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“Art becomes an attunement to the demonic”: 

Confronting the Hyperobject in McCarthy’s 

No Country for Old Men

KevinEdwinStadt

Hyperobjectsare agents.They areindeed more than a little

demonic,inthesensethattheyappeartostraddleworldsand

times,likefiberopticcablesorelectromagneticfields.Andtheyare

demonicin thatthrough them causalitiesflow likeelectricity.

(Morton,Hyperobjects:PhilosophyandEcologyaftertheEndofthe

World,“Viscosity”)

IthinkifyouwereSatanandyouweresettinaroundtryinto

thinkupsomethinthatwouldjustbringthehumanracetoits

kneeswhatyou would probably comeup with isnarcotics.

(McCarthy,NoCountryforOldMen218)

InCormacMcCarthy’snovelNoCountryforOldMen,SheriffEd



238∣KevinEdwinStadt

Tom Bell—whoisrevealedasthecentralcharacterbytheendofthe

novel—saysorthinks“Idontknow”orsomevariationofitaround

sixtytimes.Inthevastmajorityoftheinstanceshesaystheactual

phrase“Idontknow”(withnoapostropheinthecontraction,as

McCarthydoes),butthereisawidevarietyofconstructionsBelluses

tovoicethesameepistemologicaluncertaintyandanxiety,suchas“I

aintsure”(79),“Hardtosay”(93),or“Idonthavenoanswerabout

that”(303).Sixtyinstancesisremarkable,allthemoresogiventhat

earlyoninthenovelespeciallytheremanysectionsofthetextin

whichBelldoesnotevenappearduetothenarrative’sfocusonthe

violentdramaunfoldingbetweenothercharacters,particularlyMoss

andChigurh.DespiteBell’ssteady,constantvoicingofhisuncertainty,

onlyonecritichasdiscussedthisaspectofNoCountrytodate.In

“‘MercantileEthics’:NoCountryforOldMenandtheNarcocorrido,”

StephenTatum notesthatthe“Idontknow”“becomesarefrain”(78)

inthistext,andthatthenovel“diagnosesacognitiveparalysis”inBell,

whose“abidingdesireistoproduceanarrativeexplanationthatwill

makedisjunctivethingsandeventsintimeandspacecohere”(80).

Tatum dwellsonthisonlybriefly,though,observingthatBell’srefrain

of“Idontknow”signalsaninabilitytoimposeasatisfyingnarrative

ontheviolenteventsheconfronts.Thegoalofthepresentstudyisto

positanexplanationofBell’s“Idontknow”chantbyexploringthe

drugplagueasanexampleofahyperobject,asdiscussedbyTimothy

MortoninHyperobjects:PhilosophyandEcologyaftertheEndoftheWorld.

Conceivingofthenarcoticsscourgeasahyperobjectyieldsinsightinto

Bell’sunremittingexpressionofperplexity,aswellasotherquestions

aboutthetext,suchaswhetherChigurhistobereadmimeticallyor

allegorically.

Whatisahyperobject?Morton’sthinkingonthissubjectfiguresas

anexpressionofthenewwaveofobject-orientedontology(OOO)and
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speculativerealism inpost-postmodernphilosophicalthought,andhis

discussionofhyperobjectivityprobesaconstellationofthinkersand

subjectssuchasquantum theory,relativity,Heideggerianphilosophy,

globalwarming,andart.Forthepurposesofthisstudy,however,

summaryofsomeofthemostaproposaspectsofthehyperobjectwill

suffice.InhisintroductionMortonwrites,

Icoinedtheterm hyperobjectstorefertothingsthataremassively

distributedintimeandspacerelativetohumans.A hyperobject

couldbeablackhole.AhyperobjectcouldbetheLagoAgriooil

fieldinEcuador,ortheFloridaEverglades.Ahyperobjectcouldbe

thebiosphere,ortheSolarSystem.A hyperobjectcouldbethe

sum totalofallthenuclearmaterialson Earth;orjustthe

plutonium,ortheuranium.A hyperobjectcould bethevery

long-lasting product of direct human manufacture,such as

Styrofoam orplastic bags,orthe sum ofallthe whirring

machineryofcapitalism.Hyperobjects,then,are“hyper”inrelation

tosomeotherentity,whethertheyaredirectlymanufacturedby

humans or not.(“A Quake in Being:An Introduction to

Hyperobjects”)

