
Understanding Awe 

Wonder, amazement, astonishment, reverence. These are all feelings that are synonymous with the 
subject of my research for the past year. All involve, in one way or another, the elusive emotion of 
awe. Although my own study focused on a small slither of the spectrum of ongoing work in this area, 
along the way, I have become familiar with this emerging field, and the following piece of writing is 
an effort to communicate contemporary scientific approaches to deciphering this complex emotion. 
Understanding Awe can be treated as one singular narrative comprised of four separate chapters, or 
it can be treated as four separate articles of which I intend to slightly modify and publish individually.  

 

What Makes Us Feel Awe?  

A few weeks ago I spent a night on the Otago Peninsula at the bottom of the South Island of New 
Zealand. Some friends had heard that a place called Hooper’s Inlet was an ideal spot to see the 
Aurora Australis, otherwise known as ‘The Southern Lights’. A fifteen minute drive takes you out of 
Dunedin, away from the light pollution, over the volcanic hills of the peninsula, and down into 
Hooper’s Inlet. The estuary is the unsuspecting home of one of the best places in Otago to star gaze. 
Although we were unfortunate to miss the Aurora that night, we still had the unimpeded glory of the 
Milky Way all to ourselves with the estuary acting as a glistening mirror to the sky. The universe was 
duplicated for us to enjoy. We laid there for hours, soaking in the sights and the silence. This was the 
most recent time I was truly in awe, the infinite points of celestial light giving me that familiar feeling 
of comforting insignificance.  

There are many experiences that can elicit this peculiar emotion in us. Dramatic landscapes such as 
the Grand Canyon or the enormity of the Himalayas can also induce a feeling similar to a lengthy 
gaze into the dark abyss of space. Being in awe transports us to this paradoxical place where we feel 
small and insignificant but somehow connected to everything else.  

Awe-inducing stimuli is certainly not limited to these nature contexts, either. Expansive images of 
human urbanisation can leave us feeling similarly bewildered. Even the aftermath of a natural 
disaster where mother nature has ravaged an entire city can bring us to our knees. 

We are also often in awe of people. Only a few months ago, for instance, I sat in Auckland’s Civic 
Theatre, with its starry night ceiling and Persian style interior, gobsmacked to see the one and only 
Sir David Attenborough standing on stage right in front of me. Here he was, a man I had watched on 
television throughout my childhood, a man who had visited every corner of the globe and 
introduced me to my new favourite creatures, and he now stood only a few metres from me. I was 
nervous, my knees wobbly, and I couldn’t quite believe my eyes. I was, in other words, “star struck,” 
which is an expression pretty much synonymous with awe, but in the social domain. 

A range of scenarios can elicit awe in people, some being social contexts and others being 
completely asocial. But what do these events have in common to trigger such a strong but relatively 
similar emotional response in us? What conditions have to be in place to elicit awe?  

Awe is an emotion that has popped up in an array of academic disciplines throughout the past, from 
sociology, to philosophy and even theology. It is no surprise that awe has crept into the writing of 
religious studies as it plays a clear role in the religious experience. Imagine sitting in one of the 
grandiose basilicas of Renaissance Europe, the towering architecture reinforcing the feeling of 
smallness that awe usually has, as well as the sense of connectedness to the thousands of 
worshippers who have prayed there before you.  



In 2003, psychologists Dacher Keltner and Jonathan Haidt published a landmark paper on awe. Their 
goal was to uncover the themes that were central to all experiences of this cryptic emotion. At first 
glance it appears that the variety in experiences that can elicit awe are too subjective, which is to 
say, what will induce a state of awe in me may be completely different for you. Psychologist Dr 
Dacher Keltner explains: 

“When we confront awe, we immediately confront something that is spectacularly interesting and 
complex from a scientific perspective. We have done this is in thirty different countries around the 
world with this project, which is if you ask people where do they get their awe? It comes from so 
many profoundly different places.”  

In Keltner and Haidt’s analysis, however, two themes emerged as central to almost all experiences of 
awe. The first is what they called ‘perceived vastness’. Perceived vastness occurs when a perceiver 
(you, me, or anybody) experiences something outside of our usual frame of reference. We go about 
our daily lives dealing with things like cars, our friends and family, and our homes, but awe involves a 
shift in the scale of our experience. Dr Keltner unpacks this further:  

“The first property of awe is that it is vast, it’s something that is beyond, awe has vastness built into 
it, physical vastness, epistemological vastness (what you know), temporal vastness. Awe also 
transcends our understanding of the world, we can’t fit it into our knowledge structures that guide 
our understanding of the world.”  

You may be standing on a mountain looking over an expansive range, or looking through a 
microscope at a droplet of water teeming with thousands of microorganisms, or be in the presence 
of the Queen. All of these experiences qualify as perceived vastness. With a simple understanding of 
geology, the mountains’ grandeur helps us conceive of time periods outside of the human lifespan, 
we uncover an unbeknownst living universe in the water droplet, and when we meet the Queen we 
are struck by her enormous social influence and power. In each case the individual or group 
concerned has experienced something outside of their accustomed frame of reference, be it literally 
large, metaphorical, social, or even temporal.  

Vastness and power are themes in the experience of awe that are very interrelated, and while we 
will see how the perception of social power may have evolutionary roots in our experience of awe, 
vastness captures the simple aesthetic nature of the emotion.  

The second theme that Keltner and Haidt uncovered is known as ‘the need for accommodation’. 
When we have these experiences which extend beyond our usual perceptions of the world, we try to 
make sense of them in a way that works with our pre-existing beliefs and worldview. An attempt is 
made to rationalise the experience in a way that conforms to how we already understand the world. 
Awe presents us with uncertainty, something that is novel and new to our experience, and so we 
seek closure. Accommodation is a mental reconfiguration to resolve that uncertainty.  

It is also important to note that awe centres on the need for accommodation which may or may not 
be achieved. Whether someone’s attempt at accommodation is a success or a failure may in part 
explain why awe can be sometimes confrontational or contrastingly enlightening.  

While vastness and the need for accommodation may be central to experiences of awe, Keltner and 
Haidt’s conceptual prototype of awe included other conditions that helped to explain the variance 
among experiences of awe. They included things like the perception of threat, beauty, ability 
(talent), virtue and the supernatural. The variety of these other aspects of awe show the complexity 
of this emotion, and again why sometimes it can be viewed as a negative emotion and sometimes as 
a profoundly positive one. However, in Keltner and Haidt’s prototype it is important to note that 



these conditions are peripheral to the central themes of vastness and accommodation. They 
essentially add flavour and cultural context to the multitude of awe-like experiences.  

