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Abstract:

“Solastalgia” is a term coined by philosopher Glenn Albrecht to describe “the pain experienced when there

is recognition that the place where one resides and that one loves is under immediate assault (physical
desolation)... It is the ‘lived experience’ of the loss of the present as manifest in a feeling of dislocation...
a form of homesickness one gets when one is still at home” In the age of human-driven climate change (the
Anthropocene), such ecological grief at environmental loss has become increasingly common. Taiwanese
author Wu Ming-yi explores this condition through imaginative fiction. His 2011 novel The Man with the
Compound Eyes (translated into English in 2013) centers on solastalgia — the grief of environmental loss
at home —and transforms private mourning into a broader ethical vision. The Man with the Compound Eyes
has been described as “a work of lyrical beauty that combines magical realism and environmental fable,”
an “astonishing” story that is part fantasy and part dystopian eco-saga. Through a blend of magical realism,
fragmented memory, and a very real ecological phenomenon (the Pacific Garbage Vortex), Wu Ming-yi
portrays characters whose personal grief for altered landscapes evolves into a public ethic of care for their
environment and community.

Environmental Loss and Solastalgia in the Novel

Wu’s novel vividly imagines climate catastrophe striking home. The plot was inspired by real Great Pacific
Garbage Patch. In Wu’s near-future scenario, extreme weather disrupted by climate change causes a
massive trash vortex — an island of floating garbage — to break loose and collide with the coast of Taiwan.
The once-familiar shoreline is transformed virtually overnight. What had been a constant home
environment now shifts to something strange and new. This sense of profound loss and displacement is
essentially solastalgia, grief for the devastating change of one’s home environment.

One of the novel’s protagonists, Alice, is a middle-aged writer living on Taiwan’s east coast. She has
already been pushed to despair by personal tragedy, her husband and young son vanished in a mountain
accident. When she tries to overcome, she couldn’t and eventually decided to end her life. Even before the
trash island strikes, Alice has watched the sea slowly encroach on her beloved home. The sea-level rise has
put her house “on the brink of being swallowed by a steadily rising sea,” a change she only registers with
shock when driving along the coast: “since when had the sea gotten that close?”. This moment poignantly
illustrates solastalgia — Alice feels the uncanny pain of “unhomeliness” in her own home as the familiar
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landscape becomes unrecognizable. Her sorrow is intertwined deeply with the ecological damages
occuring. The sudden tsunami and “ecological calamity caused by the garbage vortex” then literally shatters
her world, wrecking the coast and bringing chaos and debris. Similarly, a second protagonist, a young
islander named Atile’i, sees his entire homeland (the mythical Pacific island of Wayo Wayo) destroyed by
the roving trash island. In Wu’s narrative, environmental collapse erodes not only physical places but also
the place-attachment, cultural continuity, and identity of those who live there. Alice’s identity as a mother
and her dreams for her home are undermined; Atile’i’s people lose their island and way of life in an instant.
Both characters embody ecological grief: they mourn beloved lives and landscapes irreversibly changed
by environmental catastrophe.

Wu Ming-yi’s storytelling style reinforces these themes by weaving together multiple perspectives and
temporal fragments. The novel’s structure is non-linear and multi-threaded, mirroring the fragmentation of
memory and experience in trauma. Indeed, Wu interlaces at least three narrative threads, Alice’s personal
loss, Atile’i’s voyage, and other “eco-accidents” (such as a stalled mountain tunnel project) which
eventually converge. This fragmented narrative approach, moving between past and present, between
Alice’s memories and Atile’i’s mythical traditions, underscores how environmental loss disrupts the
continuity of memory and story. What might have been purely realist fiction is opened up by elements of
magical realism and surreal coincidence: for example, Atile’i’s miraculous survival on the floating garbage
island and the appearance of the mysterious “Man with the Compound Eyes” (a semi-supernatural figure
in the novel) introduce a mythic dimension. As one critic notes, Atile’i’s presence, a castaway from an
idealized, imaginary island, “opens up this otherwise realist narrative” and allows Wu to explore the
incomprehensible nature of the disaster in symbolic terms. In this way, Wu uses narrative innovation to
help readers feel the disorientation and heartbreak of solastalgia.

