
“multiplies when we focus on artifacts or practices.” Thus, practices or methods used to understand CC do 
not just describe it; instead, they actually help produce or enact it. In other words, they produce the signifi ed, 
not just the signifer. As John Law (2004) eloquently states, “The argument is no longer that methods discover 
and depict realities. Instead, it is that they participate in the enactment of those realities” (p. 46). When we 
allow for the enactive or performative nature of methods, we begin to understand how the use of multiple 
methods to understand an alleged single phenenomon like CC results in multiple—but networked—objects. 
In fact, as implied earlier, Mol (2002) has a powerful adage that captures this ontological status: “more than 
one—but less than many” (p. 55). Law (2004) points out that such multiplicity does not suggest that we live 
in a relativistic world. “It does not imply that reality is fragmented. Instead it implies something much more 
complex. It implies that the different realities overlap and interfere with one another. Their relations, partially 
coordinated, are complex and messy” (p. 61). These different realities are enacted by different methodolo-
gies and can be networked into various examples of a multiple object. This is very true for CC. One reason 
it is so complex is that no single method can enact it in its entirety.22 Moreover, as we will explore below, 
another compounding problem is that a high level of vision-logic is needed to enact CC fully because of its 
abstract nature, because of the space-time scales involved, and because of the need to coordinate competing 
and complementary epistemological, methodological, and ontological insights.


