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Abstract

This article examines the intersection of global finance and ecological collapse in Kim Stanley Robinson’s
speculative novel New York 2140. The novel takes place in a future Manhattan, significantly transformed
by two enormous “pulses” in sea-level rise. The outcome is a “Super-Venice” in which the machinery of
neoliberal capitalism has not only survived but adapted to profit from the destruction. This paper examines,
from an environmental justice perspective, the ways in which the financialisation of climate change,
through the development of the Intertidal Property Pricing Index, intensifies existing social inequalities.
The city’s elites escape to the “sky-villages” of the dry north or the inland security of Denver, while the
dispossessed majority inhabit the precarious, half-submerged buildings of the intertidal zone. The novel
suggests that the market’s attempt to commodify the flood is a form of “enclosure” of the commons, where
the fundamental human right to housing is squandered to the caprices of speculative capital. The article
tracks the narrative threads of characters like quant-trader Franklin Garr and the residents of the MetLife
tower and shows how the residents eventually manipulate the instability of the financial system to their
advantage to stage a “householders’ strike”. This revolutionary act contests the hegemony of finance over
the capitalist world ecology and proposes that climate justice is only achievable through the reclamation
of the commons and a fundamental repudiation of market-led adaptation strategies.

Keywords: Climate change, New York 2140, Financialisation, Environmental Justice, Climate Fiction,
The Commons, Market Mechanisms, Urban Inequality.

Introduction

There’s a common trope in climate fiction: when the water rises, the world ends. We imagine the
breakdown of order, a return to a state of nature where the only law is survival. But Kim Stanley Robinson,
in his big and sprawling novel New York 2140, offers us a vision that is perhaps more disturbing for its
familiarity. The world has indeed suffered catastrophic changes in its future; the sea levels have risen fifty
feet after two massive "pulses" of ice melt, but the stock market is still open. Skyscrapers become islands,
subways become canals, and people commute by boat, but they are still bound together by the same
invisible threads of debt and credit and speculative investment that define our time.
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This article explores how Robinson employs this “Super-Venice” setting to perform an environmental
justice analysis of our potential future. We will explore, in particular, how the ‘financialisation’ of the
climate, the transformation of ecological disaster into a market variable, is used to deepen social inequality.
The novel suggests that the real crisis is not just the water, but the way the market tries to own it.
Examining “speculative urbanism”, we can understand the city as a battleground between the “enclosure”
of resources by the elite and the reclamation of the “commons” by the people who live in the intertidal
zone. It is a story of the resilience of capital, yes, but also of the revolutionary potential of community.

The Vertical Geography of Class

To understand the social inequality in Robinson’s New York, you have to understand the geography first.
In our world, inequality is often horizontal; we talk about different neighbourhoods or parts of town. By
2140, inequality is literal and vertical. The city is split into zones based on the amount of "dryness" you
can afford. The “sky-villages” are at the top of the social and physical ladder. These are the mega-
skyscrapers built on the few high grounds left in upper Manhattan or Denver’s inland hub, which remain
stable. These structures are engineering marvels of the future, constructed from carbon nanomaterials and
"diamond coatings" that make them impervious to the elements. They are the ultimate "capital sink" into
which the global one percent has poured its wealth to shield itself from the consequences of the carbon
economy.

Below the sky-villages is the "intertidal zone”, which is the part of lower Manhattan that is wet at high
tide and dry at low tide. This is where most of the characters in the novel live, and it is a huge laboratory
for what we might call “scrappy urbanism”. The old skyscrapers have been reinforced and made
waterproof. The ground floors are boathouses; the middle floors are apartments; and the roofs are often
communal gardens. The residents here are the “middle class” of the apocalypse. Those with enough
resources to remain in the city, but not enough to buy their way into the sky villages.

And finally, the utterly dispossessed, the "water rats”, the squatters living in the unreinforced, crumbling
walk-ups of the "sunken" city. These are the people for whom the flood was a complete loss of exchange
value.” They live in what the capital calls “ruins”, spaces the formal economy has abandoned. Robinson
uses this vertical stratification to show that climate change does not simply “hit” everyone. It seeps through
existing power structures. Such “environmental injustice” here is that those who have contributed the least
to the carbon emissions that caused the pulses are the ones living in the dampest, most precarious
conditions, while they who built the carbon economy watch the tides from their penthouses.

