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Ian McEwan’s Sotarhas received wide critical attention since its
publication in 2010, perhaps due to its focus on climate change,
an issue that is often in the headlines. Graeme Mitchison and
Jessica Griggs noted McEwan’s interest in science in their analysis
of the book (Mitchison; Griggs 24, 25), while Stephen Morrow
and others pay more attention to McEwan’s treatment of the cen
tral character, Michael Beard (74). Since there are few detailed
examinations of this novel, the current study serves to clarify
McEwan’s views as to why people have resisted the truth about
the present crisis, and what they should do now, as in an interview
about Solar the author stated, “I’m writing a novel that has at
its center a character who has rather too many weaknesses and
faults. H e’s determined to do something about climate change.
But what keeps getting in the way are all his defects” (Conversa
tions with Ian McEwan 191). In Solar, by showing the downfall of
an energy scientist and the danger facing consumerist society,
McEwan, instead of advocating science and technology as a
solution to the ecological crisis, tries to open a space for ethics
based on facing one’s self and the outside world courageously
and attentively, which embraces both inter-human relationships
and people’s relationship to the natural world.
Solaris about a character who is “generally adept at avoiding
inconvenient or troubling thoughts” (241) and is forced to face
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th e consequences o f this inaction at the en d o f the work. In this
study I use Alain B adiou’s views o f an event as the basic th eo 
retical fram ew ork to show M cEwan’s diagnosis o f the problem
as well as his p ro p o sed solution. B adiou argues th a t an event
erupts from a situation and, because it c an n o t be p re d ic ted ac
co rd ing to the rules o f re p resen tatio n o f the situation, appears
as a su p p lem en t to it (Infinite Thought 46). Situations all consist
o f u n iq u e item s th a t are c o u n ted (presented ) as th o u g h they
are th e sam e (Badiou, Being and Event 24), w hich are reco u n ted
(re-presented) after the first count. Thus, individuals becom e
ones (the first count) an d b elo n g to d ifferen t social groups
(the second c o u n t). Situations can overlap, alth o u g h they are
organized differently (Badiou, Logics o f Worlds 36, 114, 101).
People can thus a p p ea r to be in a new situation w hen they actu
ally rem ain in the old one, as a person h a u n te d by his past can
move to a new place b u t fails to escape from it.
Each situation has a void th a t escapes co u n tin g (Being and
Event 87), an d w hen an event erupts, it com es from th e site on
th e edge o f the perceived, o r the barely noticed p a rt (175). T hus
som ething unusual can h a p p e n in a p e rso n ’s daily life b u t be
m isu n derstood an d treated as n o th in g w hen th a t p erson holds
to h is /h e r old way o f u n d e rstan d in g reality.
Yet a subject is constituted w hen he o r she in terp rets an event
as p re sen te d in a situation a n d decides to take it seriously (Being
a n d E v e n tl81), the existence ofw hich is otherw ise undecidable.
A B adiouean in q u irer m ust n o t care a b o u t self-interest an d is
only in terested in the tru th o f the situation (Badiou, Ethics 49).
This inquiry is co n d u cted by c o n n ectin g elem ents in a situation
to the event, th o u g h this p ro c e d u re has to be endless, because
“truths, in so far as they touch the real, are related to the in fin ite”
(B adiou an d E ngelm ann 15). Because the event can reveal w hat
was earlier overlooked in a situation (Badiou, Logics o f Worlds
452), it “com pels [the subject o f an event] to d ecide a new way
o f b ein g ” (Badiou, Ethics 41) an d take action to reshape th e situ
ation according to the know ledge gained from this p ro ced u re.
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The first encounter between lovers is also an event for Badiou.
Because of love, two formerly solipsistic people form a subject of
two-in-one, as they are one subject of love that views the world
through the prism of their difference (Badiou and Truong 26).
Fidelity in this context means that the couple is faithful to that
encounter and keeps constructing a truth of their love. In con
trast, sex separates and does not unite (Badiou and Truong 18).
A subject can also be tempted to betray a truth, however,
such as when a “former lover no longer understands why he
loved that woman” (.Ethics 79), or when a scientist becomes
tired of his science “through bureaucratic routine” and denies
its significance (Ethics 79-80). Badiou calls this betrayal an Evil
(.Ethics 80).
An E v e n t I g n o r e d

Slavoj Zizek argues that “the latest ideological triumph of capi
talism” is one of the reasons that makes the rise of something
new difficult (161), because people become an ‘“entrepreneurof-the-self’” (161), investing in themselves and ignoring social
inequality. In contrast to a Badiouean inquirer who does not
care about self-interest and is only interested in truth (Badiou,
Ethics 49), in So/ar Beard fails to notice the possibility of an event
when it arises because he is self-interested and full of desire even
though he cares little about his health or future.
A potential event takes place when Beard returns from the
North Pole in 2000 and is surprised to find in his house Tom
Aldous, a postdoctoral physicist working at the National Center
for Renewable Energy, which he heads. Aldous reveals that he is
now the lover of Beard’s wife, Patrice. This encounter could have
been an event for Beard, because at that time he is considering
a num ber of major changes in his life, as his marriage, career,
and health are all in crisis.