TherunningexampleMortonlookstothroughouthistextisglobal

warming.GlobalwarmingisbiggerthanyouorIintimeandspace,

existing on whatMorton callsa“high-dimensionalphasespace”

(“Introduction”).Besidesbeingspatiallyandtemporallyvastrelativeto

oureverydaymodesofperception,hyperobjectsexhibitanarrayof

otherfeatures.Theyare“viscous”inthesensethattheysticktous;we

can’tescapethem.Onecan’tgetawayfrom globalwarming,atleast

noton Earth.They are “nonlocal,” meaning thatany specific

manifestationofthehyperobjectisnotit:“Stopthetapeofevolution

anywhereandyouwon’tseeit.Standunderaraincloudandit’snot

globalwarmingyou’llfeel.Cutyourcoatintoathousandpieces—you
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won’tfindcapitalinthere”(“Nonlocality”).Becausehyperobjectsexist

in a high-dimensionalphase space,they also display “temporal

undulation” and “phasing,” meaning thatwhilea“high enough

dimensionalbeingcouldseeglobalwarmingitselfasastaticobject[...]

Ionlyseebriefpatchesofthisgiganticobjectasitintersectswithmy

world”(“Phasing”),suchasexperiencingahistoricallyhotsummer

day.Hyperobjectsare“interobjective,”too,inthesensethatevery

objectalwaysandeverywherenecessarily(mis)translatesotherobjects,

that“nothing iseverexperienced directly,butonly asmediated

through other entities in some shared sensual space”

(“Interobjectivity”),sothattheprecipitationIfeel,forexample,isthe

translationofglobalwarmingcomingtomethroughthe“language”of

rain.

Oneofthemostimportantaspectsofhyperobjectsforthepurposes

ofthisstudyistheirwithdrawnnature.InhisintroductionMorton

arguesthat“allentities(including‘myself’)areshy,retiringoctopuses

thatsquirtoutadissemblinginkastheywithdrawintotheontological

shadows.”HecitesHusserl’sinsightintothefactthatnomatterhow

manytimesonelooksatacoin,oneneverseestheotherside

(“Introduction”),andhepointsoutthat“Quantumtheoryspecifiesthat

quantawithdraw from oneanother,”and“Heisenberg’suncertainty

principlestatesthatwhenan‘observer’[...]makesanobservation,at

leastoneaspectoftheobserverisoccluded,”andfurthermore“what

Bohrcalledcomplementarityensuresthatnoquantum hastotalaccess

toanyotherquantum”(“Nonlocality”).Hyperobjectsarenotdifferent

fromanyotherobjectsinthiswithdrawnness,buttheyforceitintoour

awarenesswiththeirmagnitude.

ThedrugplagueinNoCountryexhibitsallthecharacteristicsofa

hyperobject.Itis certainly “massively distributed” in spacetime

comparedtoanyoneperson,andindeeditismassivelydistributed
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eveninrelationtoanysingleregionorcountrygiventhatitoperates