From Private Mourning to a Public Ethic of Care

While The Man with the Compound Eyes begins with private mourning, it ultimately transforms grief into
a shared responsibility and hope. After the cataclysm, Alice’s intended suicide is literally interrupted by
the crashing trash island — in a twist of fate, she instead ends up rescuing a tiny bedraggled Kitten from the
floodwaters and then encountering Atile’i, who washes ashore on the raft of refuse. The two survivors
could not be more different — Alice, an educated Taiwanese widow, and Atile’i, a teenage “second son”
from a remote indigenous island culture — yet disaster forges an unlikely bond between them. They form
“an unlikely friendship that helps each of them come to terms with what they have lost,” and together they
set out on a quest for answers, retracing the mountain path that Alice’s family took in hopes of finding
closure[14]. In doing so, their private grieving becomes a collective journey of healing and discovery. Alice
and Atile’i must communicate across a cultural and language divide, learning each other’s tongues — a
touching metaphor for global understanding in the face of ecological crisis. They are soon joined by others
affected by the event, including local environmentalists and indigenous Taiwanese characters (such as
Dahu of the Bunun people and Hafay of the Pangcah) who contribute traditional knowledge and solidarity.
The community that coalesces around this disaster exemplifies a nascent “ethic of care . survivors support
one another and also begin caring for the more-than-human world that has been so damaged.
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Scholar Robin Chen-Hsing Tsai observes that Wu Ming-yi imbues his characters with an ethic of
environmental care, responding to ecological trauma with empathy and responsibility. Rather than
descending into nihilism, the characters channel their grief into caring actions — tending to the injured,
preserving memories of the lost, and respecting the land. For example, in their mountain journey Alice
performs rites to properly mourn her husband and son and to honor the land that claimed them. Atile’i,
raised in a culture that lives in balance with nature, brings a spirit of respect and offers a fresh perspective
on the value of even “trash” objects. Notably, one character in the novel imagines the great trash vortex as
“the guilty conscience of capitalism coming back to haunt civilization”, making explicit that human
consumer culture bears responsibility for this loss. By personifying the problem (through the figure of the
trash island and the mythical Man with the Compound Eyes) and by depicting its intimate human toll, Wu
raises urgent moral questions. The moral stakes of the Anthropocene are laid bare: our throwaway actions
and industrial “progress” can result in real human and ecological tragedy. In the face of this, Wu’s
characters choose to care — for each other, for other species, and for the future of their home.

Crucially, Wu Ming-yi’s local Taiwanese story resonates on a global scale. Literary critic Shiuhhuah
Serena Chou argues that The Man with the Compound Eyes “reveals a cosmopolitan sense of the world”
and carries a “global and universal value,” making it a work of environmental world literature]. The novel
bridges personal, indigenous, and scientific viewpoints, suggesting that grieving altered landscapes can
become a catalyst for ethical awareness beyond one’s own backyard. In their solastalgic sorrow, Alice,
Atile’1 and their companions come to recognize a broader community of life and a duty to it. By the novel’s
end, private mourning has expanded into a public, collective consciousness, an ethics of care that
encompasses humans and nature alike.

Conclusion

In The Man with the Compound Eyes, Wu Ming-yi transforms climate-induced sorrow into a powerful
statement of environmental empathy. His fusion of magical-real narrative and realistic ecological detail
makes the abstract crisis of climate change deeply personal, translating scientific alarms into “intimate
words” of personal loss in the face of global change. Through solastalgic characters like Alice and Atile’i,
the novel makes the emotional consequences of ecological harm viscerally visible. We, as readers, are
invited to mourn with them — to feel the ache of a home (be it a house, an island, or a planet) under assault
—and in doing so, to appreciate what is at stake in the Anthropocene. Yet Wu Ming-yi also offers a hopeful
trajectory: from grief can come solidarity and care. The very act of witnessing these characters’ solastalgia
becomes an ethical call to cherish and protect our world. In sum, Wu’s novel suggests that ecological grief,
however painful, can awaken a cosmopolitan ethics of environmental care, a resolve to honor the places
we love, remember what has been lost, and safeguard a future in the only home we have.
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