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Abstract 

This paper investigates how the notions of sustainability, control of the resources, and environmental 

justice are strongly interlinked in Paolo Bacigalupi’s dystopian hit "The Tamarisk Hunter". The main character 

is the man named Lolo who, in the future American Southwest, which was seriously damaged by a severe 

drought, makes his living by robbing the tamarisk trees for a bounty By using Lolo’s struggle to exist as an 

example in the world that is close to drought and seeing the methods that the included society takes in order to 

control the left water resources, this study outlines the serious value of the human-environment relationships. 

Bacigalupi passages being a strong criticism to today environmental behavior, challenging the sustainability of 

present resources management style, the equity of the resource allocation and the moral dilemmas of a survival 

manner based on the exploitation of the environment are being questioned. This paper seeks to bring to the 

spotlight the discussions on the topics of environmental sustainability, resources control, and environmental 

justice to spotlight the larger discourse on the human side of how people can adapt to these climate change 

challenges in terms of how they can strive to carry on with their lives in this changing world. 
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Introduction 

 This paper probs into the dystopian yet eerily prescient world crafted by Paolo Bacigalupi, where the 

future American Southwest grapples with the devastating impacts of prolonged drought. Through the lens of 

Bacigalupi's narrative, the paper aims to dissect the multifaceted relationship between humans and their 
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environment, underscored by the pressing themes of sustainability, resource control, and environmental justice. 

The story of Lolo, a tamarisk hunter by trade, becomes a focal point for examining how individuals and 

communities navigate the harsh realities of environmental degradation, scarcity of resources, and the quest for 

equitable access to life-sustaining water. 

Giannetti et al. (2021) delve into the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, using it as a lens to examine 

the broader struggles of the 21st century, including socio-economic inequality and environmental crises. Their 

work underscores the predictive power of dystopian fiction in highlighting the consequences of unsustainable 

consumption behaviors. By proposing an integrated framework for quantifying sustainability that encompasses 

environmental, productivity, and happiness capitals, they envision potential future worlds ranging from 

dystopian scenarios of environmental unsustainability and unhappiness to utopian visions of a balanced and 

thriving society. This approach emphasizes the importance of societal choices in steering the world towards a 

more sustainable and equitable future. In a similar vein, Windsor (2020) constructs two opposing scenarios to 

explore the political and ethical challenges up to 2025, framing a dialogue between a utopian future characterized 

by global cooperation and sustainability, and a dystopian future marked by chaos and environmental degradation. 

This juxtaposition serves to highlight the critical role of individual and collective political and ethical stances in 

shaping the trajectory towards sustainability or dystopia. Windsor's analysis points to the increasing importance 

of a neutral median voter perspective in navigating these extreme alternatives, suggesting that the future of 

corporate sustainability and social responsibility will be significantly influenced by the prevailing political and 

ethical climate. 

 In the context of dystopian futures, resource control emerges as a pivotal theme in discussions about 

sustainability. Grause (2018) introduces an innovative system of resource control that limits the extraction of 

fossil fuels and other abiotic resources, as well as the use of land, to mitigate CO2 emissions and restructure 

industrial processes. This proposal for a global system of resource control, where resource shares are distributed 

to the world's population for purchasing products made from virgin resources, underscores the necessity of 

managing resource consumption to prevent the shift to alternative, potentially harmful resources. Similarly, 

Schnittfeld and Busch (2016) explore sustainability management within supply chains from a resource 

dependence perspective, highlighting the complexities of transferring corporate sustainability agendas into 

control mechanisms for managing the sustainability of suppliers. Their findings reveal the challenges and barriers 

to effective interorganizational sustainability management, emphasizing the need for a business case for 

promoting sustainability, control mechanisms, and trust among stakeholders.  

 Dhillon (2021) critically examines the intersection of Indigenous resurgence, settler colonialism, and 

environmental justice within the context of impending planetary dystopia. The article raises pivotal questions 

about how Indigenous political demands for decolonization are navigated amidst broader environmental crises. 

Specifically, it scrutinizes the potential for the concept of 'environmental justice' to inadvertently reinforce settler 

colonial hegemonies by prioritizing settler interests, especially in the backdrop of the Standing Rock 
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protests.This perspective underscores the necessity of reimagining environmental justice in dystopian futures, 

where the struggles of Indigenous peoples against environmental degradation and settler colonialism are central. 