fluidlyacrossborders.Italsoappearsexceptionallyviscous,withno

characterinthenovelescapingitsdarkstickiness,representedbythe

unendingflow ofbloodweseeoverandoverstickingtotheirskin,

clothes,money,andlives,orthetransponderhiddeninthestacksof

cashthatallowsChigurhtosticktoMoss’strail.Thedrugscourgeis

nonlocalaswell.Justasnohotdayisglobalwarming,nosingle

shootoutorbodyorcaseofmoneyisthedrugtradeitself.Theyare

simplymanifestationsofthehyperobject’stemporalundulationand

phasing,momentary glimpsesofan entity existing on a higher

dimensionalplanethatourmindsareill-equipped tograsp asa

totality.Thedrugplagueisinterobjective,too—weseenoplague

directly,wholly,butrathertranslatedthroughotherobjects.Itcomes

ontousthroughthephonologyofstaccatogunfire,themorphologyof

menanddogsdeadinthedesertnight,thesemanticsofasatchelof

cash,andthesyntaxofoneofChigurh’scointosses.Aboveallthe

plagueisexquisitelywithdrawn,andthisaccountsforBell’spersistent

refrainof“Idontknow.”Bellisstrugglingtofathom ahyperobject,a

thingvastinscalebothspatiallyandtemporallyrelativetohimself,a

thinghecanneverseethewholepictureof,athingthatonlymanifests

itselfinhisdimensionofperceptionatunpredictabletimesandplaces

andthenonlyinbewilderingontologicaltranslation.

Once one begins to see drug trafficking in No Country as

hyperobject,itisdifficultnottoreadChigurhasitssymbol.Itistrue

thattheoccasionalcriticcontendsthatChigurhisnottoberead

allegorically,butmimetically.Forexample,inhisdiscussionofthe

Coenbrothers’film adaptation,DennisRothermelwrites,“Chigurhwe

mustunderstandasaman,notasymbol,acipher,anembodiment,or

evilincarnate”(ch.14).Yettheoverwhelmingcriticalconsensusisthat

Chigurhdoesfunctionasasymbol,nota“real”man.LydiaCooper,
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forinstance,arguesChigurh“isnotmuchofanindividual,”andis

similarto BloodMeridian’sJudgeHolden,“who himselfismore

caricatureofevilthancomplexindividual”(118).JohnCantwritesthat

Chigurhis“deathpersonified”(249),whileLindaWoodsonreadshim

asarepresentativeofdeterminism.Inthecontextofthepresentstudy,

Chigurhfiguresasaclearsymbolofthenovel’sloominghyperobject.

Mortonwritesthatatthisstageofhistory,whenhyperobjectsare

forcingthemselvesintoourconsciousness,“Artbecomesanattunement

tothedemonic”(“TheAgeofAsymmetry”).Certainlythisistrueof

McCarthy’sart,hiscreationofacharacterlikeChigurh.Hyperobjects

aredemonicinthewaytheysticktous,influenceeverythinginour

lives,arevastintimespace,can’tbeknowndirectly,andyetcankill

us.Thisisaneerie,weirdtypeofdemonic—Mortonusestheword

“weird”someforty timesand theword “strange”onehundred

thirty-threetimesinhistext.Onecannothelpbutnotetheweird

strangenessofthehyperobject,and onecannotescapetheweird

strangenessofChigurh.TheveryfirsttimeweseeChigurh,hehas

intentionallylethimselfbecapturedbypoliceformurder,purely

because“IwantedtoseeifIcouldextricatemyselfbyanactofwill”

(174-75),whichhedoes.Thoughhishandsarecuffedbehindhisback,

hesimplywaitsuntilthedeputyholdinghimisonthephoneandthen

“squattedandscootedhismanacledhandsbeneathhimtothebackof

hisknees.Inthesamemotionhesatandrockedbackwardandpassed

thechainunderhisfeetandthenstoodinstantlyandeffortlessly.Ifit

lookedlikeathinghe’dpracticedmanytimesitwas”(5).Chigurhthen

usesthehandcuffstostranglethedetectivefrom behindwithwhat

becomeshistrademarkequanimity,histypicalplacidityduringthe

performanceofabrutalkilling.Justashecalmlychokesthelifeoutof

apoliceofficer,sohetreatsagapinggunshotwoundinhisownlegin

ahotelbathroomwithimpossiblepoise,afterwhich“Otherthanalight
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beadingofsweatonhisforeheadtherewaslittleevidencethathis

laborshadcosthim anythingatall”(164).Notlongafterthissevere

injurywefindhimhuntingthemanwhosentanotherassassin,Wells,

tokillhim,and“Chigurhlimpedupseventeenflightsofconcrete

steps”andyetheendsup“Breathingnoharderthanifhe’djustgot

upoutofachair”(198).ThelasttimeweseeChigurhinthetext,acar

ofteenagersblowsthroughastopsignatahighspeedandhits

Chigurh’scaronthedriver’ssidedoor,resultinginextensiveinjury,

includingbrokenbones.Hesimply“lookedathisarm.Bonesticking

upundertheskin.Notgood[...]Heheldthearm andturneditand

triedtoseehow badlyitwasbleeding.Ifthemedianarterywere

severed.He thoughtnot” (260-61).The weirdnessofChigurh’s

demeanorintheheatofmurderorinthefaceofhisownextreme

bodilyinjuryismatchedbyhisoddlywithdrawn,enigmaticidentity.

