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ABSTRACT:  

In Paolo Bacigalupi's The Windup Girl, society has been altered by genetic engineering and the effects of climate change, and the environment has collapsed due 

to corporate dominance. This essay uses the biopolitics theory to examine how the novel's power structures regulate and control bodies, surroundings, and identities. 

The research investigates how life itself becomes a locus of regulation, concentrating on two main themes: genetic engineering and climatic adaptation. The 

presentation explores how the exploitation of posthuman characters like Emiko, the commercialization of DNA, and the use of sickness as control reflect our rising 

concerns about biotechnology and environmental degradation, drawing on theorists such as Michel Foucault, Giorgio Agamben, and Vandana Shiva. 
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Few speculative fiction novels are as shocking and thought-provoking as Paolo Bacigalupi's The Windup Girl. The story, set in a future Bangkok drowning 

in rising waters, plagued by bioengineered epidemics, and dominated by calorie businesses, depicts a civilization that has endured the full impacts of 

climate change and unbridled technological progress. In this dystopia, food is considered cash, and existence is dependent on genetic patents and business 

ties. This study examines how power functions not just via state institutions, but also through the management of life itself, from seeds and illnesses to 

human bodies, using a biopolitics lens. The story, which focuses on the manipulation of created creatures and ecological responses to global warming, 

serves as a chilling mirror of present worries. 

 

Literature Review:  

Michel Foucault coined the term "biopolitics," which investigates how governments wield authority over life, bodies, and people. In Discipline and 

Punish and The History of Sexuality, Foucault analyzes how contemporary authority operates by monitoring, disciplining, and controlling bodily 

processes. Giorgio Agamben expands on this concept by creating the concept of "bare life"—life devoid of political rights and reduced to survival. 

Vandana Shiva's work on seed monopolies and genetic imperialism serves as a real-world equivalent to the calorie businesses shown in The Windup Girl. 

Shiva's book Stolen Harvest describes how corporations commodify seeds and destroy traditional agriculture, matching Bacigalupi's universe. Scholars 

like Rosi Braidotti and Donna Haraway have also contributed to posthuman theory by challenging what it means to be human in the age of biotechnology. 

Emiko, the windup girl, resides at the interface of human and machine, posing ethical questions about permission, agency, and humanity. 

 Biopolitics plays a key role in understanding how power and control work in The Windup Girl. The philosopher Michel Foucault describes biopolitics 

as a type of power that focuses on managing human life—not just through laws or politics, but by controlling biological aspects like health, birth, 

reproduction, and disease. In the novel, the powerful calorie companies don’t rule with armies or governments. Instead, they control the most basic parts 

of life—such as seeds, food, DNA, and even people's ability to have children or stay healthy. This shows a shift from political power to biological control. 

 

Another important thinker, Giorgio Agamben, talks about a concept called homo sacer, which means a person who is excluded from the law and can be 

treated however the powerful want, without consequences. This idea fits perfectly with the character Emiko, the windup girl. She is a genetically 

engineered human designed to obey, and because of what she is, society treats her as less than human. She has no rights or protections. Throughout the 

novel, we see how science and technology are used to create and control life itself. Crops are genetically modified and patented, meaning only certain 

companies own the rights to grow food. New diseases are created to destroy crops that don’t belong to those companies. Even people like Emiko are 

made in labs. This shows a future where power doesn’t just control governments or laws—it controls life itself. The real danger is that those in power get 

to decide who deserves to live, who can be ignored, and who can be erased. 

In The Windup Girl's future world, food and farming are no longer natural or autonomous. Large Western biotech businesses have gained complete 

control over agriculture by developing and owning genetically modified (GM) seeds. These firms develop lethal plant diseases such as blister rust and 

cibiscosis, which devastate conventional crops. As a result, local farmers are no longer able to produce their own food and must rely on big firms for 

seeds each year. This is not because nature failed, but because corporations engineered its failure in order to profit. One character in the story reveals this 

gloomy truth plainly. 
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 "Calorie companies. Generippers. They're the ones who make disease now. They build it fresh every year." (Bacigalupi 212). 

This demonstrates how firms intentionally manufacture illnesses to keep control over the food supply. It's no longer simply about feeding people; it's 

about controlling life itself. Environmental campaigner Vandana Shiva defines this type of setup clearly. 

 "The patenting of life forms and genetic engineering transform farmers into consumers of corporate science."(Shiv 12) 

In other words, farmers are no longer able to cultivate their own food. They become reliant clients, purchasing seeds each year rather than growing their 

own. Emiko is one of the novel's most strong yet sad characters. She is a "windup"—a genetically engineered individual created in a lab to follow 

commands, serve others, and fulfill wants. She was not born normally, but was created to be a servant. Her body moves in an awkward, jerky way. She 

does not tolerate heat well, and she is conditioned to always comply. 