Badiou says that the first step toward going outside the Pla
tonic Cave is to have some idea of “an outside as a place where
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we can define possibility in another m anner” ( The Subject of
Change 60). A crisis can thus be a good thing when a person has
an idea of an outside and “can transform all of that [crisis] into
a positive event” (Badiou, Subject of Change 61). Beard has the
chance to know more about his wife and himself on his return
from the North Pole because he is now calmer, as his new affair
has blunted “the edge of his obsession with his wife” before the
trip (47). Moreover, to defend himself, Aldous tries to make
Beard see his marriage from the point of view of an outsider.
Maurice Merleau-Ponty argues that representation is imposed.
A blind man who has never seen the world and has recovered
his sight through operation would be at a loss at what to see:
“a patient operated upon after being blind for eighteen years”
would try “to touch a ray of sunlight” (224-25). This is Beard’s
case before his encounter with Aldous, because his habitual way
of perception prevents him from noticing much of what is going
on in the world. Beard is driven to craziness when he first learns
that his fifth childless marriage is disintegrating because Patrice
is having an affair with Rodney Tarpin, the builder fixing their
house. Instead of taking his wife’s point of view and examining
their problem, that he himself has had innumerable affairs, Beard
simply thinks of increasing his own commodity value. At first
Beard tries to win Patrice back by making her jealous, pretend
ing to have a new lover and to enjoy his new freedom. Possibly
Beard reacts in this way because he is a Nobel Prize winning
physicist, and “a lifetime’s habit [makes] him inconveniently
watchful for his own nam e” (50). Indeed, even when he goes to
confront Tarpin, it is because Patrice has returned home with a
bruise under her right eye, and he believes that “his duty,” or his
reputation, requires that he face the man who has humiliated
him (14). While Beard escapes after being slapped away like a
woman (45, 46), his confrontation with Aldous is different in
that his new opponent only asks him to be reasonable, who says,
“We both value rationality. We’ve made careers appropriate to
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the situation. We both know that your marriage is over” (86).
Aldous’s presence also helps Beard remember his career crisis.
Beard, once a devoted physicist, has begun to reconsider
his attitude toward science. Concerning the inability to probe
into scientific truth, Badiou observes that this is because of “the
way scientific ideas and their practical outcomes are violently
and obligatorily aligned on, or reoriented towards, mercantile
consumption. . . . The norm is, indeed, neither the useful nor
the beautiful, but the sellable” (Philosophy and the Event 93). In
Solar, Beard is lagging behind his colleagues at the Center be
cause he has been busy making money, traveling around and
giving “with minimal variation the same series of lectures on
the calculations underpinning the Beard-Einstein Conflation,
which [has] brought him his prize” (14). Beard has a chance
to return to scientific studies, because at the North Pole he has
witnessed the shrinking icecap even though earlier he had been
“unimpressed by some of the wild commentary that suggested
the world was in peril” (16). And now Aldous claims that he has
not only found out that Beard’s solution to climate change—
designing a wind generator for use on city roofs—is infeasible,
but also discovered a better one.
Beard’s poor health is also forcing him to face himself,
especially his insatiable desire, which is the cause of his mis
treatm ent of lovers and the natural world, in addition to his
being overweight. On his return from the Arctic Beard thinks
of curbing his appetites and taking his health more seriously.
While at the Arctic, he has looked at himself and seen “that his
life was about to empty out and that he must begin again, take
himself in hand, lose weight, get fit, live in a simple, organized
style. And get serious at last about work, though he [has] no
idea what work he could do that was not detached from or eased
by his peculiar fame” (73). Though Aldous is not like Tarpin,
who is taller and stronger than Beard, his presence as Patrice’s
lover also recalls him. Since Beard has been thinking about
his own mistakes, Aldous’s unexpected presence thus presents
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him with the chance to shock him self into ad o p tin g a different
ap p ro ach to life.
B eard ’s e n co u n te r with A ldous is im p o rtan t, as it can b rin g
his atten tio n to m any significant things th a t he has long n e
glected. D ue to his obsession with his own rep u tatio n , however,
B eard c an n o t b rin g him self to p ro b e into his p re sen t situation.
As B adiou observes, for “the h u m an anim al as such, absorbed
in the p u rsu it o f his interests, th e re is no tru th , only opinions,
th ro u g h which he is socialized” (Ethics 61). In vain A ldous tries
to explain to B eard that, in contrast to B eard ’s failure, he has
p ro te c ted Patrice from T arpin by seeking h elp from the police.
A ldous also appeals to B eard ’s a p p a re n t co n cern with clim ate
change, telling him th a t by basing his own research o n B eard ’s
discovery he has seen “the p o tential o f [B eard’s] work in rela
tion to photosynthesis” (88). T he trouble is th a t while in his
youth B eard was for som e years a devoted stu d en t o f physics,
w ho could study “subscripts o f the crux o f the field equations
an d u n d e rstan d why E instein him self h a d spoken o f its ‘in co m 
parable beauty’” (204), he is now only self-interested.
B eard is n e ith e r in terested in the scientific tru th th a t once
ch arm ed him n o r cares to know his own responsibility with
reg ard to Patrice an d instead insists on p u n ish in g A ldous for
having sex with his wife, th re a ten in g to ru in th e y o u n g er m a n ’s
career by spreading the news o f the scandal. W hen B eard shows
Aldous the door, the la tte r rushes towards him , b u t the “polarb e a r rug on the polished floor [is] w aiting fo r him . It [comes]
alive” (91); as A ldous slips on the rug, a w edding p re sen t from
P atrice’s father, th e n ap e o f his neck is p e n e tra te d by the c o rn e r
o f a m isplaced glass table.