When MosshearsChigurh’snamespoken forthefirsttime,he

mishearstheforeign-soundingword and asks“Sugar?”(152),and

whenChigurhcomestoMoss’shotelroom tokillhim,“Therewasan

oddsmellintheair.Likesomeforeigncologne”(111)and“Theman

turnedhisheadandgazedatMoss.Blueeyes.Serene.Darkhair.

Somethingabouthim faintlyexotic.BeyondMoss’sexperience”(112).

OfChigurh,Bellsays“ItriedtoseeifIcouldgethisfingerprintsoff

theFBIdatabasebuttheyjustdrew ablank[...]He’saghost”(248).

Similarly,hiseerie,menacingbehavioreventowardscharacterswho

seem innocentleavesthemstrugglingtounderstand:onethinksofthe

sceneinwhichChigurhforcesthegasstationownerintoacointossto

determinehissurvival,soweirdandeerietotheoldmanwhocannot

possiblyfathom thedimensionsoftheforcehehasbeendrawninto

theorbitof.

Ifweseethedrugplagueasahyperobject,andChigurhasits

avatar,thisshedsnewlightonthebehavioroftheothercharactersin
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NoCountry.Mortonsuggeststhat“Hyperobjectshavealreadyhada

significantimpactonhumansocialandpsychicspace”andtheyhave

“usheredinanew humanphaseofhypocrisy,weakness,andlameness”

(“Introduction”).Thisstudyfocusesontheseeffectsastheymanifest

withSheriffBell,ashypocrisy,weakness,andlamenessareparticularly

pronouncedwithhim,andalsobecausebytheendofthenovelhe

replacesMossasthetrueprotagonist.

Mortonconceivesofhypocrisyas“a‘secretdoom’:conventiontells

usthatsomeoneishidingsomething,pretending.Hypocrisyisa

pretense,anact.Butitisalso simplyhiddendoom,amessagesent

from somewhereobscure”andthatallobjects,giventhattheyare

necessarilywithdrawnandcometousonlythroughinterobjective

translation,mustalways and everywhere be “actors portraying

themselves”(“Hypocrisies”).Bellisindeedanactor,relishingtherole

ofsmall-townsheriff.Yetwhileheclearlytakespleasureplayingthat

parttothehilt,healsoinvariablymanagestogettothesceneof

dangeralittlelate.Infact,Bellsooverdoeshisrolethatagreatmany

criticshavecommentedthatuponthefirstreadingofNoCountryone

caneasilygettheimpressionthatMcCarthyslippedinwritingthis

novel,creatingacharactertooformulaicandclichéd.Belloverplaysthe

part.JayElliswritesthathenearlydroppedthebookwhenhereadthe

passageinwhichwefindBellonthephonewithalocalwomanwho

wantshim tocomerescuehercatfrom atree—theclichésoshocked

him.Inanotherpassage,DEAagentsarriveatBell’scrimesceneand

heinitiallyfeignsanunaccommodatingpostureinansweringtheir

questions,playingthewell-wornscenefrom televisionandfilm in

whichthelocalsheriffisoutragedattheintrusionoffederalagents

intohisjurisdiction.Bellisinclinedtomakegrandiosestatements

abouthisrolesuchas“ThepeopleofTerrellCountyhiredmetolook

afterem.That’smyjob.Igetpaidtobethefirstonehurt.Killed,for
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thatmatter”(133),yethisactionsrevealthatheismoreinterestedin

enjoyinghisromanticizedimageofthesmall-townsheriffthanin

actuallyfacingthedanger.Forinstance,Belltellsthestoryofpulling

overapickuptruckwithMexicanlicenseplatesonlytohavethemen

inthetruckfireonhim withashotgun.Hereactsinawaythat

establishesapatternforhisbehavior—heliterallylaysdownonthe

seatandhides.Onlywhenhehearsthemdrivingawaydoeshereturn

fire,andthenratherthanpursuingthem hedrivestheshot-upcruiser

tothelocalcafé:

IdrovebacktoSandersonandpulledinatthecaféandI’lltell

youtheycomefrom allovertoseethatcruiser.Itwasshotjust

fullofholes.LookedliketheBonnieandClydecar.Ididnthavea

markonme.Notevenfrom allthatglass.Iwascriticizedforthat

too.ParkintherelikeIdone.TheysaidIwasshowinout.Well,

maybeIwas.ButIneededthatcupofcoffeetoo,I’lltellyou.

(39-40)

Bellhasnointerestinengaginginanactualgunfightwithbadguys,

buthehappilydisplayshisbullet-riddencartothelocals.Hetakes

obviousprideintheroleheplayswithstatementssuchas“Iwas

sheriffofthiscountywhenIwastwenty-five.Hardtobelieve.My

fatherwasnotalawman.Jackwasmygrandfather.Meandhim was

sheriffatthesametime,him inPlanoandmehere.Ithinkhewas

prettyproudofthat.Iknow Iwas”(90),butEllisnotesthatheis

“alwaysabitslow (unhurriedenoughtostopforcoffeeandpie)so

thatoncehearrives,themostrecenthistoryhasnotonlymissed

hurtinghim,buthasalsorenderedthehorrorathisdestination—ofa

drugshoot-out,aburnedcar,amotelshooting,agrievingfather—

distanttohim”(241).WhenBellandoneofhisdeputiesgettoMoss’s

trailer,heis(asalways)astepbehindChigurh,andthesheriffsays,
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“Wemighthavejustmissedhim”(93).Bellalwaysmanagesto“just

misshim,”somehowremainingunabletotrackdownChigurhorMoss

throughouttheentirenovel,yetwhenWellssearchesforMosshefinds

himinonlythreehours.Intheend,Bellquitsandabandonshiscareer

ratherthanfaceChigurh.Despitehisclaimsthathe’spaidtobethe

firstonehurtorkilled,hedecideswalkingawayfrom theparthe’s

beenplayingisbetterthanplayingitthroughtoitslogicalconclusion:

“Somewhereoutthereisatrueandlivingprophetofdestructionand

Idontwanttoconfronthim [...]Iwontpushmychipsforwardand

standupandgoouttomeethim”(4).Bell’shypocrisyiscoloredby

thecrypticmessageofdoomdeliveredbyChigurh,bythehyperobject,

adoom thatreduceshisidentitytomeretheater.

Bell’shypocrisyinhisplayingofthesheriffroleisparalleledbyhis

hypocrisyinthesoldierrole.Neartheendofthenovel,whenBell

visitshisUncleEllis,arepresentativeoftheold-timerlawmantype

thatBellsoadmires,hetellsEllisaconfessionalstoryfromhistimeas

asoldierinWorldWarIIthathasplaguedhimwithguilteverydayin

allthedecadessince.ThestoryisthatBellandhismenwerebombed

byNazisoldiersandBellwastheonlymanleftstanding.Hedefended

hisfallenmenthroughouttheday,butwhennightdescendedheknew

theGermanswouldovertakehim sohefled,abandoninghisbrothers

inarms.HetellsEllis,“yougointobattleit’sabloodoathtolookafter

themenwithyouandIdontknow whyIdidnt.Iwantedto”(278).

Ironically,thearmyawardedBellacommendation,theBronzeStar,

because“Iguesstheyhadtomakeitlookgood.Looklikeitcounted

forsomethin.Losintheposition”(276),andthatmedalispartofthe

reasonBellwaslaterelectedsheriff.Heplayedthepartofsoldieruntil

realdangerpresenteditself,andtheundeservedmedalhegotforit

allowedhimintoanotherrole,thatofsheriff,inwhichhealsoenjoyed

playingthepartuntilrealdangerappearedandheagainabandoned
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thosehewasresponsiblefor.WhileBellsufferedenormousguiltforhis

actionsinwar,itdidnotpreventhimfromrepeatingthesamepattern

ofbehaviorassheriff.