Let’s say you meet someone who had an exceptional talent or skill. This could trigger a need for 
accommodation, as you may not have encountered someone who possessed their abilities. But if 
there is no perception of vastness, the emotion you are likely feeling is admiration, not awe, even 
though admiration is an emotion that is closely related to awe. The same may apply for an individual 
who exemplifies moral beauty, like a friend who volunteers at a homeless shelter or gives away large 
amounts of their income to environmental restoration projects. Virtuous displays like this can induce 
a feeling akin to awe, a warm feeling in the chest and a desire to be a better person, but we are 
really talking about ‘elevation’. While it appears to be in the family of awe-related states, elevation 
rarely involves perceived vastness or power. It is not surprising though, that these social contexts 
can induce a feeling akin to awe. 

 

Why Do We Feel Awe?  

Before we get into an evolutionary account of awe, an important distinction must be made. Namely, 
the difference between ‘primordial’ emotion and ‘elaborated’ emotion. Primordial emotion refers to 
the hard-wired pre-cultural set of emotional responses that were shaped by our evolutionary past. 
These emotions were built into the human central and peripheral nervous system. You know that 
knee-jerk reaction when you smell food that’s been in the fridge too long, or when someone tracks 
dog excrement through your living room, that is a primordial disgust response to warn you away 
from coming into contact with toxic objects. However, elaborated disgust is set of contextual cultural 
values that are learned, but are expanded upon from primordial disgust. For example, this might be 
disgust for conservative politics, Adam Sandler films, or cheap wine.  

Some psychological theorists propose that awe in its primordial form centres around an emotional 
reaction to a powerful leader. Human survival relies heavily on our ability to form social collectives. 
By living in groups, we can specialize our abilities and contribute to our collective groups in specific 
ways. Awe in its primordial form, it is believed, is a response to powerful social entities that solidify 
social hierarchies, which are important for collaboration and our collective survival.  

Our capacity to experience awe in response to cues of social dominance, to powerful political 
leaders and individuals of social prestige, can then be generalised to other awe-inducing stimuli that 
exhibit the same themes. In this by-product model, non-social stimuli that have vastness and require 
accommodation elicit the primordial awe response. Domineering architecture, displays of nature’s 
power, and vast social gatherings in the name of an individual, can all lead to similar reactions that 
an encounter with a powerful leader will bring. When the humble villager meets the Queen, he is 
confronted by both her social power (vastness) and the novelty of meeting her, as this experience 
falls well out of his usual realm of experience (accommodation). The same could be said of someone 
who witnesses a hurricane, except this time it is the physical power of the event that is vast, while it 
also falls some way out of their usual day-to-day experiences and so requires accommodation.  

New stimuli that exhibit the additional themes associated with awe such as, beauty, threat, virtue 
etc, can bring culturally specific meaning to awe. Much like the way elaborated disgust builds a 
cultural set of of norms on top of our primordial disgust, cultures build specialised ways of 
elaborating upon our primordial awe responses. This may be the perception of the supernatural, 
facilitating a deeply religious experience. It may be the addition of beauty that fosters the 



self-transcendent feelings described by naturalists. It may even be the addition of virtue shown by a 
public figure creating a culture of admiration around that individual.  

If Lord of The Flies taught me anything, it’s that we are innately hierarchical animals. Power statuses 
exist across cultures, and while some cultures may exhibit hierarchies more prevalently than others, 
smaller egalitarian societies must remain constantly weary of power dynamics from forming. Our 
emotions contribute to how we create, maintain, and navigate these hierarchies, giving us internal 
and external signals of where our place is on this spectrum of social status. When Donald Trump 
exhibits unquestioning pride in himself, he is trying to enforce his higher status. When he shows 
contempt for those below him he is being vigilant of someone who may be a potential threat, or 
when he is submissive and embarrassed, he signalling that person exists on a higher platform of 
social hierarchy. The same behaviour exists as evidently in Trump as it does in our close primate 
relatives, who share our complex social arrangements.  

It is believed that awe falls into a category of emotion that lower status individuals feel toward 
higher status individuals. It is a feeling that is likely to involve devotion, and a tendency to reduce the 
importance of one’s own interests relative to the interests of the powerful leader. We then become 
committed to this leader, reducing our desire to overturn the established social hierarchy. Certain 
social rituals that meet the conditions of awe-inducing stimuli can enforce the ‘awesomeness’ of 
social leaders to their people. And history is not short of individuals who used this to their 
advantage.  

One of these people was Hitler. The dominating nature of Nazi architecture, the massive public 
gatherings, parades, speeches, and displays of military might would have created an intense sense of 
awe around the power and prestige of Hitler and the Nazis. The German people were made to feel 
awe towards Hitler, enforcing their status as subordinates in the hierarchy of power in Nazi 
Germany. Their personal desires and self-importance then gave way to reverence of their leader, 
motivating millions of people to go to war and sacrifice their lives for Hitler’s ideology. Hitler knew 
how displays of power could influence the behaviour of the German people, but whether he fully 
understood the mechanisms at work in his manipulation of awe is unclear.  

Interestingly, there are alternative hypotheses surrounding the adaptive functions of awe. It may not 
be as simple as saying that our capacity to experience awe evolved to reinforce our place within 
social groups. Recent research conducted by the psychologist Lani Shiota has illuminated awe’s 
effect on how we process information. As I described earlier, one core theme of awe is the ‘need for 
accommodation’. When we experience awe, we are almost always presented with something new, 
creating a compelling desire to understand what we have experienced. Shiota wanted to investigate 
how awe might affect information processing, especially since experiences of awe tend to introduce 
us to new information.  

Shiota came up with an ingenious way to gain an insight into how we decipher new information 
when in a state of awe. In one study she asked participants (undergraduate university students) to 
vividly remember a past awe experience, or a different positive emotion such as amusement 
depending on what condition they were in. After some time spent revisiting this past emotional 
experience, the students were given a mock campus news article. The article was made up of 
arguments in favour of implementing new mandatory exams that seniors must pass to graduate. 
Obviously, university students would strongly oppose such a proposal, so Dr Shiota could assume 
that if students eventually agreed with the implementation of the exams, then they had been 
persuaded.  