T h e circum stances o f A ldous’s d eath are a n o th e r re m in d e r
to B eard o f th e im p e n d in g ecological crisis, because it illustrates
how disaster can com e from the neglect o f o th e r creatures and
th e E arth we all share. Val Plum w ood writes th at science “has been
en co u rag ed n o t to question its ends, an d these features m ake it
a good servant o f pow er” (53). She also states th a t instrum ental-
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ism “involves the assumption that all other species are available
for unrestricted human use, although it is unlikely that many
of those steeped in the ideology of human supremacy will see
humans as mutually and reciprocally available for non-human
use (for example, as food)” (113). The polar-bear rug echoes
the polar bear that ran toward Beard and might have had eaten
him, and the misplaced glass table suggests his failure to take the
lifeless world seriously, but he soon forgets the issue of global
warming and has no qualms about Aldous’s death because his
main concern is still with his own reputation.
Treating an event as non-existent does not mean that the world
will go on as always and forever, because the event leaves traces
with further consequences and can erupt again. When Beard is
driving him out, Aldous tries to stop him by calling attention to
their work again— “It’s too im portant to let go, it’s our future,
the whole world’s future that’s at stake, and that’s why we can’t
afford to be enemies” (89)—but Beard only turns a deaf ear to
his entreaties. Thus Beard proceeds to preserve the old world
when he takes advantage of Aldous’s accident and takes revenge
on Tarpin, arranging the death scene so that it not only appears
that Tarpin was there, but he is in fact the murderer, and, as it
turns out, he has no alibi for that day. Beard then tries to forget
everything and feels that his life goes on unchanged.
Beard’s neglect of the event has a broader significance, be
cause he is far from being an exception in his society. He belongs
to contemporary consumerist society, whose characteristics he
shares, and his failures point to the disaster about to befall on
the wider world.
Beard and Society

Speaking of writing about climate change in Solar, McEwan says
that he does not believe that art can do much about this crisis,
but it “can reflect the problem and pose the problem in terms
that might be useful to people. I think we do face a test of our
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n atu re, an d the m ore we know ab o u t th a t n atu re, th e b e tte r
w e’ll be able to face th a t test” ( Conversations with Ian McEwan
191). Possibly this is why McEwan m akes B eard a reflection o f
his society, a consum erist society, an d tra n sp a re n t to th e reader,
as h e says w hen interview ed by Lynn Wells (126), so th a t the
m oral effect o f the w ork can increase by e nab lin g the re a d e r to
e n te r th e c h a ra c te r’s consciousness.
For B adiou, it is w hen a p erson takes an event seriously and
becom es a subject th a t “the question o f the individual’s value even
arises, because the individual, as such, constitutes n o value o th e r
th an the perseverance o f h is /h e r life” (B adiou an d E ngelm ann
11). As he does n o t care to know the tru th ab o u t him self o r the
world, an d change his attitu d e tow ard life as a consequence,
B eard is g uided by social values, recalling Zygm unt B au m an ’s
view o f consum erist society, in w hich “[w]e are all now pressed
to consum e m ore, an d on the way, we becom e ourselves com 
m odities on the consum er an d lab o r m arkets” (B aum an, Does
Ethics have a Chance? 58). H e re “we are p u sh e d a n d / o r p u lled
to look u n sto p p ab ly fo r satisfaction, yet also to fe a r th e kind
o f satisfaction th a t w ould stop us from looking. . .” (B aum an,
Consuming Life 98). In Solar, however, this society is show n to
have no fu tu re.
C om m oditization, the insatiable desire fo r the new, an d the
ten d ency to consum e m ore are reflected in the grow ing size
o f L o n d o n at the expense o f its su rro u n d in g n atu re. C om ing
back in 2005, years after the scandal th a t h it his m arriage, Beard
looks at L o n d o n from an airplane an d thinks o f the “h o t b reath
o f civilization”: “T he pressure o f num bers, the a b u n d an ce o f
inventions, the b lin d forces o f desires an d needs, looked u n sto p 
pable a n d [are] g en eratin g a heat, a m o d e rn kind o f h e a t th at
ha[s] becom e, by clever shifts, his subject, his profession” (109).
Seeing the natural w orld can “only shrink b e fo re ” th e big city
(109), B eard senses th a t som ething is w rong with this culture
b u t is relu c tan t to take responsibility for it, as h e looks on the
city with “the sam e unease an d fascination” (109).
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When commoditization is the norm, people rise and fall
depending on their commodity value, and this is why Beard
lost his position at the Center one year before his return to
London. At a committee he presided over in Imperial College,
Beard provoked Nancy Temple, a professor of science studies,
because he claimed that sexual difference, instead of being a
social construction, was inborn. He maintained this opinion later
in a formal debate hosted by a newspaper when he met Nancy’s
replacement, Susan Appelbaum, ajewish academic visiting from
Tel Aviv. Nancy was replaced to attract more press coverage,
although Susan turned out not to be an eloquent speaker. This
commoditization of Beard and his opponent ultimately led to
his misfortune. Although Beard came out unscathed from the
debate, he caused a new scandal by throwing back a tomato
that had been thrown at him by an elderly female protestor,
who belonged to a group of protesters carrying placards saying
“NO TO EUGENICS! NAZI PROFESSOR OUT!” (142). In a
newspaper photograph of the scene Beard was shown standing
over the woman, who was wailing on her knees, making him
look like a villain. When Jock Braby, one of his subordinates at
the Center, managed to force Beard’s resignation, it was thus
not for any specific actions, as such, but rather for his bad image
and decreased value.