Bell’sbehavioristheresultofconfrontationwithahyperobject.

EllisnotesthatalthoughitisBell’sjobtoprotectMoss,CarlaJean,and

others,“heknowsheisineffectualatthis[...]heissooutgunnedand

outnumberedastomakeitridiculousforhim totakeastandagainst

thedrugdealers.Andtheyknow it”(247).Thedrugscourgemakes

Bellnotonlyahyprocrite,butalsoweakandlame.Mortonexplains

that“Thetimeofhyperobjectsisatimeofweakness,inwhichhumans

aretunedtoentitiesthatcandestroythem”and

Everyaspectofhyperobjectsreinforcesourparticularlamenesswith

regardtothem.Theviscositythatgluesustothehyperobject

forcesustoacknowledgethatweareoozing,suppuratingwith

nonhuman beings:mercury,radioactive particles,hydrocarbons,

mutageniccells,futurebeingsunrelatedtouswhoalsoliveinthe

shadowofhyperobjects.Thenonlocalityofhyperobjectsscoopsout

theforeground-backgroundmanifoldsthatconstitutehumanworlds.

Theundulatingtemporalitythathyperobjectsemitbathesusina

spatiotemporalvortexthatisradicallydifferentfrom human-scale

time.Thephasingofhyperobjectsforciblyremindsusthatweare

notthemeasureofallthings,asProtagorasandcorrelationism

promise.Andlikeawaftingtheatercurtain,interobjectivityfloats

in frontofobjects,ademoniczoneofthreateningillusion,a

symptom oftheRiftbetweenessenceandappearance.(“TheAge

ofAsymmetry”)

Bell’sweaknessandlamenessareamonghisdefiningcharacteristics,

andunderstandingthenatureofhyperobjectsallowsusinsightinto

why.EllisobservesthatBellisa“defeated,emasculated,andsorrowful

man”(249),andwhileheconvincinglyarguesthatBellbecomesthat
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waybymeasuringhimselfagainstanimpossiblyidealizedimageofhis

father,Bell’sconfrontationwiththehyperobjectexplainsthefeelingsof

weaknessandlamenessaswell.Bell’sinsignificanceinthefaceofthe

drugplagueisperfectlycapturedinthewordsofWells,whohasonly

thistosayofBell:“Idontthinkofhimatall.He’sarednecksheriffin

ahicktowninahickcounty.Inahickstate”(157),asitiswhenBell

admitsthat“Ithinktheworstifitisknowinthatprobablytheonly

reasonI’m evenstillaliveisthattheyhavenorespectforme.And

that’svery painful” (217).Bellisjusta single man,one who

romanticizesanostalgicversionofthelawmanwhoknowsallthe

peopleinhiscounty,whodoesn’tneedtocarryagun,whosemost

dangerousadventureinvolvestheoccasionalfistfight.Thehyperobject

hefaces—aninternationaldrugtraffickingindustryshackledbyno

lawsorborders,staffedbytrainedex-militaryassassins,equippedwith

cutting-edgeequipmentand theblackmarket’seconomicpower—

makesBellanimpotentfigurebycomparisonindeed.

ItisnotonlyBellwhoshrivelsintohypocrisy,lameness,and

weaknessundertheinfluenceofthehyperobjectin NoCountry.