For each emotional condition (awe and other positive emotions) half of the participants were 
provided with several strong arguments for the implementation of the exams, while the other half 
were provided with several weak arguments. For example, one of the strong arguments included a 
quote from a prominent businessman saying his company gave higher salaries to graduates who 
passed mandatory senior exams. One of the weak arguments was a quote from a current student 
saying these types of exams were a tradition of the ancient Greeks. After reading either a collection 
of strong or weak arguments participants then had to rate their level of agreement with 
implementing the comprehensive exams. If participants were evaluating the information in the 
arguments carefully, and not just assuming that an aggregate of arguments is persuasive, then they 
should have been convinced by the strong arguments but not by the weak ones.  

In the positive emotional conditions of amusement, contentment, and enthusiasm, students were 
convinced by both the strong arguments and the weak ones. Nine viewpoints in favour of the exams 
was enough to convince them even if they consisted of questionable reasoning. However, 
participants in the awe condition were only convinced by the strong arguments. Priming someone to 
be in a state of awe, it seemed, made participants more critical and careful to agree with dubious 
information. This makes sense when we consider how awe almost always presents us with 
something new. When in a state of awe we need to analyse our environment more effectively 
because this new information will help to inform our knowledge structures, and this could mean the 
difference between life and death. If our ancestors incorrectly categorised a dangerous experience 
that made them feel awe such as a encounter with a vicious predator or a flood that wiped out their 
village then their ability to survive would have been jeopardised.  

On the surface this study suggests that awe is an emotion that helps us to filter useful information 
through our flooded sensory inputs, providing us with a potentially interesting story about the 
adaptive function of awe. Human beings are exceptionally dependant on knowledge and information 
to create the conceptual frameworks we use to analyse our environment, and reason about the past, 
present, and future. Awe may simply be an emotional state that enhances our capacity to 
understand the world that we live in. 

It is unclear, however, whether this hypothesis about awe’s adaptive function can work mutually 
with the proposal that awe evolved as a mechanism to establish social hierarchy and for individuals 
to fold into collective groups. More research is needed to come to any real answer. It is clear, 
however, that awe is an incredibly complex emotion that has an array of effects on our cognitive 
capabilities, whether it be encouraging collective action or enhancing our information processing 
abilities.  

All of this probably seems quite removed from our typical experiences of awe. It’s the superstar 
actors, Olympic athletes, or famous musicians who are often the subject of awe from the masses. 
They possess skills that are out of the ordinary and are household names. But perhaps the most 
common source of awe for the contemporary Westerner is natural scenery. Mountains, valleys, 
weather, and oceans all are vast in relation to the individual and are often new or novel to the 
perceiver. Human creations also play a large role in the experiences of awe for people today. Songs, 
symphonies, skyscrapers, art, and engineering feats can all be sources of awe.  

For me, the most interesting scenario where awe is elicited is in the epiphany or realisation of 
something new. People can feel awe as they begin to comprehend the scope of a grand theory, or 
remember a piece of wisdom that someone had once bestowed upon them. It may even be 
understanding the significance of something that had seemed trivial to them once. Personally, 



exploring the nature of awe, the breadth of its influence on people, and gradually understanding 
why we came to experience this complex emotion, has been a source of awe in itself.  

Back on the banks of Hooper’s Inlet I was reminded of a sudden realisation I had as a young amateur 
astronomer. The universe is a lot bigger than I’d ever comprehended. People had told me that there 
were billions of stars out there, but that was just a number -- now I could see them. I was beginning 
to grasp that the universe wasn’t just comprised of me and my desires. I could feel my sense of self 
receding away. Down here on Earth, it’s when we look up that our cosmic insignificance is laid bare. 
We see what seems like an unfathomable ocean of stars, each point of light like our own sun. Who 
knows? These alien stars could even be home to solar systems with planets harbouring life. It’s a 
perspective from our own backyard looking outwards that can bring an intense feeling of awe. But a 
view back at Earth has created a feeling of awe perhaps even more powerful than that felt by the 
millions of us dilettante cosmologists who tilt our heads up towards the sky at night. 

 

Awe: An Emotion of Paradox  

You are suspended 408km above the Earth. As a crew member of the International Space Station 
you have a few daily jobs to complete, some maintenance tasks and maybe taking some 
measurements. At the end of the day you get to spend your time doing whatever you like. But you, 
just like your astronaut colleagues, can’t help but take a peek out the window. Your gaze is instantly 
drawn to the glowing blue sphere below. A pulsing orb in the infinite void of black. You can see the 
interacting weather systems and the borderless continents. You can see the biosphere as a living 
system, fragile and interdependent. Everything on Earth calls this piece of rock hurtling through 
space home.  

Coined by author Frank White, this unique experience is known as the ‘Overview Effect’. It describes 
the psychological effect that looking back at Earth has on astronauts. These  individuals describe a 
cognitive shift in their perceived relationship to Earth, viewing themselves as stewards of the planet, 
the environment, and the people on it.  

In his book, The Orbital Perspective, NASA astronaut Ron Garan explains the feeling that took hold of 
him as a robotic arm on the ISS gave him a panoramic view of Earth and the heavens.  

“As I approached the top of this arc, it was as if time stood still, and I was flooded with both emotion 
and awareness. But as I looked down at the Earth — this stunning, fragile oasis, this island that has 
been given to us, and that has protected all life from the harshness of space — a sadness came over 
me, and I was hit in the gut with an undeniable, sobering contradiction. 

In spite of the overwhelming beauty of this scene, serious inequity exists on the apparent paradise we 
have been given. I couldn’t help thinking of the nearly one billion people who don’t have clean water 
to drink, the countless number who go to bed hungry every night, the social injustice, conflicts, and 
poverty that remain pervasive across the planet. 

Seeing Earth from this vantage point gave me a unique perspective — something I’ve come to call the 
orbital perspective. Part of this is the realisation that we are all travelling together on the planet and 
that if we all looked at the world from that perspective we would see that nothing is impossible.” 

Awe is an emotion that to this day is steeped in paradox. Experientially, it makes us feel small. But 
while we may feel small, awe has the existential effect of making us feel connected to something 
larger than ourselves. Strangely, awe simultaneously shrinks our sense of self and expands it. But 
how can this be? Sure, when we are in awe of something it is almost always literally larger than 



ourselves, whether it is a view of Earth from space, expansive natural scenery, or the sight of a city 
from your window seat on a plane. But this isn’t the type of small I’m talking about. People describe 
feeling less significant, and less aware of their everyday concerns. Rather than a literal reduction of 
the self, people feel as if their perceived self importance actually shrinks.  

