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ABSTRACT

Ecocriticism offers a vital lens for examining the intricate connections between
literature, human survival, and the natural environment. This article delves into the
ecocritical themes in Paolo Bacigalupi's novels The Windup Girl and The Water Knife, which
explore dystopian futures shaped by environmental degradation, corporate greed, and
resource scarcity. Bacigalupi’s speculative worlds depict a collapse of ecosystems driven by
technological overreach and the exploitation of natural resources, offering a powerful
critique of modern society's environmental practices. In The Windup Girl, the consequences
of genetic engineering and the commodification of life are explored, while The Water Knife
focuses on water scarcity and its socio-political impacts. Through an ecocritical reading of
these works, the article emphasizes the dangers of human estrangement from nature and the
potential for ecological collapse. Bacigalupi's narratives not only reflect real-world
environmental concerns, but also challenge readers to reconsider humanity's relationship
with the natural world and advocate for sustainable practices to prevent future crises.
Keywords: Environmental degradation, dystopia, resource exploitation, genetic engineering,
water scarcity, ecological collapse.

Introduction

Ecocriticism, as a framework for understanding literature, explores the intricate
relationship between human beings and the environment, focusing on the consequences of
ecological exploitation and the growing disconnect between humanity and the natural world.
Through this lens, it emphasizes the urgency of addressing environmental degradation, not
only for the survival of ecosystems but for the continuity of human life itself. Paolo
Bacigalupi, an American author known for his speculative and science fiction works, has
written extensively on these themes. His novels, particularly The Windup Girl and The Water
Knife, provide profound critiques of humanity’s destructive relationship with the

environment. Through his dystopian narratives, Bacigalupi imagines futures where the
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exploitation of natural resources and the overreliance on technology have led to the collapse
of ecosystems and societies. Eco critics ask questions like

What role does the physical setting play in the plot of this novel? Are the values

expressed in this play consistent with ecological wisdom? How do metaphors of the

land influence the way we treat it? How can we characterize nature writing as a genre?

In addition to race, class, and gender, should place become a new critical category? Do

men write about nature differently than women do? (Glotfelty xix)

In literature, nature is often a silent witness to human actions, but in Bacigalupi’s
works, nature becomes an active force that humans must reckon with. This treatment of
nature aligns with the principles of ecocriticism, which challenge the anthropocentric view
that human beings can control and dominate the environment without consequence.
Bacigalupi’s dystopian worlds reflect the consequences of such hubris, where human
disregard for the environment leads to catastrophic outcomes, reshaping societies and
creating new forms of suffering and oppression. His novels act as a warning of what could
happen if humanity continues to exploit natural resources irresponsibly, ignore ecological
balance, and neglect environmental stewardship.

Ecocriticism in The Windup Girl

The Windup Girl is set in a future Bangkok, a city teetering on the brink of collapse due
to rising sea levels and the decimation of biodiversity. In this world, corporations control the
last remaining genetic material of essential crops, and genetically modified organisms
(GMOs) dominate the landscape. The central character, Emiko, is a genetically engineered
being known as a “Windup.” She is the product of human experimentation and
commodification, created to serve as a labourer and treated as less than human. The novel
examines the way humanity’s manipulation of nature can lead to disastrous outcomes, not
just for the environment but also for social and moral structures. Emiko’s existence
symbolizes the extent to which humans are willing to commaodify life, a metaphor for the
broader exploitation of nature in the service of profit. Anderson describes how the primary
produces like fruit bearing plants and plants have simply gone. Anderson says that “There are
no oranges, now. None of these...these...dragon fruits, none of these pomelos, none of these
yellow things...lemons. None of them. So many of these things are simply gone” (TWG 93).

In The Windup Girl, Bacigalupi also draws attention to the fragility of ecosystems and
the irreversible damage caused by humanity’s overreach. The depletion of biodiversity,
symbolized by the seed banks that characters in the novel fight to control, reflects real-world

concerns about the extinction of species and the loss of genetic diversity in agriculture. The
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novel imagines a future where the natural world is no longer self-sustaining but has become
entirely dependent on human-engineered solutions. This vision of a world where nature is
reduced to a commodity mirrors the concerns of ecocritics, who argue that modern
technological and industrial advances have increasingly distanced humanity from the natural
environment, resulting in ecological crises. Bacigalupi’s portrayal of genetic modification as
a double-edged sword—offering solutions to food scarcity while simultaneously creating new
vulnerabilities—highlights the risks of tampering with nature without regard for long-term
consequences.