The IP Index: Suffering as a Ticker Symbol

The most terrifying market mechanism in the novel is the Intertidal Property Pricing Index, or the IP Index.
It’s the brainchild of Franklin Garr, a quant trader who spends his days analysing weather models and
building sensors. The IP Index, or Insurance Property Index, is a financial instrument that measures the
value of property in the flooded areas. It takes the very instability of the drowned city as a source of profit.
For Franklin and his contemporaries, the risk of a building collapsing or a neighbourhood being hit by a
storm isn’t a human tragedy; it’s a data point to hedge against. This is the ‘financialisation of climate
futures’ in its purest form. The market has “liquefied” the disaster, transforming it into an index. Traders
can bet on a block surviving or short the value of an entire district. As many critics have said, this process
is not helping the residents. In fact, it does the reverse. The IP Index is a tool of “speculative urbanism”
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that lets hedge funds figure out which parts of the intertidal zone are becoming “trendy” so they can swoop
in, buy the property and start the process of gentrification.

The IP Index reveals the central paradox of late capitalism in the climate change era: the environmental
crisis undermines the foundations of human life but the financial system considers it a new space for
accumulation. The market isn’t trying to “solve” climate change; it’s trying to price it. This is a serious
injustice, for it privileges the “liquidity” of capital over the “solidarity” of people. It makes a world where
a hedge fund manager can make millions off a hurricane that leaves thousands of people homeless.

The Met Life Tower and the Ethics of the Commons

The novel centres around the Met Life building, a massive skyscraper that has undergone conversion into
a housing co-op. This building houses over two thousand people and is a small “post-capitalist utopia”. It
has its own farm floor, a communal dining hall, and a board that makes democratic decisions about the
building’s future. The Met Life tower is a symbol of “The Commons”, the idea that essential resources
like housing and food should be collectively managed for the benefit of all, not for the profit of a few.
Robinson makes this case, drawing on the deep history of Roman law. He refers to the idea of res
communis, that the intertidal zone, being neither land nor sea, is for everyone. The formal state and the
market largely abandoned lower Manhattan after the pulses, so the people were able to take this space
back and build something different. For many decades, the intertidal zone was a place where people could
live outside the crushing logic of the debt-credit economy.

But as the city reaches a position of “relative stability”, the market begins to push back. An “anonymous
entity” starts to attempt to buy the Met Life tower. If the residents refuse to sell, the entity resorts to
sabotage by drilling holes in the foundation to allow water to enter the basement. This is the process of
“enclosure”. Just as the commons of England were fenced off to create private property, the financial elite
of 2140 are trying to “fence off” the flourishing communities of the intertidal zone. They cannot bear the
presence of a space that is thriving without them. The tussle over the MetLife building is a microcosm of
the global fight for climate justice: a fight between those who see the city as home and those who see it as
an asset.

The Citizen and the History of the Bubble

One of the most distinctive features of New York 2140 is the character of “the Citizen”. The unnamed
narrator gives intermissions that explain the history and science of the drowned city. The citizen is grumpy
and cynical, in a voice that sounds like the soul of New York. Here Robinson links the climate crisis of
the 2100s with the financial crises of our time, especially the crash of 2008. The Citizen says that the
"Pulses" were not simply natural disasters but the inevitable consequence of a "carbon bubble”. Like the
housing bubble of the early 2000s, which was built on hazardous debt, the global economy of the 21st
century was built on the “hazardous debt” of carbon emissions. We were burning more carbon than the
planet could "pay back”, and eventually the bill came in the form of melting ice sheets.

But instead of learning from this, the financial system just created new bubbles. The IP Index is essentially
the same game, but presented differently. The Citizen reminds us that the government continues to support
the “parasitic bankers” while the city’s lifeblood, the citizens, suffer. This historical lens is critical for an
environmental justice analysis because it reveals that the climate crisis is not a “new” problem,; it is simply
the newest and most dangerous manifestation of a long history of capitalist exploitation. The flood is just
a literal version of the “liquidity” that has been washing away people’s lives for centuries.
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Hurricane Fyodor and the Breaking of the System

Hurricane Fyodor, a megastorm of unprecedented scale, strikes the city, marking the climax of the novel.
For most of the characters, the storm is a moment of sheer survival. We see the 'water rats' Mutt and Jeff
moving through the submerged ruins, Vakeel the social worker attempting to protect his charges, and the
Met Life residents working together to prevent their building from collapsing. But for the financial elite,
the storm is a “market signal”. They are counting on the hurricane clearing out the "ruins" so they can start
their mass gentrification projects. They believe, as always, that the government will rescue them, leaving
the people to fend for themselves. This is the “sociology of failure” that Robinson examines ; the notion
that our present systems are constructed to fail the many and serve the few.

But this time the scrappiest New Yorkers find a way to hack the system. They’re aware that the IP Index,
built to measure their pain, can also be used to crash the market. The people living in the Met Life tower
and renters’ unions all over the flooded zones arrange a “householders’ strike”. Millions of people just
don't pay their rent and mortgages at the same time. This massive capital drain causes the "natural and
financial bubbles" to burst simultaneously.