A 2007 psychological paper titled ‘The nature of awe’ explored the effects of awe on what 
psychologists called the ‘self concept’. Lani Shiota, whom we met earlier, asked participants to recall 
the last time they were in awe and to ponder that feeling for a period of time. She then asked them 
to rank how much they agreed with certain statements that related to their sense of self at the time 
of their awe experience. Shiota wanted to map out the phenomenology of awe, essentially what it 
feels like to be in awe. After recalling their last awe experience, participants were far more likely to 
agree with statements like ‘I felt small or insignificant’, and ‘I felt the presence of something greater 
than myself’.  

But in addition to feeling small, they also described themselves as feeling like they were part of a 
larger whole. Their perceived sense of self-identity had moved away from viewing themselves as 
‘special’ or ‘one of a kind’ and moved towards more universal notions of selfhood. In Shiota’s study 
people under the influence of awe were more likely to align their sense of self identity with broad 
encompassing terms like ‘humanity’, or ‘an inhabitant of Earth’.  

Along with these shifting conceptions of the self, psychologists have uncovered that people become 
more willing to share and to be empathetic to others when in a state of awe. But this seems strange. 
Awe is typically elicited by vast natural stimuli, things that are generally asocial, such as majestic 
mountain ranges and twinkling stars. Why then does awe produce these prosocial tendencies?  

It is believed that the phenomenological response to awe, namely the ‘small self effect’, creates a 
greater tendency for people to fold into collaborative social groups and engage in collective action. 
For human beings to work together in social groups, which involves collaboration, cooperation and 
coaction, there needs to be a reduction in the emphasis of one’s self-interests. There also needs to 
be a shift to prioritise the interests of one’s larger social entities (e.g., communities, nationalities, 
religious groups, ethnic groups, or humanity in general). Under awe’s influence we become sharers, 
carers and assisters. We are no longer individuals, but part of a collective.  

It is no wonder, then, that awe plays such central role in the experience of religion, spirituality, and 
politics, since these are all processes in which we can gain clearer pictures of our collective identity. 
Awe is the lubricant that helps us slip into our social groups by expanding our sense of self-identity 
to include those groups.  

Awe is even capable of expanding people’s sense of self-identity beyond social boundaries. While 
participant’s in Shiota’s study were far more likely to describe themselves as a part of humanity in 
general when under awe’s influence, some even went as far to say that they felt a part of the 
universe or nature itself. Their sense of self wasn’t constricted to social groups, in other words. 
Rather, people took on larger metaphysical conceptions of how they defined themselves. Since it is 
clear that awe helps to expand our sense of self beyond social boundaries, it is obvious to see the 
connection between awe and spirituality, as the emotion can foster the feeling that one is a part of 
entities beyond the scope of being human. It may only take a little bit of reflecting on the last time 
you were truly in awe to understand how it affects our sense of interconnectedness to the rest of 
the world. 

Psychologists believe that awe’s effect on the self directly influences people’s tendencies to behave 
in prosocial ways. Narcissism, an emotional trait that increases one’s valuation of the self, has been 



associated with a disregard for others’ needs. People who report lower perceived self-importance in 
previous psychological studies tend to donate more to collective resources and are more selfless in 
their relationships than are those with more narcissistic tendencies. In studies on personality types 
and values, self-transcendent values that prioritise reduced self-importance and increased attention 
to others and nature are positively linked to empathy and sharing. On the other hand, 
self-enhancement values that prioritise power and achievement are negatively associated with these 
prosocial outcomes. In a talk on his research on awe, psychologist Dacher Keltner reiterates this: 

“Awe transforms your mind and how you look at your social world and how you think about others 
around you...this is one of the great challenges for humans in our momentary lives and also in the 
context of our evolution, thinking about what we are as a social species is to move out of a model of 
self-interest and gratifying your own desires, which is very important evolutionarily, and then 
integrating into your action the interests of other people in your social collective. We do that better 
than almost any other species on the face of the Earth, we have big parts of the frontal lobe that help 
us think about the interests of other people...and what we are finding is brief doses of awe, going out 
into the woods say, moves us from a model of self-interest to being engaged in the interests of 
others. And that’s why awe may be a counterpoint to the narcissism and abuses of power we are 
worried about...it breaks down this us vs them thinking.”  

This body of research provides a compelling story as to why awe can simultaneously make us feel 
small and insignificant, while at the same time broadening our sense of self, making us feel 
connected to the people and the world around us. Notice that in Ron Garan’s description of his 
deeply moving experience on the ISS, he suddenly became invested in the plight of his fellow human 
beings. This might mirror a experience of awe in your past when you felt less concerned about the 
trivial things in life, while also wanting to become a better person.  

Awe can be paradoxical for another reason. It is treated as both a positive emotion and a negative 
emotion, exemplified in our constant colloquial use of ‘awesome’ and ‘awful’. Fear and 
powerlessness play a central role to the experience of awe, as highlighted by the fact that 
destruction and nature’s brutal power can elicit awe in us. This can be mirrored in the social domain 
as well. Intimidating figures in our lives like bosses, teachers, and police officers can be sources of 
awe because of the far reaching social powers they possess. We often have to remain constantly 
fearful and respectfully weary of these individuals because they could dictate the course of our lives 
with one swift decision. Conversely, with the West’s colloquialized use of the word ‘awesome’ today, 
awe has shifted to mean something more positive in the popular imagination. 

When we describe being in awe to our friends and family, it almost always entails experiencing 
something positive. Over the course of my own investigations, my conversations went something 
like this, “Bridget, when was the last time you you were in awe?” She replied, “I was driving over the 
hills of the Otago peninsula, and Dunedin gradually revealed itself to me.” Bridget is an ex-student at 
Otago University and on her return to the city a flood of nostalgia was induced by the expansive 
sight of the glistening lights from that hilltop. Whenever I ask my friends when they last felt awe, I 
am almost always presented with a positive experience like the one Bridget explained to me.  

Bridget was able to make sense of why she felt awe. But often experiences of awe can bring about a 
deep element of uncertainty. Psychologists Keltner and Haidt describe two central themes in 
experiences of awe, the first being perceived vastness. The second, as we’ve seen, is the need for 
accommodation. 