Arguably,allthecharactersexceptChigurhdo.Moss,forexample,

immediatelyexperiencestheviscosityofthedrugplagueandinthe

courseofhisattemptstoextricatehimselffrom it,hislamenessand

weaknessbecomeobviousaswell.Althoughheisatrainedex-soldier,

intelligent,tough,andresourceful,hestandsnochanceagainstChigurh

andwhatherepresents.Hesensesthemagnitudeofthehyperobjecthe

facesdirectlywhenhefirstlayseyesonthesatchelofcash:“Therewas

aheavyleatherdocumentcasestandinguprightalongsidethedead

man’skneeandMossabsolutelyknew whatwasinthecaseandhe

wasscared inawayhedidn’tevenunderstand”(17).From the

momenthetakesthemoney,Chigurhandotherrepresentativesofthe

drugplaguesticktohistrail,wearhimdown,andultimatelykillhim.
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Mosstriesearnestlytoplaythepartofthehero,thetoughguy,buthis

effortsaredoomedtofailureandhypocrisy,likeBell’s.Ellisdescribes

Mossas“aparodyofthehard-boiledheroforaYoungMangenre

novel”(235),notingthatbeforeMossgoesofftofaceChigurh,whohas

vowedtokillMoss’swifeCarlaJean,Mossgoestoaclothingstoreand

wegetadetaileddescriptionoftheclotheshebuysto“lookthepart”

(235)ofarealcowboypreparingforashowdown.Andrew Keller

Estes,too,remarksthatinpickingouttheelementsofhiscowboy

outfit,“Mossmethodicallygoesthroughthebootsection[…]Whilehis

wifeisbeingstalked,Mossworriesabouthisfootwear”(185-86).On

hiswaytotrytorescuehiswifefrom Chigurh,hepicksupayoung

girlhitchhikingandhisconversationswithherarebrimmingwith

clichésandstereotypeswhichrevealhowfullyheisactingarole,such

as“Ifyouspendthreedayswithme[…]Icouldhaveyouholdinup

gasstations.Benotrickatall”(212),orwhenthegirlaskshimifhe’s

sorrytohavebecomeanoutlawandheanswers“SorryIdidn’tstart

sooner”(228).Despitehisposturing,though,thesituationisjustas

WellstellsMossitis:“Thisisn’tgoingtogoaway.Evenifyougot

luckyandtookoutoneortwopeople—whichisunlikely—they’dsend

someoneelse.Nothingwouldchange.They’llstillfindyou.There’s

nowheretogo”(156).Mortonpointsoutthatthereisnowhereforany

ofustogotoescapethehyperobjectglobalwarming;similarly,for

Mossthereisnowheretogotoescapethedrugplague. 

Nordoothercharactersinthenovelescapeit,eventhoseinnocent

oruninvolved.WhenWellsinvestigatesthesceneatahotelwhere

Moss,Chigurh,andothershadathree-wayshoot-out,forexample,he

findsthatastraybulletkilledanoldwomanwhohadsimplybeen

sitting in herrocking chairin herapartment.Moss’swife,the

hitchhiker,themanworkingatthefrontdeskofthehotel—noneof

thesecharactersescapetheviscosityofthehyperobject.Eventhosewho
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arepartofthedrugplagueareweakanddisposableagainstthescale,

power,andviolenceofit,demonstratedbythehorrifying,seemingly

endlessparadeofrepresentativesofthedrugtradebrutallymurdered

throughoutthetext.

Although they are frightening,Morton viewshyperobjectsas

teachersormessengers;theyforceustocometotermswithcertain

truths.Intheglobalwarmingexample,thehyperobjectloomsdemonic

intheminutiaofourdailylives,fromoursmalltalkabouttheweather

tostartingthecartoreplacingalightbulb,demandingwetake

responsibilityforouractionsandourrelationshipstoobjectsinthe

world.ThehyperobjectinNoCountryalsocompelscharacterstocome

totermswiththeirowncomplicity.In“‘Doyousee?’:LevelsofEllipsis

inNoCountryforOldMen,”EllisdescribesChigurhas“aSocratic

figurewho,whenhehastime,engagesinextendeddialogueintended

tohelphisvictimsseewhattheycouldnotbeforesee,thattheirpast

actions,inconjunctionwithchanceevents,havedeterminedtheirfated

endathishands”(96).WhenChigurhisabouttokillCarlaJean,for

example,hetakespainstotrytoshow herhow sheisactually

responsibleforhersituation,regardlessofhow innocentshemay

initiallyappear.Althoughshestartsoutclaiming“IdontknowwhatI

everdone”(256),Chigurhexplainsatsomelengththat“Everymoment

inyourlifeisaturningandeveryoneachoosing.Somewhereyou

madeachoice.Allfollowedtothis.Theaccountingisscrupulous”

