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Abstract: 

This paper offers an ecocritical analysis of Kim Stanley Robinson’s New York 2140, 

examining how the text departs from traditional post-apocalyptic nihilism to stage a critical 

dialectic between speculative finance and planetary mutation. Synthesising Jason W. Moore’s 

critique of the Capitalocene with the materialist paradigms of the “wet ontology” pioneered 

by Philip Steinberg and Kimberly Peters, this study explores how a mid-twenty-second-

century Manhattan, severely flooded by catastrophic sea-level rise, becomes a frontier for 

financial commodification. Through an analysis of Robinson’s “Intertidal Property Index,” 

the paper illustrates how disaster capitalism seeks to transform environmental precarity into a 

high-yield asset class. Concurrently, the text demonstrates how the non-human material 

agency of the ocean tides continuously ruptures the terrestrial algorithmic logic of Wall 

Street. This structural collapse shifts the narrative toward a solarpunk ethos, embodied by the 

cooperative, climate-resilient ecosystem of the MetLife tower. By tracking the text’s 

trajectory from hyper-financialisation to a city-wide rent strike, this paper argues that 

Robinson positions the fluid geography of a drowned New York as a site of radical political 

potential. The high-water mark of capital is reached when the physical limits of the biosphere 

dissolve the abstract frameworks of capital accumulation, asserting that ecological survival 

demands the reclamation of a radical, democratic, and aqueous urban commons. 
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Contemporary climate fiction is predominantly characterised by a dystopian 

imaginary, depicting fractured urban centres, submerged monuments, and desolate post-

apocalyptic landscapes wherein historical progress has stalled. In his novel New York 2140, 

Kim Stanley Robinson inverts this paradigm. Rather than capitulating to a defeatist 

catastrophism, Robinson presents a mid-twenty-second-century Manhattan that, despite being 

profoundly impacted by two historic melt-water pulses, remains vibrant and structurally 

resilient. Robinson reconstructs lower Manhattan as a technologically retrofitted “super-

Venice” (6), wherein inundated thoroughfares are repurposed as marine canals, skyscrapers 

are engineered to withstand hydrostatic pressures, and civil life is synchronised with Atlantic 

tidal oscillations. 

The primary systemic crisis in the novel is not environmental inundation, but rather 

the structural imperative of finance capital to realise surplus value from ecological precarity. 

Long after the dissolution of polar ice sheets, institutional financial mechanisms persist. 

Financial elites have not panicked; they have adapted, treating the submerged metropolitan 

core as a frontier for speculative investment. Franklin Garr explicitly frames this flooded 

urban landscape as prime for financialisation, noting that “property now is just a claim on the 

yield” (121). By tracking financial agents who devise innovative algorithmic instruments to 

trade on inundated real estate, the novel exposes a foundational logic of late capitalism: 

environmental degradation is treated not as an existential limit, but as a nascent asset class. 

This is best exemplified by the creation of the Intertidal Property Index (IP Index), a volatile 

tracking metric designed to financialise the flooded city by tracking “intertidal developments 

and calculating when to get out before the bubble popped” (125). In this high-risk market, the 

drowning metropolis is reduced to a “very good objective correlative for the market itself” 

(126). 
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The narrative does not permit finance capital to achieve ultimate closure. Instead, the 

novel introduces a materialist friction by framing the ocean as an active entity whose tidal 

rhythms disrupt Wall Street’s digital networks. This paper argues that Robinson utilises this 

flooded landscape to map the structural contradictions of capital accumulation. He 

demonstrates that the pursuit of infinite corporate profitability is irreconcilable with 

biophysical sustainability, reminding the reader that “the next buttress of the buttress could 

go at any time” (604), and suggesting that the path toward systemic survival lies in the 

democratic reclamation of the urban commons. 

To theorise the dialectic between financial abstraction and biophysical materiality, 

this study synthesises Jason W. Moore’s critique of the Capitalocene with the materialist 

paradigms of the Blue Humanities. Dominant environmental discourses frequently deploy the 

term “Anthropocene” to describe humanity’s role in planetary transformation. While 

conceptually pervasive, this terminology has been critiqued by scholars like Moore for its 

totalising homogenisation of humanity, an analytical move that obscures class stratifications 

and uneven historical responsibilities by conflating the global proletariat with corporate 

executives (Capitalism 17). Moore advances the term “Capitalocene” to conceptualise 

capitalism not merely as an economic form, but as a systemic “matrix of wealth, power, and 

nature” (Capitalism 17). Central to this formulation is the historical reliance on “Cheap 

Nature,” the systemic mobilisation of under-valued “Four Cheaps: labor-power, food, energy, 

and raw materials” to sustain accumulation frontiers (Moore, Capitalism 22). 

Deploying Moore’s framework affirmatively, however, risks eclipsing alternative 

ecocritical paradigms. Critics such as Donna Haraway argue that overemphasising capital’s 

totalising logic neglects what she terms the Chthulucene, a framework centred on 

multispecies assemblages and non-human agency rather than anthropocentric economic 

dominance. Robinson’s narrative negotiates this theoretical tension. His depiction of a 
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drowned Manhattan is not merely a passive backdrop for Moore’s commodity frontier, but an 

active, volatile agent that resists capitalist closure. Furthermore, this financial absorption of 

environmental ruin reflects David Harvey’s concept of the “spatial fix,” wherein capital 

attempts to defer its internal overaccumulation crises by geographically reconfiguring and 

financialising the intertidal zone, transforming systemic ecological rupture into a localised 

site of speculative reinvestment. 