To reiterate this principle, when awe presents us with something vast that is new and novel to our 
experience, we have an innate desire to understand that experience. There is an internal cognitive 



conversation that goes, ‘Hey that was new!’, ‘I haven’t seen this before,’ ‘How do I make sense of 
this in a way that fits with my current worldview?’ But sometimes our current picture of the world 
may be insufficient to properly make sense of the uncertainty brought on by the awe experience. 
The information available to us could be inadequate to explain what we may be seeing, hearing, or 
feeling.  

However, people often speak of their lives as having punctuated moments of realisation or 
epiphany, often hand-in-hand with an awe experience. To be able to rationalize or make sense of a 
certain phenomenon, our fundamental beliefs and values sometimes have to change. This is when 
awe can become an extremely profound emotion. We might struggle to resolve the uncertainty that 
awe brings us, but eventually it may force us to adopt a new way of looking at the world, a way that 
can more readily accommodate new experiences.  

For me, this was dealing with sudden death at a young age. I vividly remember my Dad telling me 
that his long term partner had died in a car accident only hours ago. I had spent the weekend at my 
Aunty’s house as I regularly did back then. Sunday morning rolls round and my Dad arrives to pick 
me up and I know something is off immediately. It’s early in the morning and I can smell alcohol 
permeating from him, he is drunk. He takes me into the laundry, away from from my Aunty and 
cousins, perhaps to shield them from my imminent emotional outburst. Without any hesitation or 
foreword he blurts out something along the lines of, “Nick is dead. She was hit by a car last night. 
She is gone.” I didn’t know how to react, and my family were slightly dismayed at my lack of a 
reaction. I had not had the experience of a central figure in my life vanishing from existence, 
someone who had been in my life for as long as I could remember. And death, at that point, did not 
play a large part of how I viewed the world. But with this new experience a new aspect of reality was 
revealed to me, that good people die for no reason and that the world isn’t a fair place. Living 
through the fallout taught me resilience and that death is a central part of life. However, most 
people’s moments of realisation or epiphany are more cheerful than my own.  

In the case of the astronauts and those who experience the Overview Effect, all seem similarly 
compelled by this experience. From their galactic vantage point, the reality of our limited resources, 
ecological fragility, and place in the cosmos is made abundantly clear. We are on a spaceship. The 
human effects on the planet are starting to become visible from space: oil fields, expanding 
urbanisation, deforestation, and mining operations. Our atmosphere which protects all life on Earth 
from the harshness of space looks paper thin, barely visible, from a view in orbit. With all of this 
comes a realisation that something needs to change in how humans perceive their relationship to 
the planet.  

Many thinkers, including Frank White, author of the book The Overview Effect - Space Exploration 
and Human Evolution, believe that the feeling experienced by astronauts in space could be the 
motivational experience that humans need to save Earth from ourselves.  

Currently, 549 people have ventured into space and had the privilege of looking back at Earth. If 
these thinkers are correct in their belief that the Overview Effect can create a shift in how people 
perceive their relationship to Earth, which would result in an increase in proenvironmental 
behaviour, then it would be very beneficial to expose as many people to the Overview Effect as 
possible. Unfortunately we do not have the resources, or time for that matter, to send every 
woman, man, and child into space to experience the Overview Effect.  

Some believe that space tourism is our best bet at exposing as many people as possible to this 
phenomenon. However, this seems a little counterintuitive. Our current methods of high altitude 
flight use conventional engines that contribute to greenhouse gas emissions, confounding the 



problem that we are trying to solve. And to truly have the cultural shift that is required would mean 
millions of people would have to experience space tourism, an expensive endeavour for even the 
most wealthy. 

I believe that to truly democratise the Overview Effect, immersive technologies such a virtual reality 
are our best bet. Our ability to create experiences that are indistinguishable from reality is steadily 
improving meaning we should be able to replicate being on the ISS looking back at Earth with 
relative ease and realism. Then the Overview Effect would be accessible to a far larger audience than 
if we were to rely on simply sending as many people as we can into space.  

That said, although it is clear that the Overview Effect creates a meaningful difference in how 
astronauts view their relationship to Earth, it is unclear whether this experience actually affects their 
behaviour when they return to Earth. As I have discussed, awe can change behaviour, making people 
more empathetic and inclined to share resources. However, there is little to no research that 
demonstrably links awe with proenvironmental behaviour. New research is needed to bolster the 
claim made by proponents of the Overview Effect that experiences of awe can actually affect 
people’s behaviour in a proenvironmental way. Inducing awe in laboratory contexts, perhaps with 
the help of VR, could be tested to see if people are more willing to partake in behaviours that limit 
environmental damage like regulating their diet, limiting energy use, or reducing consumption.  

But there is cause for optimism. The current literature on awe, coupled with the anecdotal evidence 
provided by astronauts, and others, suggests that intense experiences of awe could motivate people 
to behave in more environmentally friendly ways. Awe-evoking imagery is certainly becoming more 
and more present in the media that is communicating the environmental crisis of climate change to 
us. With this in mind, I wanted to assess varying types of awe-imagery in their effectiveness at 
motivating behaviours that curtails human damage to the environment.  

 

Can Awe Encourage Pro-environmental Behaviour? 

Like millions of others, you have probably watched a film or show recently in which our current 
environmental and ecological crisis has been communicated to you. It might have been Al Gore’s An 
Inconvenient Truth or its sequel, it might have been one of Sir David Attenborough’s BBC series’ such 
as Planet Earth or Blue Planet. These types of media have increasingly addressed environmental 
issues head on, making us more aware of the continually growing human footprint on the planet. 
Shows and documentaries like these are usually laden with awe evoking imagery, such as sweeping 
shots of vast natural habitats, often from a perspective that we have never seen before. These 
images can also be grim reminders of the effects that we are having on nature, such as rubbish 
patches in the middle of the Pacific as big as small countries, a warming climate induced natural 
disaster, or the constant recession of glaciers in the Arctic. It seems clear and reasonable to assume 
that those behind the making of these films and series are trying to bring to our conscious attention 
these issues, as well as, if possible, change our behaviour. But these images, where the 
environmental catastrophe is made abundantly clear to us, might not be the best way to motivate us 
to address these environmental issues. It is apparent that this type of imagery affects our emotional 
state, but is the emotional state that they create an effective one for motivating us to change our 
behaviour?  