Even close human relationships are not immune from com
moditization. Beard consumes women of different types with
no thought of his responsibilities towards them. In addition to
his many unnamed lovers, after Patrice there is Melissa, who
is also not respected as a human being. “When he [thinks] of
[Melissa] from Berlin or Rome, it [is] all relation and general
ized desire, it [is] her nature he consider [s], herself in abstract,
and his own pleasure” (169). Meanwhile, because of his global
travels, Beard also makes love to Darlene, a waitress in America,
who is commoditized, because she fulfills his “old fantasy of the
grand lowlife” (249).
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This process of commoditization works both ways. When
Darlene gazes at Beard, it is with “a look of smug maternal pos
session that trouble [s] him faintly” (252). Melissa perhaps falls
for Beard because he is a “replacement” by which she hopes to
retrieve her father “from the grave” (167), as she feels guilty for
failing to save him. When Beard stays with her, Catriona, their
daughter, feels happy because she believes that he is “all hers”
(226). When Melissa brings Catriona to see Beard off, she says,
“We’ll see you soon. And you belong to us” (265).
Like the ever-growing London, Beard cannot control his
own desires. Bauman observes that in a consumerist society
the Freudian reality principle is “daily compelled to retreat,
self-limit, and compromise in the face of renewed assaults by
the ‘pleasure principle’” {Does Ethics Have a Chance? 50). People
lead a “nowist” life and “discard and replace as much as one can”
(173). Beard, “a man to take his pleasures seriously” (McEwan,
Solar 123), obeys “the blind forces of desires and needs” (109)
and has no thought about his health or that of others. Even
though he is overweight, as “[w]hat defeat[s] him [is] always
the present” (118), Beard cannot stop stuffing himself.
In addition to the commoditization of people and his insa
tiable desire, Beard, like others, is not much interested in real
ity, choosing to neglect social failures and strangers and live in
isolated, loveless worlds. People in Beard’s society cannot grasp
reality because they are preoccupied with the present. Quot
ing Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Elizbieta Tawkowska (Does
Ethics Have a Chance? 159, 160), Bauman argues that living in
a consumerist society of constant change, people tend to care
little about the past and do not let worries about the future
contaminate their present; the “consumer’s life is a life of rapid
learning—and swift forgetting” (Does Ethics Have a Chance?! 46).
This point is highlighted in Solar by how quickly people seem
to forget about Beard’s marital scandal and sexual discrimina
tion. When he returns to England in 2005, Beard discovers that
“people ha[ve] already started to forget” his disgrace (128), and
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his “own recollection of the events, their precise emotional tone,
[is] beginning to fragment” (129). One year before, Braby forced
Beard to resign from the Center when the scandal over sexual
discrimination seemed to destroy his reputation, but now the
luster of a Nobel Prize has won him new positions.
Along with this obsession with the present comes a reluctance
to take responsibility for others. Beard could not return to Lon
don as an important scientist if he had not plagiarized Aldous’s
discovery. Soon after the latter’s death Beard examines the file
the younger man had offered him and quickly understands its
value. He then claims the discovery as his own to preserve his
status as a prized commodity. Since “‘being ahead’ augurs a
chance of security” in a consumerist society (Bauman, Consuming
Life 83), Beard soon manages to justify his actions: “what could
precedence or originality mean to the dead?” (189). Considering
that the underclass in a consumerist society are those “uncom
moditized men and women” banished from the world of ethical
duties (Bauman, Consuming Life 124), Beard’s self-justification
appears valid. Likewise, he is not troubled by the thought of the
imprisoned Tarpin when he is back in London. A consumer can
forget the underclass by “rewriting their stories away from the
language of deprivation to that of depravity” (Bauman, Con
suming Life 127). Beard has no crisis of conscience because he
chooses to remind himself that this builder cuckolded him and
blackened Patrice’s eye (189), thus deserving his misfortune.
Echoes of this neglect of the underclass and other marginal
ized people are seen in an episode that occurs on a train, which
Beard commoditizes and relates it to others for his own ends.
On his way from Heathrow Airport to a hotel to address an en
ergy conference, Beard sees another passenger eating what he
believes to be his own crisps, uninvited, although in reality his
bag of crisps are still in his jacket pocket. The passenger helps
Beard with his luggage and then leaves “with an expression of
sorrow or pity” (126) when he discovers that Beard not only has
fought for the crisps and drunk his bottle of water but also is
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looking at him contem ptuously. T h e contrast betw een the two
p eo p le highlights B eard ’s selfishness. B eard p erh ap s refuses to
share his food with the o th e r passenger “because they [strangers]
are u nfam iliar an d thus u n p red ictab le an d suspect” (B aum an,
Does Ethics Have a Chance? 38).
