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Abstract

This article examines John R. Waters's Hugo Award-winning short story The Water That Falls on You from
Nownhere through the combined lenses of queer ecocriticism and post humanist theory. By foregrounding the
magical realist motif of water that precipitates whenever a lie is told, Waters collapses the boundary between
human intention and environmental agency, thereby reconfiguring the act of coming out as an ecological
event. Drawing on Timothy Morton's notion of hyper objects and Karen Barad's theory of intra-action, the
analysis demonstrates how the truth-revealing water functions as a nonhuman arbiter of authenticity,
compelling characters to negotiate their identities within a material network that transcends anthropocentric
sovereignty. The essay first contextualizes Waters's narrative within contemporary speculative fiction and
introduces the primary characters—Matt, whose struggle with familial acceptance drives the plot, and Gus,
whose affirmations modulate the precipitation. It then surveys Morton's hyper object theory to illustrate how
the water's inscrutable scale and omnipresence render human speech subject to material scrutiny. Next, the
paper employs Barad's agential realism to show how domestic spaces are transformed through intra-action, as
tears, words, and water co-constitute queer intimacy and collective becoming. Through close readings of key
passages, this study reveals the interdependence of affective sincerity and ecological forces, suggesting that
queer subjectivity emerges only within entangled human-nonhuman assemblages.
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Introduction

John R. Waters, an American speculative fiction writer celebrated for his fusion of magical realism
and incisive social commentary, garnered the 2018 Hugo Award for Best Short Story with The Water That
Falls on You from Nowhere. The story envisions a quotidian world irrevocably altered by a supernatural
phenomenon: whenever an individual utters an untruth, a cascade of ordinary yet “perfectly pure” water
descends upon them (Waters 45). This narrative device transforms truth-telling into a material, environmental
event, foregrounding the interplay between human desires and nonhuman agencies. At its core, the narrative
follows Matt, a young Chinese-American man grappling with the fear of familial rejection as he contemplates
coming out to his conservative Christian parents. His partner, Gus, functions as both emotional anchor and
narrative catalyst: his simple confession, “I love you, Matt,” not only affirms their bond but miraculously halts
the rainfall (Waters 50). The domestic spaces of the dining room, living room, and backyard become stages
for ecological drama, where water, tears, and testimony coalesce.
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Contemporary posthumanist literary criticism seeks to “retrain readers to think outside
anthropocentric and humanistic habits” by examining non-anthropocentric imagination and raising critical
awareness of anthropocentric literature (Braidotti 133). Waters's story exemplifies this posthumanist literary
imagination by rendering nonhuman forces as co-agents in queer identity formation. The magical realist
device of truth-revealing water materializes what Catriona Mortimer-Sandilands identifies as the need for “a
critical practice of ecocultural analysis that challenges [...] the ways in which natural and ecological relations
have been read and organized to normalize and naturalize power” (Mortimer-Sandilands qtd. in CFP). By
situating queer coming-out within an ecology of material forces, Waters's narrative invites a reading that
recognizes the agency of nonhuman phenomena in shaping identity and intimacy.

To interpret these entanglements, this essay applies queer ecocriticism alongside two pillars of
posthumanist thought. Timothy Morton's concept of the hyperobject characterizes entities—such as climate
change or radioactive waste—that are “massively distributed” across time and space and thus resist total
comprehension (Morton 2). By framing the water as hyperobject, we recognize its role as an inscrutable force
that dismantles anthropocentric sovereignty and compels characters to reckon with ecological reality. Morton
argues that “hyperobjects compel us to think ecologically, and not the other way around” (Morton 2), a
perspective that positions the water as an environmental force that restructures human social relations rather
than merely responding to them.

Complementing Morton, Karen Barad's agential realism introduces intra-action, the principle that
phenomena emerge through relational enactments rather than preexisting as discrete entities: “different
agencies do not precede each other but rather emerge through their intra-action” (Barad 45). Barad's
framework shifts focus from autonomous individuals to the co-constitutive processes that bind human bodies,
nonhuman matter, and affective forces. As Malgorzata Kowalcze notes, posthumanist methodology “focuses
on the sensual immediacy of material objects and on the kind of human — non-human closeness which rests
upon material interconnectedness” (Kowalcze 719).