 "She is not human. She is property." (Bacigalupi 254) This statement reflects how the world perceives her—not as a person, but as an object. This 

approach is consistent with Giorgio Agamben's thesis of "bare life"—people who are without legal and moral rights. Emiko's situation perfectly fits this 

description: she is alive but has no legal protection. Emiko was created to be subservient, yet she still has feelings, ideas, and wants. She is sexually 

assaulted and mistreated, but deep down, she understands she is more than a machine. She begins to resist, dreams of liberation, and wonders what it 

truly means to be alive. At one point, the voiceover discloses that 

 "She wants to scream that she is more than a thing." (Bacigalupi 267) The statement expresses her inner battle. She is fighting to fulfill the role for which 

she was intended. Emiko's trip prompts readers to consider whether it is ethical to create live creatures just for their use. She challenges us to consider 

the ethics of genetic engineering—not just what we can do, but what we should do. 

In The Windup Girl, the earth is devastated by climate change and human greed. Fossil resources are depleted, temperatures are increasing, and much of 

the earth is submerged. Bangkok, Thailand's capital, is one of the few areas that have survived—but only just. 

Thailand has constructed massive seawalls and levees to keep the increasing ocean from devouring the city. The Ministry of Environment works tirelessly 

to keep water out and defend the country's surviving natural resources, particularly its seed banks, from being plundered by big Western corporations. 

“The walls hold, but for how long? The sea is always there, waiting.”  (Bacigalupi 175) 

The phrase demonstrates how vulnerable their survival is. Every day is a battle to keep the water out, and everyone knows it won't continue long. Carl 

Sagan's Pale Blue Dot tells us how uncommon and delicate our planet is. 

 “The Earth is a small stage in a vast cosmic arena... There is nowhere else, at least in the near future, to which our species could migrate.”(Sagan 6) 

  This highlights that if we destroy Earth, there is no backup planet—we have to take care of the one we have. 

In this world, Thailand's government has grown extremely rigorous in dealing with the environmental issue. Two major individuals demonstrate distinct 

approaches. Jaidee believes in conserving the environment with honesty and pride. Kanya, on the other hand, believes in employing force and fear to 

defend the country. They both work for the Ministry of Environment, which imposes stringent regulations such as no oil-powered motors, no foreign 

seed firms, and severe carbon emission controls. 

 “The white shirts don’t negotiate. They dictate.” (Bacigalupi 194) 

This phrase is about the ministry's officials, who wear white shirts and enforce the regulations without discussion. It demonstrates how environmental 

protection has grown rigorous and, in some cases, violent. This raises critical real-world problems. Should governments use force to defend the planet? 

How much control is too much? 

Anderson Lake is a foreign spy who pretends to operate a manufacturing. In truth, he's looking for Thailand's hidden seed bank so his firm may steal it. 

He represents the selfish side of large businesses, those that prioritize money over people and the environment. 

 “He would sell the future for a bag of seeds.” (Bacigalupi 306) 

The quote above demonstrates Anderson's willingness to give up everything, including environment, health, and even human existence, in order to acquire 

power and generate money. It represents the novel's central message: in times of crisis, some individuals exploit the situation to achieve power, even if it 

causes greater suffering. This section of The Windup Girl explores serious topics, such as: How should we respond to climate change? Is it OK to sacrifice 

personal freedom for survival? Who should make those decisions: governments or corporations? Bacigalupi uses this futuristic society to warn us about 

what can happen if we allow power and greed dictate how we treat the Earth. 

The Windup Girl is more than just a science fiction narrative or an exciting novel set in the future. It serves as a stark warning about the perilous 

intersection of science, industry, and the environment. Paolo Bacigalupi depicts a world in which large corporations exploit biotechnology, such as 

genetically engineered seeds and lab-created humans, not to benefit people, but to increase profits and power. In this future, individuals in command have 

control over the air, water, food, and human bodies. 

Using biopolitics theory, one may see that power is no longer limited to laws or governments. Instead, true power comes from managing life itself—who 

gets to eat, who gets to survive, who is considered completely human, and who is viewed as property. Characters like Emiko, a genetically manufactured 

"windup" girl, demonstrate how easily individuals may be made, used, and discarded when life is turned into a product. 

The novel also makes us think about today’s world. It informs us that we could already be on this road. We witness increased climate change, the growth 

of genetic engineering, and massive companies gaining control over food, medicine, and even information. Bacigalupi is not just anticipating the future; 

he is also assisting us in recognizing the threats we face now. The Windup Girl warns us that if we do not act intelligently and ethically today, we may 

soon live in a society in which life is no longer free, natural, or safe. The story encourages readers to think seriously about science, power, and the type 

of future we are creating. 
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