The strike is an act of revolutionary environmental justice. It knows that the only way to get justice in a
financialised world is to go after the finance itself. The people can cut off the money supply, forcing the
state to stop bailing out the "parasitic bankers” and start bailing out the people and the land . The novel’s
ending, in which the banks are nationalised and a “social democracy” is born from the ruins, is Robinson’s
optimistic fantasy of what a just transition might look like.

Speculative Urbanism vs. Horizontal Resistance

Robinson’s novel is, in the end, an exploration of the different futures we can imagine for the city. On the
one hand, we have 'speculative urbanism’ ; a top-down process whereby the city is designed by and for
finance capital. This is a city of high-tech "sky-villages" and "carbon nanomaterials" where technology is
used to exclude and protect the wealthy. In this vision, the climate crisis is just another variable to be
managed. On the other hand, we have “horizontal resistance”: the bottom-up approach of the people in the
intertidal zone. It’s a city of co-ops, tenant unions and community gardens. It is a city that understands the
“agency of loosely connected people” who learn how to create new ways of community in relation to the
water. This version of the city senses the environment as a ‘commons’ to be shared and cared for.
Robinson argues that in order for "urban studies to develop a relevant theory of futures”, it needs to interact
with these mechanisms of speculative capitalism. We cannot ignore the role of finance in shaping our
cities, particularly as the climate crisis deepens. But we also cannot overlook the possibility of resistance.
The "intertidal zone" is not just a place of suffering; it's a place of radical possibility. It’s the place where
the “ruins” of the old world become the foundation for a new one.

Resilience as Solidarity, Not Endurance

“Resilience” is the modern planning buzzword for endurance. This is about how fast a city can “recover”
from a disaster and return to the status quo. But Robinson’s characters have a different kind of resilience.
Their resilience is not about going back to the way things were; it's about going forward into something
new. The residents of the MetLife tower have found resilience in the “actor-network” they have
constructed. It’s in the way the lawyer, the money man, the social worker, and the orphans all pitch in with
their particular skills to keep the group going. This is a social form of resilience based on solidarity, not
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competition. This situation is the opposite of the banks
of others for their success.

In that sense, environmental justice means building systems of mutual aid that can survive the future’s
“unhinged climate.”. It means recognising that our fates are tied together. Water rats die of drowning in

speculative” resilience, which relies on the failure

the basement; soon the people in the penthouses will follow. That solidarity is finally expressed in the
“householders’ strike™ - the recognition that the people of the city have more in common with each other
than they do with the “anonymous entities” who hold their debt.

The Communal Use of the Intertidal Zone

The most important thing to take away from Robinson’s analysis is the idea of “commons”. In a world of
privatisation, everything is privatised, from the water we drink to the air we breathe. So the idea that the
intertidal zone belongs to everyone is a radical one. It directly confronts the “logic of the commodity
society”. “The Citizen” writes that enclosure is wherever there is a commons. This is a basic rule of
capitalism. But the novel suggests the converse is also true: where there is enclosure, there is the possibility
of “communing.”. But when the market fails, as it must when confronted with a megastorm, the commons
reemerges. People begin to share food, open their homes, and work together because they have to.

In Robinson’s New York, the “commoning” of the city has become a way of life. A prime example is the
Met Life tower. There are renter’s unions, communal workshops, and salvage teams that treat the “ruins”
of the city as a shared resource. This “return of the commons” is not a return to the past but a leap into a
post-capitalist future. It is a way of life that is “responsible to those who have to live with and through the
coming catastrophe.”

Conclusion

Kim Stanley Robinson’s New York 2140 is a rare and precious thing: a climate change novel that doesn’t
want to be a tragedy. It acknowledges the horrific worldwide devastation and the massive loss of life
wrought by the pulses, but it also insists that human agency still counts. We are not just victims of the
tides. We are the ones who decide what happens to the land when the tides go out. The novel finishes with
what some have decried as an “optimistic fantasy” but is in fact a serious proposal for a “post-apocalyptic
social democracy”. This points to the only way to avoid “total catastrophe” is to start a radical change
from speculative financial capitalism. We have to nationalise the capital sinks. We have to reclaim the
commons. We have to make sure that the liquidity of the world is used in the interest of life, not in the
multiplication of debt.

In the end, Robinson’s environmental justice analysis reminds us that the climate crisis is a fight for the
right to the future. Is the future a derivative to be bought and sold in a “submerged property index” or a
shared home for all the peoples of the earth? By looking at the flooded streets of 2140, we can see points
of pressure where we can intervene in our present. We don’t need to wait for the pulses to begin to organise
our own “Met Life towers”. The work of climate justice starts with the recognition that the world, whether
it is drowned or dry, is ours all to share.
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