 The present research distinguishes itself from previous works by adopting a novel approach: analyzing 

Paolo Bacigalupi's "The Tamarisk Hunter" as a primary text rather than directly examining the original 

phenomena of sustainability, resource control, and environmental justice. This methodological shift allows for a 

unique exploration of these themes through the lens of speculative fiction, offering insights into human-

environment interactions that extend beyond traditional empirical studies. By situating the analysis within the 

narrative framework of a dystopian short story, this paper ventures into the realm of literary critique to uncover 

the symbolic and thematic representations of real-world environmental challenges. 

Sustainability 

"The Tamarisk Hunter" introduces Lolo, a character whose livelihood is deeply entwined with the control 

of the invasive tamarisk plant. This scenario not only underscores the complexity of environmental management 

but also highlights the intersection of ecological sustainability and human survival. As described in the text: "His 

jugs of tamarisk poison gurgle and slosh on his back... It’s a living; where other people have dried out and blown 

away, he has remained: a tamarisk hunter, a water tick, a stubborn bit of weed" (1). This passage vividly 

illustrates the precarious balance between human activity and environmental stewardship. Lolo's engagement in 

tamarisk hunting, a practice aimed at controlling an invasive species that threatens water resources, serves as a 

microcosm of broader sustainability management efforts. However, his role transcends mere environmental 

management; it is a testament to human resilience and adaptability in the face of ecological adversities. The 

description of Lolo as a "water tick" and a "stubborn bit of weed" metaphorically aligns him with the very 

invasiveness of the tamarisk, suggesting a symbiotic relationship between human survival strategies and the 

invasive species they seek to control. 

The story also revealsthe nuanced debate surrounding water resource allocation, particularly highlighting 

the tension between environmental conservation and human needs. This tension is encapsulated in a discussion 

that critiques the prioritization of ecological preservation over immediate human water requirements. The 

dialogue sheds light on a critical aspect of sustainability management: the ethical considerations in balancing the 

needs of human populations with the imperative to protect natural ecosystems. As articulated in the text: "Not 

enough water for people, and they want to give the river to a bunch of fish and birds" ( 9), encapsulates the crux 

of a significant sustainability challenge: how to equitably distribute limited water resources in a manner that 

respects both human and ecological needs. The critique embedded in this dialogue underscores the complexity 

of sustainability management, where decisions often involve trade-offs that can favor one aspect of sustainability 

at the expense of another. The reference to "fish and birds" symbolizes the broader environmental considerations 

that must be weighed against human consumption and survival needs. 

In the broader discourse on sustainability management, the interplay between environmental policies and 

their socio-economic impacts is a critical area of study. "Wastelands" offers a poignant exploration of this theme 
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through the narrative arc concerning the cessation of a water bounty program. This program, designed as an 

incentive for the removal of invasive species, represents a tangible link between policy decisions and individual 

livelihoods. The decision to end this program is succinctly captured in the narrative: "California’s ending the 

water bounty. They’ve got enough Straw sections built up now that they don’t need the program... They’re 

shutting down the water bounty payout program" (12).The passage serves as a critical reflection on the dynamic 

nature of environmental management policies and their direct consequences on the lives of those they affect. The 

cessation of the water bounty program is not merely a policy shift; it signifies a profound transformation in the 

approach to environmental management, moving away from invasive species control towards infrastructure 

development (Straw sections) for water conservation. This shift underscores the evolving priorities in 

sustainability efforts, highlighting the need for policies that are adaptable and responsive to both ecological and 

human needs. 

Resource Control 

In the examination of resource control within environmental management, the strategic manipulation of 

ecosystem services emerges as a critical theme, particularly in the context of water rights and invasive species 

management. The character Lolo, a tamarisk hunter in "Wastelands," embodies this theme through his 

engagement in activities that directly influence the control and allocation of scarce water resources. Lolo's 

deliberate reseeding of tamarisk plants, ostensibly to combat invasive species, paradoxically ensures his 

continued access to water bounties, thereby manipulating the system for personal gain. This is highlighted in the 

narrative: 

"A week ago he uploaded his claim on the canyon tamarisk—his biggest stand yet—almost worth an acre-foot 

in itself in water bounty" (8), which underscores the intricate relationship between human actions and 

environmental policy, revealing how individuals can exploit regulatory mechanisms designed to protect and 

manage natural resources. Lolo's actions reflect a sophisticated understanding of the legal and ecological 

frameworks governing water rights, demonstrating how the control over such a vital resource can be subject to 

manipulation. 