By synthesizing Morton's hyperobjects and Barad's intra-action within a queer ecocritical framework,
this study elucidates how Waters's narrative reframes queer coming-out as an ecological event. The analysis
reveals that queer subjectivity materializes not in isolation but through dynamic entanglements of human and
more-than-human agencies, challenging both heteronormative assumptions and anthropocentric
understandings of identity formation.

Queer Ecology: Beyond Natural/Unnatural Binaries

Queer ecology emerges as “an endeavor to understand nature, biology, and sexuality in the light of
queer theory, rejecting the presumptions that heterosexuality and cisgender ideas constitute any objective
standard” (Wikipedia). This interdisciplinary field draws from science studies, ecofeminism, environmental
justice, and queer epistemology to challenge the dualistic categories—natural and unnatural,” “alive or not
alive,” “human or not human”—that structure conventional understandings of both ecology and sexuality. As
scholars note, “nature exists in a continuous state,” and “the idea of 'natural arises from human perspectives
on nature, not 'nature’ itself” (Wikipedia).

Timothy Morton's contribution to queer ecological thought emphasizes how “ideologies of Nature are
founded on inside-outside structures that resemble the boundaries heterosexism polices” (Morton 19). Morton
demonstrates that ecological thinking necessarily disrupts the metaphysical manifold separating “inside” from
“outside” that heteronormative ideology requires, because “all life-forms, along with the environments they

120

Copyright © 2025 Delmon Publications Page 63



Delmon Publications Impact Factor:7.695(SJIF) ISSN: 2583-1232

International Council of English and Literature Journal (ICELJ)
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Volume-5, Issue-3; July-Sept, 2025

RESEARCH ARTICLE

collapse reveals what Morton calls “the mesh”: “a tangle of connections that defies clean boundaries between
human and nonhuman, inside and outside, living and nonliving” (Climate Culture).

Queer ecology thus “challenges traditional ideas regarding which organisms, individuals, memories,
species, visions, objects, etc. have value” and calls for “the inclusion of a more radically inclusive, queered
perspective in environmental movements” (Wikipedia). It rejects associations between “natural” and
“heterosexual” while drawing attention to how “both nature and marginalized social groups have been
historically exploited” (Wikipedia). In Waters's story, this critical framework illuminates how the truth-
revealing water functions as a queer ecological force that destabilizes heteronormative family structures while
affirming authentic relationships.

Posthumanist Methodology in Literary Analysis

Post humanist literary criticism provides methodological tools for analyzing texts that decenter human
agency and recognize the vital materiality of nonhuman forces. As Kowalcze explains, posthumanism “puts
forward the issue of corporeality as the funding principle of the human existence and thus sees a human being
as Homo somaticus vivens, rather than Homo sapiens” (Kowalcze 719). This shift from mind-centered to
embodied subjectivity aligns with posthumanism's challenge to “fundamental humanistic distinctions which
have defined man's place in the world such as body vs. mind, body vs. soul, sensual vs. mental, human vs.
animal or human vs. thing” (Kowalcze 719).

Post humanist methodology emphasizes that “there are various actors in literature, 'not all of them
human, not all of them organic, not all of them technological” (Haraway qtd. in Kowalcze 719). Rather than
focusing on symbolic interpretation, post humanist analysis attends to “the tactile immediacy of material
objects and on the kind of closeness between man and an object which is based on participating in the same
material substratum” (Kowalcze 719-720). This approach recognizes “the identity-building quality of things
functioning as extensions of self, which rests upon corporeal interconnectedness between man and material
objects” (Kowalcze 720).

In the context of queer ecological analysis, post humanist methodology reveals how Waters's story
stages identity formation through material entanglements rather than psychological interiority alone. The
water's agency in enforcing honesty exemplifies what post humanists call “new materialism,” which attributes
“subjectivity” to “inanimate objects” and recognizes matter as “inherently meaningful and endowed with an
inexhaustible potential to manifest itself in a variety of forms” (Kowalcze 720).

The Water as Hyper object: Environmental Enforcement of Authenticity

In Waters's narrative, the omnipresent truth-revealing water exemplifies Morton's concept of the
hyper object through its massive distribution, temporal undulation, and viscosity—aqualities that render it
irreducible to human comprehension or control. The story opens with the matter-of-fact declaration: “The
water that falls on you from nowhere when you lie is perfectly ordinary, but perfectly pure” (Waters 45). This
opening establishes the water's dual nature as both mundane (“perfectly ordinary”) and transcendent
(“perfectly pure”), embodying the hyper object’s quality of being simultaneously present and withdrawn.