T he train episode gains a b ro a d e r dim ension w hen B eard
tries to en tertain o thers with it, m onopolizing the story. Jerem y
M ellon is in the audience at the energy crisis lecture, an d he
questions B eard ab o u t the episode, observing th a t it is ju s t
a n o th e r exam ple o f a story called “the U nw itting T h ie f’ (158),
which “expresses anxiety an d guilt a b o u t o u r hostility tow ard
m in o rities” (159). T h o u g h B eard insists th a t his “ex p erien ce b e
longs to [him ], n o t to the collective bloody unconscious” (159),
later Melissa expresses a sim ilar opin io n w hen B eard relates it
with som e additional inventions. T h o u g h she points o u t that
th e ir acquaintance Ivan h ad a sim ilar experience, B eard again
insists on the reality o f his own experience an d states th at he
does n o t care to h e a r ab o u t Ivan” (182). As B eard cares m ore
a b o u t m onopolizing this com m on story than th e suffering o f
th e socially m arginalized, the cause o f the la tte r’s m isfortune
also becom es clear.
N eith er B eard n o r his society has a fu tu re because selfishness
prevents them from loving others, in cluding children. B adiou
argues th a t fewer a n d fewer p eople dare to love sincerely, p re 
ferrin g safety-first love, an obsession with th e ir own safety and
welfare while ig noring the suffering o f strangers (In Praise o f Love
9). W hile love m ight have h e lp ed in Solar, it has actually been
overw helm ed by p e o p le ’s obsession with com m odities an d the
tide o f com m oditization. B eard’s m other, Angela, starts a series of
affairs a ro u n d the tim e h e r husband, Elenry, a m an who “stolidly
accept[s] his loveless m arriage as the price h e m ust pay fo r his
gains” (197), buys a sec o n d h a n d Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud. B eard
c an n o t love because he is a calculating consum er. A ccording to
B aum an, w hen a c o n su m er invests in a relationship, “th e profit
you expect is first a n d forem ost security”; bein g in a relation-
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ship, however, means “perpetual uncertainty” (Liquid Love 13,
14). Beard’s inability to love can be traced to his parents, whose
unhappy marriage teaches him how to protect himself and enjoy
his life. Indeed, he understands his father’s pain because he
finds him weeping for the death of Angela. He also feels that
Angela, his mother, is proud of her many lovers, seventeen in
eleven years (198). As “she live[s] for her son” (196), her way
of life deeply impresses him.
Beard’s first marriage further confirms his belief that he can
best enjoy life if he does not fall in love. “Going after Maisie
[his first wife] was a relentless, highly organized pursuit, and
it gave him great satisfaction” (203). When she becomes more
conscious of “the blatant fact of patriarchy and her husband’s
role in a network of oppression” (209), Maisie simply chooses
to walk out of the marriage, and Beard is secretly overjoyed for
his good luck. His three other wives before Patrice never caused
much trouble either, as they chose to get out of the marriage
when they discovered “what a poor or frightening prospect of
a father he presented” (4).
Beard and his society are revealed to be hopeless when even
children, the future generation, are commoditized. Badiou ar
gues that “the desire to have a child” “forms part of the process
of love, clearly, in the shape of a point of support for love” {In
Praise of Love 51). Since love is a negative for Beard, he prefers
not to have a child depend on him. Loyal to his desire to take
no responsibility for anyone, including himself, Beard “talk[s]
various women, including two of his wives, into terminations”
(174). Melissa perhaps gets pregnant because she will soon en
ter menopause and wants to secure Beard, although she knows
he has not been faithful to her. Since the future is not Beard’s
concern, he is unconvinced when Melissa says, “I think you’d
count yourself blessed at seventy to love a ten-year-old and be
loved by one” (177). Though Beard finally succumbs and seems
to grab the last chance to have a child, he does this in order to
have sex—and Melissa knows this.
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This disregard for the fu tu re indirectly indicates why B eard ’s
society c an n o t cope with the environm ental problem s it faces. In
a consum erist society, environm ental concerns are n o t p o p u la r
because they th re a te n “the self-centered pursuits o f liquid life”
(B aum an, Liquid Life 11). However, if, as B adiou observes, the
sciences “are increasingly red u ced to th e ir im pact o n tech n o lo 
gies’ m arketability” {Second Manifesto for Philosophy 120), n atu re
rem ains som ething to be exploited, and the ecological crisis is
o f secondary concern. Such is the case with B eard ’s “moneyobsessed cu ltu re” (52). W hen he delivers a speech to institutional
investors at the energy conference (52), instead o f ecological
ethics, he focuses on profitability, em phasizing th at his solar-panel
p ro ject “is going to m ake very large sums o f money, staggering
sum s” (149). Neil E vernden argues th a t a serious flaw in the
ecological m ovem ent is that, “ [i] n th e ir haste to p ersu ad e society
o f th e significance o f the n o n -h u m a n ,” the environm entalists
“succum bed to the tem p tatio n o f expediency” (10). As B eard
has em braced the logic an environm entalist should challenge
(E vernden 11), it is foreseeable th a t n a tu re as he an d others
know it will com e to a horrib le end.