 In the context of water scarcity and its governance, "Wastelands" provides a vivid illustration of the 

stringent regulatory environment that governs water use, highlighting the broader theme of resource control. The 

narrative delves into the consequences of these regulations on individuals' lives, particularly through the 

experiences of Lolo and Annie, who navigate the challenges posed by water scarcity and the loss of traditional 

water rights. The text states: "The patch used to have a well and running water, but like everyone else, they lost 

their pumping rights and BuRec stuffed the well with Quickcrete when the water table dropped below the 

Minimum Allowable Reserve" (7). This underscores the impact of regulatory measures on personal and 

community access to water, a critical resource. The act of filling wells with Quickcrete, a concrete mix, serves 

as a metaphor for the sealing off of natural resources from those who depend on them, enforced by bureaucratic 

decisions made in response to environmental pressures and resource depletion. This scenario reflects a broader 
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issue of resource control, where regulatory bodies exert significant power over the allocation and use of water, 

fundamentally altering the landscape of rights and access. 

 the role of governmental oversight and restrictions emerges as a pivotal mechanism for controlling natural 

resources, particularly water. The narrative from "Wastelands" provides a vivid illustration of this dynamic 

through the activities mandated by the Bureau of Reclamation concerning the eradication of the invasive tamarisk 

plant. This agency's stringent requirements for documenting the removal process highlight the extent of 

governmental control over water resources and the efforts to manage them sustainably. As detailed in the text: 

"The Bureau of Reclamation has gotten uptight about proof. They want different angles on the offending 

tamarisk, they want each one photographed before and after, the whole process documented, GPS’d, and 

uploaded directly by the camera" (2). The government's role in enforcing environmental regulations and its direct 

involvement in the management of water resources are revealed here. The detailed documentation and 

verification process required for the tamarisk eradication efforts reflect a broader strategy to ensure compliance 

with environmental policies and to exercise control over water usage. 

Environmental Justice 

intricately weaves the theme of environmental justice through its depiction of the impact of 

environmental policies on local communities, particularly in the context of water scarcity. A poignant example 

of this is found in the story's exploration of how bureaucratic decisions around water rights and conservation 

efforts have profound and often detrimental effects on the livelihoods and well-being of individuals. The text 

states: "The patch used to have a well and running water, but like everyone else, they lost their pumping rights 

and BuRec stuffed the well with Quickcrete when the water table dropped below the Minimum Allowable 

Reserve" (7), which highlights a critical aspect of environmental justice: the distributional fairness of 

environmental policies. It underscores the reality that measures taken to conserve water resources, while 

necessary from an ecological standpoint, can have uneven impacts across different segments of society. In this 

case, the policy to seal wells to preserve the water table, a measure ostensibly aimed at broader environmental 

protection, directly undermines the basic water access for local populations, effectively marginalizing them. This 

scenario exemplifies the environmental justice concern that policies and regulations, even those designed with 

conservation in mind, can disproportionately affect vulnerable communities, exacerbating existing inequalities. 

 In "Wastelands," the theme of environmental justice is further explored through the lens of disparities in 

water allocation and the perceived inequities in prioritizing environmental conservation over human needs. This 

tension is vividly captured in a dialogue that critiques the allocation of scarce water resources, highlighting a 

fundamental conflict at the heart of environmental justice: the balance between conserving natural habitats and 

ensuring equitable access to essential resources for all communities. The narrative states: "Not enough water for 

people, and they want to give the river to a bunch of fish and birds" (10). This encapsulates a critical 

environmental justice issue—the perceived competition between human needs and environmental protection. It 
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reflects a common critique within environmental justice discourse: that environmental policies sometimes fail to 

adequately consider the socio-economic impacts on vulnerable populations 

Coda 

In conclusion, Paolo Bacigalupi's "The Tamarisk Hunter" serves as a compelling narrative that intricately 

weaves together the themes of sustainability, resource control, and environmental justice within the context of a 

dystopian future shaped by severe drought and environmental degradation. Through the struggles of Lolo, the 

protagonist, Bacigalupi offers a poignant critique of contemporary environmental management practices, 

highlighting the urgent need for a more sustainable and equitable approach to resource allocation. The story not 

only exposes the harsh realities of human-environment interactions in a world teetering on the brink of ecological 

collapse but also prompts readers to reflect on the moral implications of survival in such a world. By delving 

into the complexities of adapting to climate change and the challenges of living with limited resources, "The 

Tamarisk Hunter" contributes to the broader discourse on how humanity can navigate the uncertain future of our 

planet. 
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