When Matt attempts deception about completing his homework, the water's response demonstrates
its hyper object status: “I swear I did it,” he protests, and “the torrent halts” (Waters 47). Here, the water
operates according to its own inscrutable logic, responding not to Matt's intention but to the truth-value of his
utterance. The hyper object water thus enforces honesty as a material negotiation rather than a moral choice,
revealing what Morton describes as the hyper object’s capacity to “compel us to think ecologically” by
; . . . ; . .
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The water's hyperobject agency extends beyond simple truth detection to become what might be
termed an “emotional translator.” As Curtis Weyant observes, “The water betrays his insecurity and inability
to express his true feelings” and serves as a “Matt-Matt interpreter” that exposes unspoken emotions and
cognitive dissonance (Weyant). When Matt denies loving Gus—*I don't love you, not as much as you
obviously love me”—the resulting deluge reveals not merely falsehood but the protagonist's fear and internal
conflict about authentic self-expression (Waters). The water's response transcends binary truth/falsehood to
manifest the affective complexity underlying Matt's struggle with queer identity.

Crucially, the water's agency proves ambivalent rather than punitive. Matt reflects that “The water
that drenched me felt like the world's apology for every time I'd ever lied” (Waters 52), suggesting that the
hyper object functions as both judge and healer, enforcing authenticity while offering absolution. This
ambivalence aligns with Morton's insight that hyper objects resist anthropomorphic moral categories,
operating according to ecological rather than ethical imperatives. The water guides characters toward
authenticity not through moral suasion but through material intervention in their communicative practices.

The hyper object water also demonstrates what Morton calls “temporal undulation”—the way hyper
objects exist across multiple timescales simultaneously. The story suggests that the water phenomenon began
“a few weeks ago” (Waters 45), yet its effects ripple across personal histories and future possibilities. Matt's
relationship with truth-telling spans his entire life history of concealment from his family, while the water's
presence promises to reshape all future intimate communications. The hyper object thus collapses past,
present, and future into a single temporal manifold organized around the imperative of authenticity.
Domestic Space as Site of Intra-Active Becoming

Karen Barad's theory of intra-action provides crucial insight into how Waters's story transforms

domestic spaces into fluid sites of co-constitutive becoming. Rather than treating the family home as a static
backdrop for human drama, the narrative reveals how tears, words, water, and built environment mutually
constitute one another in ongoing processes of emergence. As Barad explains, “different agencies do not
precede each other but rather emerge through their intra-action” (Barad 45), meaning that Matt's identity, his
family's responses, and the domestic space itself co-emerge through their entangled enactments.
The dining room scene exemplifies this intra-active process most powerfully. As Matt prepares to come out
during Christmas dinner, his mother's emotional response triggers a cascade of intra-acting forces: “Mom's
tears glistened, and the water falling on us felt ... like a benediction” (Waters 54). In this moment, neither
maternal emotion nor environmental precipitation acts autonomously; instead, their entanglement produces
what the narrative describes as a blessing—a scene of queer ecstasy that transforms familial rejection into
familial embrace.

The dining room furniture itself becomes an active participant in this transformation. The narrative
attention to walls, table, and dishes reveals how built environment functions as what Jane Bennett might call
“thing-power”—the capacity of objects to act as forces rather than mere props. When water infiltrates the
domestic interior, it dissolves the spatial boundaries that typically separate public and private, exterior and
interior, revealing what Barad calls the “entangled ontology” that connects seemingly discrete entities.

Jack Halberstam's concept of domestic environments as sites of “queer potentiality” further illuminates this
spatial transformation. Halberstam argues that familiar spaces can become transformative arenas when
normative expectations are suspended or reconfigured (Halberstam 152). In Waters's story, the truth-revealing
water enables precisely this reconfiguration by rendering concealment impossible and thus creating conditions
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a porous site where emotional, social, and material forces converge to produce new forms of queer
relationality.