Common wisdom says these negative awe images, in which our species’ environmental impact is laid 
bare to us, make us feel powerless to the problems that we face. And this makes sense; you may 
have thought to yourself before, ‘How can I as an individual have any real impact on a problem as 



large and insurmountable as global warming?’ This question is common. Especially when we might 
have to make inconvenient changes to our lives, like using public transport or eating less meat, to 
tackle something intangible and complex where we won’t even see the benefit of our sacrifice in our 
lifetimes. Perhaps, therefore, using positive awe imagery is a better way to go about motivating 
people to address these issues. We might be more inclined to make these sacrifices to protect the 
environment that already exists instead of overwhelming us with the burden of the mess that we 
have created. However, recent research on the effects of awe on our behaviour, including my own 
studies, suggests that this conundrum is a little more complex than what we once might have 
thought. 

To understand what could be at work here, we have to understand how being in a state of awe 
affects our behaviour. As I have discussed, a large portion of the research in this area has been 
conducted around the emotion of awe linking it with prosociality. Psychologists believe that this is 
largely a result of awe’s effect on the self-concept, how individuals define their sense of self identity. 
This may be as an individual or it may be part of a larger group or community. People tend to 
describe themselves as part of a collective, a religion like Islam, a nationality like Canadian, or 
something even bigger like a Human from Earth. When we are in awe, we have this feeling that we 
are small and unimportant, but connected to something bigger. Awe then encourages us to act in 
the interests of that collective identity and not just for ourselves.  

This particular line of research and reasoning lead me to believe that, if awe is capable of expanding 
people’s sense of self identity beyond social boundaries, then awe should be capable of motivating 
behaviour to benefit these new categories of self identity, where people begin to identify with our 
environment as much as they do with their social collectives. Common sense then tells us that awe is 
a desirable emotional state to induce in your audience if you want to encourage proenvironmental 
behaviour. Already, shows like Planet Earth are doing this by exposing their audience to awe-evoking 
imagery. But we arrive back at the same problem. Is it the awe-inducing images of natures beauty 
that motivates us more? Or is it the awe-evoking images of our destructive power that is more 
effective at motivating us to behave in a way that will limit our damage to the Earth?  

I recently put this question to the test. In an online survey-based experiment, I showed one group of 
participants positive awe images (vast natural landscapes), and another group negative awe images 
(natural disaster devastation). A control group was shown familiar outdoor images (an urban park, a 
beach, an orchard, etc). I then asked participants to answer a behavioural intentions questionnaire 
about how they expected to behave. This included questions regarding participant’s environmental 
behaviour after completing the survey, for example, if they would try harder to reduce waste, save 
water, and tell their friends and family to be environmentally conscious.  

There was no real difference in how participants answered the questions between the positive awe 
condition, the negative awe condition, and the control group. However, both awe conditions were 
shown to motivate behaviour above the control condition in the environmental activism section of 
the questionnaire. Interestingly, this was the only section of questions that contained an explicit 
social component, such as engaging with friends and your community, whereas the other questions 
were concerned with individual behaviour. This was particularly fascinating, as previous research on 
awe has identified its ability to motivate prosocial behaviour and solidify people’s collective identity. 
Awe was more effective at motivating proenvironmental behaviour if it had a social slant. Engaging 
in pro-environmental activism added a string to the bow of the participant’s collective identity 
because they were actions that involved a group of people.  

As predicted, the participant’s sense of self importance diminished in both awe conditions. This 
meant their self-interests were less important to them, and they became willing to act in the 



interests of their collective identity. Because the questions related to environmental activism, they 
saw that collective action as a way to act in the interests of their wider group. This is some 
encouraging stuff. In New Zealand, the days of morally outraged students protesting seem to be 
over. Not long ago thousands flooded the streets to show their discontent with the Springbok tour 
(the South African government were still enforcing apartheid), and their disgust with nuclear testing 
in the Pacific. People today seem entitled to their moral superiority just by signing an online petition 
to stop the dog meat trade. However, the results of this study seem to suggest that awe could be 
strategically used to motivate activism in the domain of environmentalism, arguably the most 
pressing of moral issues facing us today.  

This research suggests that if science communicators and environmentalists alike want to motivate 
proenvironmental behaviour, then using awe to encourage behaviours that have an explicit social 
component could be effective. However, from this research it appears that using awe to motivate 
behaviours that don’t have collective engagement built into them would be ineffective. Human 
beings are social creatures, and this study further supports the growing research positing awe as an 
emotion that encourages people to fold into collective groups and act for the interests of those 
groups. All of this assumes that experiences of awe will have universal effects on people across 
cultures and backgrounds. For studies that have linked awe to prosocial behaviour and ones that 
might link awe to proenvironmental behaviour in the future, there is a need to uncover how awe is 
experienced around the world, outside of a western context.  

 

Awe: Universality and Culture  

“This is my first time seeing it, I had never seen it before. Then I looked at the bird, nice colour, long 
legs, similar to a chicken but the head is long and it’s so big. And then slowly it started running, 
running, running. And I was very happy and smiling as he was doing it. I was looking at the thing and 
I felt ‘oh this is so beautiful, I have never seen such a thing in my life’ and I was not expecting after 
hearing from other people that this is what it would look like. It even started running in front of the 
car, even faster than the car!” - Namibian Tribesman  

This quote is an excerpt from a recent study where psychologists travelled to Namibia to research 
how a remote tribe, the Himba, experience awe. The Himba are an indigenous semi-nomadic tribe 
that live in Northern Namibia. They are livestock farmers, but are also geographically and culturally 
isolated from other tribes in Namibia and the rest of the world.  

The man in this case is describing the first time he saw an Ostrich. This example may be a little far 
afield from contexts in which people generally describe experiencing awe, but there are some 
underlying themes here that should feel familiar. There is a sense of novelty, a new experience, and 
a feeling of our normal everyday perceptions of the world being challenged. As we’ve seen, 
psychologists describe this theme in experiences of awe as the ‘need for accommodation’. When we 
feel awe, we are usually being presented with new information, something we haven’t experienced 
before. When this happens, there is an instinctive desire to understand this new information. 