T h e R e t u r n o f t h e R e pr e sse d a n d a S o l u t io n

B adiou writes, “A ppearance [o fth e elem ents in a situation] does
n o t d e p e n d on the presupposition o f a constituting subject”
{Theoretical Writings 175). W hat B eard has neg lected is b o u n d
to reappear, because situations can overlap (Badiou, Logics of
Worlds 36, 114, 101). McEwan indicates this p o in t by B eard ’s
reap p earan ce in a n o th e r country an d his b ein g cau g h t u n p re 
p a re d by th e past. As exploitation an d self-deception u n d erlie
B eard ’s relationship with others an d n atu re, McEwan thereby
proposes an ethics based on an u n d e rstan d in g o f o n e ’s self
an d the outside w orld th a t em phasizes respect fo r an d care of
n o t only o th e r h u m a n beings, b u t also the n atu ral world. Both
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individuals and nations are exhorted to take action to meet the
ecological crisis.
Bauman observes that the “consumerist culture is marked by
a constant pressure to be someone else” (ConsumingLife 100).
In Solar, Beard takes business trips and constructs his new identi
ties, but people cannot leave an unpleasant situation simply by
moving to another without changing themselves. As Badiou has
pointed out, “[w]hen we are travelling to a new country, it can
be like a new beginning” (Subject of Change 101). Still, change
must be qualitative (107). In Solar, Beard first escapes from
London to the Arctic when he cannot cope with Patrice’s affair
with Tarpin, and later, when he faces the sexual discrimination
scandal and has to resign from the Center, he travels to places
such as the Middle East, profiting from his plagiarism of Aldous’s
discovery, until he has a chance to start a solar energy project in
Lordsburg, New Mexico, where he believes he will be safe and
can thus reach a new summit in his career.
The problems Beard neglects return to haunt him when he
is set to bask in glory at the opening ceremony of the artificialphotosynthesis plant. As they return one by one—the issue
of global warming, the people he has wronged, and his own
rapidly deteriorating health—each problem is revealed to be
interconnected, showing what could happen to an irresponsible
consumer like Beard and suggesting what he should have done
instead. McEwan uses climate change to highlight Beard’s guilt
and makes clear that caring for people is inseparable from car
ing for other living beings and the wider inanimate world. This
warning from nature is seen in the hot desert through which
Beard travels to Lordsburg in 2009. At this time Beard is elated
because the United States government has agreed to support
his artificial-photosynthesis plant. On their way to the opening
ceremony Beard and Toby Hammer, his assistant, stay for awhile
in the desert. The high temperature there, “hotter than either
man ha[s] ever known” (235), constitutes a rem inder of the
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shrin k ing icecap at the N o rth Pole an d o u g h t to m ake th e m en
re m e m b er th e ir duty to take global w arm ing seriously.
B eard ’sjoy at clim ate change fu rth e r u n d erlin es th a t clim ate
change is due to h u m a n b eings’ d isrespectfor o th e r living beings
an d the natural world. Clive H am ilton points o u t th a t a ro u n d
th e tim e o f the scientific an d industrial revolutions, E uropeans
started to see n a tu re as d isconnected from h u m an s and as es
sentially m a tte r to be exploited (136-39). B adiou also notes th at
th e '“total d estruction o f the E arth is the necessary horizon o f
technology,” because technology treats life as “a sim ple reserve
o f availability” (Manifesto for Philosophy 49). McEwan draws atten 
tion to this use o f n a tu re in Sofcrwhen B eard sees his success as
a p a rt o f “industrial civilization” (215), o r “industrial rev o lu tio n ”
(247). H e also underscores this disregard for th e en v iro n m en t
by B eard an d H a m m er’s reactions to the com ing disaster.
B eard a n d H a m m er feel happy at seeing evidences o f
global w arm ing, as otherw ise th e ir project will lose m uch o f its
value. T h e “good news” B eard tells H am m er is th a t “ [t] he UN
estim ates th a t already a third o f a m illion peo p le a year are dy
ing from clim ate ch an g e ” (219). W hen H am m er worries th at
p eople will n o t buy th e ir solar panels if clim ate change is n o t
real, B eard says, “Toby, listen. It’s a catastrophe. Relax” (220).
T hey believe th a t th e ir pro ject in L ordsburg can b rin g “a new
c h a p te r” “in the history o f industrial civilization, an d the e a rth ’s
fu tu re w ould be assured” (215), though saving lives is n o t th eir
m ajor concern, an d this lack of co n cern m akes th e ir talk ab o u t
saving the p la n et a joke.
T h e successive appearances o f Braby, Tarpin, an d B eard ’s
w om en h ig hlight B eard ’s failure to face the tru th ab o u t him self
an d th e outside world, care for life, an d love. B arnard, Braby’s
lawyer, recalls A ldous an d B eard ’s failure as a scientist to in q u ire
into truth. Earlier B eard has learn ed from H am m er ab o u t the
arrival o f this lawyer b u t chose to believe th a t B arn ard cam e
to A m erica because he h o p e d to get th ro u g h him “ [a]n in tro 
d u ctio n to the NREL in G olden, access to ven tu re capital for
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the Center, or maybe the inside line on solar or on tax breaks”
(235). From Patrice’s letter Beard has learned about Tarpin’s
release from the prison and his possible revenge but manages
to half believe that, “because he was violent, because he had
been tried and found guilty and was in prison with other guilty
men, [T'arpin] was tainted by association, and was indeed guilty,
and not only that, but he knew it and was resigned to his fate”
(238). Beard’s women are the victims of his commoditization,
insatiable desire, and irresponsibility. He never thought that his
three women—Darlene, Melissa, and their daughter—would
come to claim him as their own and share his glory, even though
he knows that Darlene lives in Lordsburg and that both mother
and daughter are immensely proud of his achievements. Indeed,
Beard is so blinded by his habitual way of distorting reality that
he persuades himself that these people are “in a conspiracy to
prevent him from making his gift to the world. None of this was
his fault” (240).