The kitchen scene where Matt protects his sister Michele from scalding water provides another
example of intra-active spatial reconfiguration. When Michele's disparaging remarks about Gus trigger a
downpour over the hot stove, Matt “leap[s] to pull her pan away as I shut off the burner” (Waters). The
narrative explicitly notes that Matt acts to prevent the water from hitting the pan because “the steam and
splattered oil would have burned her” (Waters). This moment reveals how care persists across conflict within
family systems, and how protective love can manifest through attention to material dangers rather than verbal
reassurance alone.

As critic Anaealay notes, this protective gesture carries particular significance because it demonstrates
Matt's continued emotional investment in his sister “who has tormented him for years and is actively in the
middle of attempted sabotage of his relationship” (Anaealay). The fact that Matt prioritizes Michele's physical
safety over allowing the water to deliver “cosmic comeuppance” reveals the complex intra-actions of family
loyalty, queer identity, and material vulnerability that structure the domestic space (Anaealay).

Queer Intimacy and Material Co-Constitution

Waters's narrative demonstrates how queer intimacy emerges through intra-active entanglements of

human affect and environmental agency rather than through conventional romantic discourse alone. The
story's most powerful moments occur when authentic feeling manages to modulate or halt the water's flow,
suggesting that sincerity itself becomes a form of material intervention in ecological processes.
Gus's declaration of love—“T love you, Matt”—provides the clearest example of this phenomenon. The
narrative emphasizes the materiality of this moment: “not only did ‘I love you, Matt’ pull him out of his angst,
but it actually removed water. Fundamental laws of physics do that. Profound theorems of mathematics do
that. ‘I love you, Matt’ doesn't count as a powerful statement that holds true for all time and space. Except
when Gus says it, apparently” (Waters). This passage reveals Matt's amazement that emotional sincerity can
function with the same material efficacy as natural laws, suggesting that authentic queer love operates as a
force within rather than against ecological systems.

The scene following this declaration further illustrates the material dimensions of queer intimacy.
When Matt responds with denial—“I don't love you, not as much as you obviously love me”—the resulting
deluge soaks both partners and forces them to share “everything after the initial shock™ (Waters). The water's
intervention creates a form of involuntary intimacy that parallels and enables emotional vulnerability. Gus's
response to their shared drenching—Ilaughing “like the peal of giant bells, low booms that vibrate through you
and make everything in the room rattle”—transforms the water's judgment into a moment of joyous connection
(Waters).

This transformation suggests what Mel Y. Chen calls “animacies”—the ways that affective intensities
traverse boundaries between human and nonhuman, creating zones of unexpected liveliness and connection
(Chen 91). Chen's concept of animacy challenges rigid distinctions between subject and object by attending
to how feelings, sensations, and agencies flow across and between bodies, both human and nonhuman. In
Waters's story, the water's capacity to respond to emotional authenticity reveals it as possessing a form of
animacy that makes it a participant in rather than merely a witness to queer intimacy.

The story's conclusion amplifies this theme by staging Matt's final declaration of love in explicitly
solitary terms. Curled up in bed with Gus absent, Matt finally speaks the words aloud: “I love you” (Waters).
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authentic self-acknowledgment creates a space of protection from external judgment (Anaealay). As Anaealay
observes, “This isn't a coming out story, or a love story, or an immigration story; it's a story about the
translation that lets Matt be himself” (Anacalay).

This “translation” reveals the queer ecological dimensions of identity formation. Rather than
understanding selfhood as emerging from internal psychological processes, the story demonstrates how
authentic identity materializes through dynamic intra-actions between human desire, family systems, domestic
spaces, and environmental forces. Matt's capacity to love honestly emerges only after he has navigated the
complex material and social ecologies that structure his family relationships.

Discussion: Implications for Queer Ecological Literary Criticism

Waters's The Water That Falls on You from Nowhere offers significant insights for the developing
field of queer ecological literary criticism by demonstrating how speculative fiction can materialize abstract
theoretical concepts and make visible the ecological dimensions of identity formation that realist fiction often
obscures. The story's magical realist conceit transforms Barad's notion of intra-action from philosophical
abstraction into narrative reality, showing readers how human identities and environmental forces co-
constitute one another in ongoing processes of becoming.