But why would we want to know how the Himba experience awe? Empirical research on awe is in its 
relative infancy, and the studies that have been conducted have relied predominantly on North 
American subjects. Most of the people who have participated in studies relating to awe have been 
made up of undergraduates at North American universities. Researchers have a ready and willing 
pool of study participants in the form of their undergraduates, but concerns have been raised about 
the cultural bias of these studies. If psychologists are going to make wide-sweeping statements 



about the nature of awe in the human species, then researchers need to be able to show that awe is 
experienced and elicited in similar ways across cultures, in peoples all over the globe. Similarly, we 
can’t conclude that professional wrestling is universally popular in the human species because of its 
popularity in the U.S. Here psychologist Jennifer Stellar who was part of the team who studied the 
Himba explains;  

“Why as scientists do we want to study awe across cultures? It has to do with cultural variation, so 
it’s tempting to use undergraduates at universities, but the danger in doing this is that we may 
unknowingly be portraying awe in a way that reflects our own cultural biases...why would we expect 
someone in the U.S to experience awe in the same way as someone in Brazil, Egypt, or even China? 
By understanding awe across cultures, we have a more complete picture of it.”  

There have been a number cross-cultural studies on awe, but there is a similar concern levelled at 
researchers in these types of studies. If say, we want to see how people in China experience awe, 
then they are not totally culturally isolated from Western conceptions of awe. The tentacles of 
Western pop culture are disseminating throughout the world. Essentially it is argued that these 
cultures have been ‘contaminated’ through globalisation, and so it is impossible to get any real 
culturally isolated understanding of how different people experience awe. And if we want to place 
awe on the spectrum of human emotion, researchers must demonstrate its universality across 
isolated cultures. The Himba is one of only a few cultures that have the sort of isolation required to 
counter these objections of cultural bias.  

Psychologists are using new methods to see if awe has consistent traits across cultures. They have 
looked at how different languages define awe, studied physiological reactions to experiences of awe, 
and investigated how different cultures vocalise awe. If awe is demonstrated to be consistent across 
cultures then we can say with a high level of confidence that it has played a significant role in the 
evolutionary history of our species. And how it is experienced across cultures may even give 
psychologists clues as to the adaptive function of awe, namely why we experience it.  

So what evidence is there of awe having universal characteristics throughout human cultures? There 
is a specific word for awe in almost every commonly used language in the world, including Chinese, 
German, Russian, Hindi, and Hebrew. In these cultures, definitions of awe include aspects of respect 
and fear, and are usually used in a social context where a power hierarchy exists. This is not entirely 
surprising, as figures of social prestige and power are sources of awe in western contexts as well.  

Your procrastination on Facebook has also aided researchers’ work in this area. Awe has been 
identified across the globe on social media via small cartoon representations of a face in awe, known 
more commonly as the ‘wow’ emoji. People in different countries have given similar facial emoji 
responses to similar stimuli, suggesting that different cultures associate the same facial reaction with 
similar awe inducing imagery. For example, someone in the Democratic Republic of Congo is clicking 
on the same emoji response to a picture as someone in Bolivia. People with separate cultural 
identities can recognise the physiological signs of what a person in awe looks like. We can see awe 
expressed across culture in our own facial expressions (of which artists have simplified into the emoji 
form). Psychologist Jennifer Stellar goes on to explain; 

“Now the fact that we have muscles in our face that reliably move together to create an expression 
of awe is an important thing for humans across different cultures. So we see this reliable expression 
of raised inner eyebrows, widened eyes and sometimes the open mouth”.  

Vocalisations are another way awe can be communicated across cultures when a language barrier 
may exist. Psychologists have been investigating the use of “vocal bursts.” These are not particular 



words or phrases, but noises that we make in reaction to whatever emotional context we may be in. 
Think about the last time you got a serious fright and let out an involuntary yelp. These vocal bursts 
can be very useful communicators of our inner emotional state, and recent research carried out 
between different cultures has shown that awe can be successfully identified through vocal bursts. A 
scenario was created where someone would read a story like ‘she sees the biggest waterfall in the 
world for the first time’ in their native language. The participant would then listen to multiple 
vocalisations, one of which is meant to match the emotion of the girl seeing the biggest waterfall for 
the first time. Consistently, participants selected the same vocalisation to match the waterfall 
situation, something along the lines of ‘wooooaaaah’. From language, to our bodies, to the 
globalised use of media and even uncontrollable vocal outbursts, evidence suggests that awe is 
experienced and expressed across cultures in similar ways.  

 

Awe and Language  

Earlier I mentioned how different languages define awe. They often describe awe with connotations 
of fear, and usually in the context of a social situation where a power hierarchy may exist. It is 
usually the subordinate individual in this situation who feels like they are in awe of someone with a 
social status superior to their own. And this is the most common source of awe in non-western 
contexts, people may feel awe towards their CEO at work, a politician, or a person who holds respect 
and power in their community. But this seems kind of contrary to our Western notions of awe. We 
usually experience awe in nature, situations that are asocial, a piece of art or understanding 
something new. These are almost always positive experiences and lack the feeling of fear that often 
accompanies non-Western experiences of the same affective state. So it seems that culture is 
modifying our experience of awe somehow, especially in the western case.  

It is interesting to look at how awe has been treated in the English language historically. Today ‘awe’ 
is defined as a strong feeling of fear or respect and also wonder. This is not dissimilar to how other 
languages define awe, yet there appears to be a difference in the phenomenology (how it is felt) of 
awe across cultures. This is surprising considering how those in our society usually describe our 
experiences of awe. Old English definitions incorporated ‘terror’ and ‘dread’ into their definitions of 
awe, and biblical references to awe describe feeling it in the presence of a punishing or retributive 
God. As it is displayed here in Psalm 2:11;  

‘Now therefore, O kings, show discernment; Take warning O judges of the Earth. Worship the LORD 
with reverence And rejoice with trembling. Do homage to the Son so that He not become angry, and 
you perish in the way, For His wrath may soon be kindled How blessed are all who take refuge in 
Him!’  

This parallels contemporary experiences of awe in Eastern cultures in which a power dynamic often 
exists, creating an experience tinged with reverence and fear. It seems that Western societies once 
similarly described feeling awe when in the presence of something powerful and dangerous, but this 
is quite removed from how the West experiences it today. Somewhere along the line, our 
experiences of awe changed to become something more positive.  