Hamilton warned in 2010 that the environmental “situation
is extremely urgent. The most important period is the next 10-15
years” (168). Possibly this urgent situation is why, instead of end
ing SoZar with Beard’s total defeat, McEwan urges his readers to
take immediate action by making it clear that Beard thoroughly
deserves his punishment and shows him as about to be destroyed,
both physically and in his commodity value. Beard deserves his
downfall because he has repeatedly wasted his chances and is not
unaware of what he should have done, even though he always
tries to suppress this knowledge. Indeed, in his speech at the
opening ceremony of the artificial photosynthesis plant, Beard
pretends to be a disinterested scientist who is devoted to truth
and respects others. While noting that his “conflation helped
[him] see what others could not” (253), he does not forget to
“claim nothing for [himself]” (253) and attributes his success
to “good fortune” and the help of his team. Beard’s apparent
self-effacement at this point only serves to increase his own
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commodity value, and the exposure of this true self, which soon
arrives, is thus seen as his just reward.
The downfall of Beard as a scientist who seeks money and
reputation at the expense of scientific truth begins when Bar
nard comes to his room and shows that he can prove Beard does
not deserve the glory he is enjoying. Beard has tried “to keep
his new work out of Jock Braby’s reach” (130), as he is aware
that this former subordinate might have known of and been
interested in Aldous’s work at the Center. Being obsessed with
his reputation, Beard is sincerely “uplifted by outrage at Braby’s
clumsy, unjust claims” (256), and this continues until Barnard
offers solid proof of his theft of another m an’s ideas.
Beard refuses to help Tarpin when the latter comes to him
unexpectedly for help before and after the opening ceremony,
and this negligence justifies his punishm ent for overlooking the
suffering of the marginalized. Beard “ha[s] always known this
m oment must come” (238), and when Tarpin comes to him,
Beard is first afraid because he thinks that Tarpin might know
the truth about his perjury, but when Tarpin asks for employ
m ent instead of demanding justice from him, Beard decides
to take out his anger on the man for having gone to bed with
Patrice, even though Tarpin explains that Beard himself should
be responsible for his wife’s affair: “Patrice came on to me as a
way of getting at you. . . . You wrecked your own fucking mar
riage. That beautiful woman. You broke her poor heart” (263).
Neither Tarpin nor Aldous would have gotten close to Patrice if
Beard had not “fucked everything in sight” and driven her away
(263). Beard does not foresee that Tarpin, even though he is
on reprieve from the prison and hence an easy target, will meet
Barnard and decide to help Braby in his revenge.
The visit from Darlene, Melissa, and Catriona foretells the
punishment that Beard will face for his inability to love and
take responsibility for those close to him. While enjoying his
free life, Beard has never admitted to himself his dependence
on such women, and never cherished the relationships he had
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with them. Earlier he has promised to marry Darlene in sexual
ecstasy even though he already has a daughter with Melissa. As
Beard never intends to keep his promise to Darlene, nor plans
to fulfill his parental duties, he does not believe that “anyone
would believe him now” (283), when he is about to be exposed
by Barnard, and is trapped when they are all shouting his name,
rushing forward, and fighting over him. Having lost his commod
ity value he may also lose these women, including his daughter,
as well as his future comfort.
This message about truth, care, and love is also about the
attitude toward one’s self, because Beard’s neglect of his own
well-being is inseparable from that of the outside world. Indeed,
being about to lose his reputation and become despised by both
strangers and those close to him, Beard is in danger of losing
his life, and the end of it seems fair, too. As a consumer’s body
is itself the arouser, receiver, and tool of desire (Bauman, Liquid
Life 92), the failure of Beard’s sixty-two-year-old body signifies
that he must now suffer from the consequences of its overuse.
Sixty-five pounds overweight, with problems in his knees and
ankles, liver, heart, and other organs, he has deliberately ignored
the blemish on the back of his hand for three years, which was
at first just “a benign skin cancer, easily frozen off with liquid
nitrogen” (208) but came “back and looked different” nine
months ago (208). On the morning when Beard and Hammer
travelled in the desert, Dr. Eugene Parks warned in vain that “he
was being irrational” not to see the specialist he recommended
at once in order to have the melanoma removed and “start the
radiation therapy” (242). Though Beard is “adept at avoiding
inconvenient or troubling thoughts” (241), he now has to face
the consequences of this delay.
Because Beard’s life reflects that of his society, nature takes
revenge on them both. Even if his project succeeds, it will not
benefit the common people, as Hammer and Beard work for
their rich investors and never acknowledge, not even to each
other in private, that they would not really be supplying electric-
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ity to Lordsburg. Instead, they “w ould be selling kilowatt-hours
to a local utility com pany th a t [are] the ro u g h equivalent o f the
tow n’s average co nsum ption over a year” (244). T h ere is n o way
to cope with clim ate change w hen the real m aster o f science an d
technology is M am m on. B eard never w orried a b o u t th e injustice
h e has d o n e to o th e r peo p le an d the natu ral w orld, possibly
because “ [t] he past h ad shown him m any times th a t the future
w ould be its own so lution” (251), b u t now it is highly likely th a t
th e fu tu re is com ing to its end.