Ecocriticism in The Water Knife

Similarly, in The Water Knife, Bacigalupi focuses on the theme of water scarcity in the
American Southwest, a region ravaged by climate change and political instability. In this
novel, water has become the most precious resource, and control over water rights determines
who lives and who dies. The story’s protagonist, Angel Velasquez, works as an enforcer for
one of the corporations that control water distribution, using violent methods to secure water
for the wealthy while leaving others to suffer. The novel depicts a world where
environmental collapse has intensified inequality, as the wealthy build secure, self-sustaining
enclaves while the poor struggle to survive in desiccated, dust-laden cities.

The Water Knife is a stark reminder of how environmental crises disproportionately
affect marginalized communities. Those with wealth and power can shield themselves from
the worst effects of climate change, while those who are already vulnerable bear the brunt of
its impact. Bacigalupi’s narrative critiques the way environmental degradation intersects with
socio-economic inequality, showing how the fight for survival in a world without sufficient
natural resources exacerbates existing divisions in society. The novel portrays a future where
water scarcity has led to societal collapse, with states and cities warring over access to
dwindling supplies, and the most basic human needs—water, food, and shelter—are
commodified. In this dystopian vision, the environment is no longer a backdrop for human
activity but the central battleground where life and death are decided.

In Hindu tradition, the river is associated with healing properties. Poets and authors hail
a river as a mother, who bestows water to her children. In the Indian context, the river is
associated with healing properties. River is seen as sacred in various religions since it is
associated with Gods. Gita Mehta in A River Sutra brings to light the sacredness of the river
Narmada. She says “A mere glimpse of Narmada’s waters is supposed to cleanse a human
being of generations of sinful births” (Mehtal51). River Ganges is considered sacred by the

people of India. River Ganges is associated with healing and is endowed with feminine
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qualities. The people of Thailand are surrounded by sea water and they do not have water to
drink. The scenario in the novel The Windup Girl reminds one of Coleridge’s poems, The
Rime of the Ancient Mariner in which the mariner laments about the excessive amount of sea
water around him, but he doesn’t have fresh water for drinking purposes. Likewise, the
people in the novels are enclosed by water bodies, which consist of salt water. They are
deprived of fresh water sources which are essential for human needs.

Bacigalupi’s works draw on real-world environmental concerns, particularly climate
change, resource depletion, and the consequences of unchecked technological progress. His
depiction of a future shaped by ecological collapse is not far removed from the environmental
crises we face today. In The Water Knife, for example, Bacigalupi explores how the failure to
address water management and climate change can lead to the collapse of civil order. The
novel’s portrayal of water wars, where access to clean water becomes a privilege of the elite,
is a chilling reflection of the growing concerns about water scarcity in many parts of the
world today. Similarly, the genetically modified crops and organisms in The Windup Girl are
a reflection of current debates about the role of biotechnology in agriculture and the long-
term sustainability of GMOs.

Through his speculative fiction, Bacigalupi forces readers to confront the possible
futures that wait if humanity continues to neglect environmental sustainability. His dystopian
worlds are not just cautionary tales but urgent calls for action, reminding us of the
interconnectedness between human survival and the health of the planet. By exploring the
consequences of ecological degradation, Bacigalupi aligns his narratives with the goals of
ecocriticism, which seeks to bring environmental issues to the forefront of literary analysis
and public consciousness. His novels emphasize that humanity’s future depends on its ability
to live in harmony with nature, rather than in opposition to it.

In addition to their ecocritical themes, Bacigalupi’s works are notable for the way they
blend elements of science fiction with realistic concerns about environmental and social
justice. While his novels imagine futures that are technologically advanced, they also critique
the idea that technology alone can solve the environmental challenges facing the world.
Instead, Bacigalupi suggests that without a fundamental shift in how humans interact with the
environment, technological advancements will only exacerbate the problems of ecological
collapse and social inequality. His speculative fiction, therefore, serves as both a critique of
contemporary environmental practices and a vision of the possible consequences if those

practices remain unchanged.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, Paolo Bacigalupi’s The Windup Girl and The Water Knife offer powerful

critiques of humanity’s relationship with the environment through the lens of ecocriticism.
By imagining dystopian futures where ecological collapse has led to societal breakdown,
Bacigalupi challenges readers to consider the long-term consequences of environmental
neglect. His works highlight the dangers of commodifying nature and exploiting natural
resources without regard for sustainability, while also exploring the social and ethical
implications of these actions. Bacigalupi’s fiction serves as a timely reminder that the choices
humanity makes today regarding the environment will have profound consequences for future
generations. Through his ecocritical perspective, Bacigalupi not only entertains but also
educates and warns, urging society to rethink its relationship with the natural world before it
is too late.
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