Social interactions have proven to be a more common source of awe for some cultures when 
compared to others. In a recent study by Jennifer Stellar and her colleagues, Chinese undergraduate 
and American undergraduate students were asked to keep diaries, reporting on a daily basis 
if/when, and in the context they might have experienced awe. In almost every case, the Chinese 
students described social scenarios where they came into contact with someone who had power 



over them, like a boss at a workplace. These descriptions also included that the Chinese students felt 
fear in conjunction with their experience of awe. With the American students, however, awe was felt 
in nature settings, where they were most likely alone. Additionally, the American students’ 
experience was accompanied by positive feelings.  

The researchers decided to push this a little further. Participants from both societies were shown a 
standardised clip designed to elicit awe, to see how their reactions may differ. The clip contained 
vast natural scenery from BBC’s Planet Earth series (if that doesn’t fill you with awe I don’t know 
what will). Students from China reported high levels of fear, awe, and surprise. Conversely the 
American students felt a combination of amusement, awe, and gratitude. While both groups felt 
awe, it was experienced through the filter of their culture. And this was physiologically backed up; 
the Chinese students’ heart rates steadily rose as the video went on pointing to higher stress levels, 
whereas the American student’s heart rate decreased, suggesting it had a sort of calming effect. 
However, nature still worked as an awe-elicitor for the Chinese students, and it even yielded a 
similar emotional response compared to the typical social elicitors that these students pointed to as 
their usual sources of awe. While we can say that experiences of awe can have a positive, calming 
effect for those in our culture, this likely isn’t the case for people elsewhere. It may even have the 
opposite effect, which highlights our need to be cautious about making generalised statements 
about emotions being experienced the same by people everywhere.  

It is hard to guess why the western experience of awe has shifted to become more positive. My 
guess would be that it’s because we have colloquialized ‘awesome’ to mean something inherently 
positive, and in doing so have moulded ‘awe’ to have a positive connotation. It’s admittedly 
speculation, but I would guess that it may have something to do with privilege. Wealthy western 
societies are largely shielded from the fear that experiences of awe can bring; we have access to 
these awe-experiences without actually being in danger from the people with power over us or 
destructive natural forces. There is a barrier in the Western experience of awe from danger because 
of our resource-rich position, but in less economically privileged societies sources of awe are often 
serious sources of danger, and therefore produce fear and anxiety. Let’s not also forget that in the 
war torn regions of the world their most regular sources of awe could well be displays of military 
power. When someone’s experience of awe is the ‘’shock and awe’’ military tactics employed by a 
foreign power it’s not surprising that fear and anxiety play large roles within their experience of awe.  

 

The Art of Awe  

What seems to be a consistent source of awe cross-culturally is art. Our capacity to create art in 
varying forms is something that transcends culture, and it appears at face value that various forms of 
art can be sources of awe. In her talk at the Greater Good Science Centre, psychologist Lani Shiota 
describes her fascination with art as a source of awe; 

“It took me a while to realise that as an artist you come at this from a unique perspective...because I 
was thinking what is it about artistic stimuli that draws this response from us, there is so many 
different ways the arts can evoke awe in us.”  

We might generally think of awe as an emotion that is rarely felt; it may not seem that we are often 
taken aback by something truly jaw-dropping. This might lead to the perception that awe is a rarity 
in the day-to-day of our emotional experience. But the underpinning themes that Keltner and Haidt 
described as being central to awe, vastness and novelty, seem to be easily applied to almost all 
variations of art. Art, in its diversity of forms, is something that we encounter almost constantly. 



From the perspective of the consumer, art is almost always novel and exceedingly complicated, 
encouraging our minds to decipher something complex into a theme or pattern we can comprehend.  

There are literally vast examples of art, like the Eiffel Tower or the Sistine Chapel, but there are also 
metaphorically vast examples of art where a single image can evoke the enormity of an event or idea 
that a piece of writing may struggle to. The boundaries of what we think the human body can do are 
constantly broken when witnessing dance, gymnastics, and acrobatics. This can then be emphasised 
in collective dance when groups create aesthetic patterns that challenge our understanding of what 
a group of humans working collectively can achieve. For me, music is a constant source of awe. We 
have to hear a piece of music for the first time (novel), and music involves a layering of complexity to 
create a piece through patterns of rhythm, rhyme, tone, and harmony (vastness). Novelty may also 
be present in a piece of music if it is able to elicit a mood that may be foreign or nostalgic. Different 
forms of art are using novelty and vastness to create an awe state in us that makes us more 
receptive to new information, allowing us to unlock a new way of seeing the world through the eyes 
of the artist. 

While awe can be experienced in different ways across our varying cultures, there is certainly a large 
body of evidence out there to suggest awe is an emotion that is available for all of us to experience. 
Different things may elicit awe in different cultures but these varying contexts share themes, many 
encapsulated by art, that are central to experiences of awe across the globe. Psychologists are 
beginning to unravel these themes that underpin the human experience of awe, but not only are we 
understanding what connects our experiences of awe across our species, we are also starting to 
understand why we came to experience this emotion. The ability for modern humans to experience 
awe across cultures suggests that awe has played a significant role in the success of our species. It is 
an emotion that binds us together. We are inextricably reliant on each other for our survival as a 
species and it appears that awe is another important cog in the machine that maintains our 
interconnectedness.  

In conducting my own research on awe, the potential positive power of this emotion has become as 
clear as that night which filled with me with awe back on the banks of Hooper’s Inlet. We sit at a 
crucial stage in the history of our species. I would make the argument that to overcome our 
imminent existential threats, such as global warming, ecological collapse, and nuclear war, people 
must adopt a sense of collective identity that transcends the tribes of nationality, ethnicity, and 
religion. These are problems that require an unprecedented level of global cooperation. But while 
awe seems uniquely capable of uniting us under the umbrella of humanity, we must also tread with 
caution. We know that awe can instill a sense of collective identity, but there is no guarantee that 
awe will encourage people to adopt a collective identity beyond the tribes that we affiliate ourselves 
with. History is littered with examples where awe has been used to enforce an identity that 
prosecutes others for simply not being a member of their group. Out-group bias, the 
dehumanisation of others, and in the worst case scenario, genocide, have all been committed by 
groups that have used awe rituals to cement their members sense of collective identity. Awe it 
seems, has just as much potential to divide us as it does to unite us. But when we have awe 
experiences that extend beyond the scope of our segmented groups, like viewing Earth from space, 
the emotion consistently paints a picture of us as united in our humanity. These are the types of awe 
experiences we should be striving for.  

 