T hus B eard ’s p re se n t crisis brings hom e the m essage th at
self-love should n o t be separated from co n cern for tru th , o th e r
p eo p le, an d the natu ral w orld. Even th o u g h th e tru th o f a situ
ation is n o t achievable, an d all truths are subjective, p eople can
m ake the w orld m ore livable b o th for them selves an d o thers by
constantly p ro b in g for it an d resh ap in g th e ir society accordingly,
thus giving the shared peaceful life a solid fo u n d atio n . Yet by
showing how the L ordsburg p eople are victim ized by B eard ’s
governm ent-sponsored project, McEwan also points o u t th a t
governm ents should take responsibility fo r saving th e earth , an d
this duty should also be on “the corporations mostly accountable
fo r the pollution, a n d the governm ents th a t should be restrain
ing th e m ” (H am ilton 78). B eard ’s pro ject o f bu ild in g a wind
g e n erato r at the C en ter could never have go t started w ithout
Tony Blair, the new prim e m inister who is “p ro u d o f his city’s
industrial past” (17). Likewise, B eard could n o t have w orked
on his solar pro ject in the U n ited States w ithout the A m erican
g o v ern m en t’s support.
B u il d in g a H om e fo r H um ans
AND THEIR FELLOW BEINGS

H am ilton points o u t that, even th o u g h enviro n m en tal scientists
have w arned ab o u t clim ate change for over two decades, and
“we will soon pass tipping points th a t will trigger irreversible
changes to the clim ate” (xii), “ [a ]ro u n d the w orld only a few
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have truly faced up to the facts about global warming” because
most people cannot “emotionally accept” the possibility that the
world is going to die (x). Solar is thus timely in that it tries to
explain why people in the twenty-first-century cannot “emotion
ally accept” the fact of climate change, preferring instead to live
in baseless optimism. By showing how a physicist and his society
fail to face the reality about itself, other life forms and nature
as a whole, McEwan stresses the importance of doing otherwise
while advocating an ethics that is based on the respect for truth
and that embraces both humans and the natural world.
McEwan tries to turn the cold earth inhabited by selfish
people into a homelike place. George Levine writes that in our
world overwhelmed “by catastrophes and inhumanity, enchant
ment [feeling the wonder of lives] may seem a trivial thing. But
enchantm ent is a condition of living at home in this world [...]
and loving it” (274). To re-enchant the world, McEwan focuses
on the main character’s downfall and draws attention to ways
to change the world of human-animals and make them respect
one another and the other living beings, but this world is also
based on justice. For Badiou, all elements in a situation must
be able to express themselves before justice can be established
( Conditions 153). The return of the neglected in Beard’s world
at the end of Solar thus not only recalls the land ethics of Aldo
Leopold, who argues for the interdependence of all beings (168),
but also constitutes another demand for justice that people are
asked to face.
Therefore, while treating human relationships as an essential
part of an ecological ethics, McEwan also offers his answers to
pressing problems regarding gender, strangers, and our duty to
future generations. Notably, McEwan not only advocates care
and respect for others, but also argues that a deep concern with
the truth about one’s self is inseparable from the love of oth
ers, thus making ethics all the more powerful, because there is
then nothing that is really outside the self. As Badiou argues,
“ [a] ny part that contains a neighborhood of a point is itself a
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neighborhood of this point” ( Theory of the Subject 221). There
are no real strangers, and each part of the world is actually our
neighborhood. Beard “fail [s] to grasp that knowing himself was
a vital undertaking. There were other ways of knowing the world,
women ’s ways, which he treated dismissively” (210). Those people
Beard has wronged would not have haunted and ruined him if
he had tried to know himself, adopted different perspectives,
seen that he is part of the outside world, and taken care of all.
This emphasis on the inseparability of the self from the out
side world is also significant because saving the earth must start
from rebuilding the self. As Hamilton notes, “to a large degree
how we construct ourselves determines how we think about and
act towards the natural environment” (154). A Badiouean sub
ject is constituted when it takes an event seriously. This is why
McEwan’s argument hinges on Beard’s failure to do so and face
the truth about himself and others. Indeed, though McEwan
supports the use of solar energy (“The Full Flourishing of Solar
Technology” 25-26), he also shows in Solar that Beard’s project
cannot help avert the environmental crisis if people do not face
the truth about themselves.
The last message in Solaris a call to take action, even though
it might be too late. This message is not irrational, because
“[t]he creation of a new possibility is always to take as possible
something impossible” (Badiou, The Subject of Change 29). It is
also because no one can be sure of the truth of a situation, since
“[t]he universe always contains more things than those it can
name [ . . . ] ” (Badiou, Theory of the Subject 219). While at the end
of Solar there seems nothing that Beard can do except await his
destruction, there is actually one thing within his capacity: face
reality. That is, know his situation better and take the necessary
action according to the knowledge he has gained. This action
should not come to an end, as Badiou argues that to interrupt the
truth procedure is Evil while the Good consists of the subject’s
ability to keep inquiring about an event (Ethics 85). McEwan
does not show in Solar how this action can help either Beard
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or others solve their problems, because Good and Evil do not
depend on calculation, but on action.
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