(259).Finally,whenhetellsherthatwantinglifetobesomeotherway

isnonsensicalbecauseitisasitis,andissobecauseofchoicesshe

made,heasksifsheunderstandsandsheresponds,“Yes,shesaid,

sobbing.Ido.Itrulydo”(260)beforeheshootsher.Ellis’sreadingof

Chigurhasteachersupportstheinterpretationofthedrugplagueasa

hyperobjectandChigurhasitssymbol.Moreover,likeglobalwarming,

itisahyperobjectwebearresponsibilityforcreating.Bytheendofthe
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novel,Bellbeginstorealizeasmuch,asweseewhenhetellsa

reporterthat“youcanthaveadopebusinesswithoutdopers”(304)or

inthisconversationinwhichheandanothersheriffmarvelatthe

bloodymessChigurhhasleftinhiswake:

Thesheriffshookhishead.Dope,hesaid. 

Theysellthatshittoschoolkids.

It’sworsethanthat.

How’sthat?

Schoolkidsbuyit.(194)

Chigurhandwhatherepresentsisnotahyperobjectlikeaplanet,but

ratherahyperobjectlikeglobalwarming.Itsoriginistraceabletoour

ownactions;thedemandfornarcoticsamongAmericanscreatesit.It

seemswelearnedlittlefromtheProhibitionerainwhichalcohol,upon

becomingillegal,immediatelyspawned powerfulandviolentcriminal

organizationsfeedingonthevastprofitscreatedbytheirveryillegality.

Bell,then,hasdirectresponsibilityforthedrugplagueheisso

mystifiedbysinceheisapartofthesystem thatmakesdrugsillicit

andthereforemakestheirbusinesssolucrativeandviolent.

ReadingthedrugplagueinNoCountryashyperobjectaffordsus

new insightsintothetext.Bell’sconstantrefrainof“Idontknow”

makessensewhenweunderstandthathyperobjects,existingona

differentscaleoftimeandspacethanindividualhumans,necessarily

cometousasmysterious,unknowable.Thehyperobject’sscalealso

rendersusweakandlame,whichilluminatestheinevitabledefeatof

Bell,Moss,andothercharactersconfrontingit.Justasobject-oriented

ontologyandhyperobjectsproveusefultoolsintheanalysisofNo

Country,applicationstootherMcCarthytextssuggestthemselves.One

couldarguethattheecologicalcolonizationthroughouttheBorder

Trilogy and Blood Meridian figures as hyperobject,as does the
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TennesseeValleyAuthorityinSuttreeortheblanketofashthatcovers

theworldinTheRoad.McCarthy’sartistunedtothedemonicindeed.

Thedemonichyperobjectfiguresprominentlyinhistexts,stickingto

characters and readers alike,manifesting in blood and bodies,

withdrawing from understanding only to emerge in grotesque

interobjectivetranslations,reachingouttouswithmessagesneverfully

reckonable.

Seoul National University of Science and Technology
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“Artbecomesanattunementtothedemonic”:

ConfrontingtheHyperobjectinMcCarthy’sNoCountryforOldMen

Abstract KevinEdwinStadt

TheprotagonistofCormacMcCarthy’sNoCountryforOldMen,

SheriffBell,saysorthinks“Idontknow”orsomevariationofitaround

sixtytimes,astrikingfactthathasbeenlargelyoverlookedinMcCarthy

scholarship.ThisstudyattemptstoilluminateBell’srefrainof“Idon’t

know”byanalyzingthedrugplagueinthenovelaswhatTimothy

Morton’sobject-orientedontologycallsa“hyperobject.”Readingthe

drugscourgeashyperobjectandthevillainAntonChigurhasitsavatar

allowsustogaininsightintothepatternsofhypocrisy,weakness,and

lamenessinthenovel’scharacters.
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