The analysis reveals several key contributions to queer ecological thought. First, the story
demonstrates how environmental agency can function as an ally rather than obstacle to queer identity
formation. Unlike ecocritical narratives that position human sexuality as necessarily opposed to natural
systems, Waters's water-as-hyperobject actively enforces the authenticity that enables queer flourishing. This
challenges what Mortimer-Sandilands calls the ‘“heteronormative assumptions” that typically structure
environmental discourse by revealing how ecological forces can destabilize rather than support normative
family structures.

Second, the narrative illustrates how queer coming-out necessarily involves more-than-human actors
and agencies. Matt's identity formation occurs not through isolated self-reflection but through complex
negotiations between his desires, his family's expectations, domestic material culture, and environmental
forces. This expanded understanding of queer subjectivity aligns with what scholars call “posthuman”
approaches to identity that recognize humans as “intersection point[s] of material and non-material as well as
human and non-human determinants” (Kowalcze).

Third, the story reveals how domestic spaces function as ecological systems rather than cultural
constructions alone. The family home emerges as what Timothy Morton calls part of “the mesh”—a network
of connections that defies clean boundaries between nature and culture, inside and outside. This insight
contributes to queer ecological calls for more complex understandings of how built environments participate
in both heteronormative discipline and queer potentiality.

The analysis also suggests methodological implications for literary criticism more broadly. By
attending to the material dimensions of textual worlds—the furniture, weather, food, and physical spaces that
typically function as mere backdrop—post humanist ecocritical analysis reveals how literature stages complex
negotiations between human and more-than-human agencies. This approach expands the interpretive
possibilities available to critics while remaining grounded in close textual analysis.

Finally, Waters's story contributes to ongoing conversations about the relationship between queer
theory and environmental politics. By staging queer identity formation as an ecological event, the narrative
suggests that LGBTQ+ liberation and environmental justice movements share common ground in their
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between queer subjects and environmental forces offers one model for what inclusive environmental politics
might look like.
Conclusion

John R. Waters's The Water That Falls on You from Nowhere emerges through this analysis as a
significant contribution to queer ecological literature that deserves sustained critical attention. By
materializing truth-telling as an environmental phenomenon, Waters enacts a narrative ecology where human
identity formation occurs within rather than apart from more-than-human relationalities. The story's magical
realist conceit enables readers to perceive the ecological dimensions of identity that typically remain invisible
in realist fiction while offering a model for more inclusive environmental imagination.

The combined application of Timothy Morton's hyper object theory and Karen Barad's intra-action
reveals how the truth-revealing water functions simultaneously as environmental force and social mediator,
compelling characters to reckon with both ecological reality and interpersonal authenticity. This dual function
suggests that queer subjectivity and environmental consciousness are not separate concerns but aspects of a
shared project of recognizing and nurturing the complex entanglements that constitute life itself.

Waters's story thus offers what Rosi Braidotti calls an “affirmative figuration” that counters dominant
representations of both queer subjects and environmental relations (Braidotti 158). Rather than positioning
queerness as unnatural or environmental forces as hostile to human flourishing, the narrative envisions
ecological solidarity and queer affirmation as mutually reinforcing processes. The water's role as both arbiter
and ally suggests possibilities for environmental politics that embrace rather than exclude queer lives and
relationships.

This analysis contributes to the growing field of queer ecology by demonstrating how literary texts
can make visible the material dimensions of identity formation while challenging the anthropocentric
assumptions that structure much literary criticism. By attending to the ways that domestic spaces, emotional
responses, and environmental forces intra-act to produce queer subjectivity, the study reveals literature's
capacity to imagine more inclusive forms of ecological and social relationality.

Future research might extend this analysis by examining other works of speculative fiction that stage
queer identity within ecological contexts, or by exploring how different narrative forms—from poetry to
graphic novels—represent the entanglements of sexuality and environment. The methodological approach
developed here, combining queer theory, ecocriticism, and posthumanist analysis, offers tools for reading a
wide range of contemporary texts that navigate the increasingly urgent intersections of identity, environment,
and justice.

Ultimately, Waters's story invites readers to recognize that authenticity—whether personal,
interpersonal, or ecological—emerges not from isolation but from engagement with the complex material and
social ecologies that sustain all forms of life. In an era of environmental crisis and ongoing struggles for
LGBTQ+ rights, this vision of entangled flourishing offers both critical insight and imaginative hope for more
sustainable and inclusive futures.
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