This material resistance demands a deployment of Philip Steinberg and Kimberly 

Peters’ “wet ontology,” which instigates a critical pivot away from terrestrial-centric 

epistemologies. Historically, Western philosophical traditions have relegated the ocean to a 

static, featureless void, treating marine space as a passive conduit for human mobility. 

Conversely, the Blue Humanities conceptualises water as an active force possessing distinct 

spatialities, histories, and political affordances (Steinberg and Peters 247). However, this 

paper moves beyond their foundational definition to engage with contemporary ecocritical 

debates in journals like ISLE, which caution against treating the ocean as a detached, poetic 

metaphor that erases the visceral, infrastructural realities of coastal displacement. 

In New York 2140, this material presence manifests as an intrusive tidal agency. The 

daily influx of water ceases to be an external metric on a climate chart; it becomes a 

recalcitrant participant in the metropolitan infrastructure where water is constantly rising “up 

to the second or third floor of every building that does not quickly collapse or melt into the 

drink” (Robinson 34). When Moore’s structural framework is integrated with this oceanic 

orientation, the novel emerges as a dialectical arena. On one side stands the rigid calculus of 

finance capital attempting to commodify the planet through spatial fixes; on the other lies the 

fluid power of the ocean, continuously eroding artificial boundaries and forcing a re-

evaluation of communal social organisation (Steinberg and Peters 249). 
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A rigorous deployment of these frameworks requires acknowledging their internal 

contestations. While Jason W. Moore’s Capitalocene framework effectively identifies the 

systemic structures of accumulation, it faces critique from scholars such as Donna Haraway, 

who argues that an exclusive focus on capitalist totalisation risks producing a structural 

determinism that occludes non-human agency and alternative modes of relationality (Staying 

with the Trouble 50). Haraway instead proposes the concept of the Chthulucene to highlight 

spaces of ongoing multispecies recuperation and collaborative survival (51). Robinson’s 

novel operates at this conceptual juncture. The novel does not merely document the totalising 

grasp of finance capital; it highlights how the fluid dynamics of the intertidal zone create 

material conditions for community resilience. Similarly, Philip Steinberg and Kimberly 

Peters’ concept of a wet ontology, which advocates for thinking with the ocean to break down 

rigid spatial binaries (248), must not be applied as an uncritical site of ecocritical liberation. 

Robinson introduces a materialist warning: under late capitalism, liquidity itself can be 

codified. The ocean in New York 2140 is not an unmappable site of pure subversion; it is 

quantified, sliced into risk profiles, and financialised. 

The operational logic of the Capitalocene dictates that systemic crises are routinely 

recuperated as opportunities for capital expansion. Robinson illustrates this dynamic through 

the narrative trajectory of Franklin Garr, a hedge fund manager at the specialised firm 

WaterPrice. Garr functions as a personification of financial rationalisation; where 

conventional narratives identify tragedy in a semi-submerged metropolis, finance capital 

identifies a high-yield investment frontier. This financialisation is codified through the 

creation of the Intertidal Property Index (IPI), a speculative instrument designed to track and 

trade on the fluctuating values of real estate situated within the volatile intertidal zone 

(Robinson 125). 
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This institutional behaviour exemplifies David Harvey’s theorisation of the spatial fix, 

the process by which capitalism attempts to resolve its internal crises of overaccumulation by 

displacing surplus capital into long-term infrastructural investments and the built 

environment (115). Robinson historicises Harvey’s thesis by projecting it onto a climate-

compromised geography. When terrestrial asset classes saturate or collapse, finance capital 

executes a vertical and material repositioning within the flooded urban grid. The intertidal 

zone, which denotes a fragile, shifting ecological boundary, is translated via digital code into 

a clean, tradable metric. Garr’s labour consists of processing meteorological data, building 

remediation reports, and sea-level metrics, converting planetary degradation into a diversified 

investment portfolio. 

Rather than relying on vague thematic summaries, the mechanical subversion of this 

economic order can be traced through Robinson’s granular description of the architectural 

and political economy of the MetLife tower. The building’s physical structure undergoes a 

metabolic re-engineering that enables municipal autonomy. The exterior skin of the tower, 

coated in photovoltaic nano-paint, transforms the facade into a site of energy capture, at the 

same time, the installation of micro-tidal turbines in the submerged basements utilises the 

daily hydrodynamic shifts of the drowned city to achieve energy sovereignty (Robinson 23). 

This technological metabolism enables political autonomy. The democratic assembly of the 

cooperative boathouse serves as the civic anchor, ensuring that infrastructure is managed 

through communal governance rather than corporate stewardship (Robinson 22). Technology 

is thus clawed back from private accumulation to serve collective survival, offering an 

empirical model of the urban commons that counters the predatory logic of the IPI. 

The vulnerability of this financial apparatus is brought to a crisis point not by a 

generalised environmental catastrophe, but by a precise intersection of algorithmic 

manipulation and infrastructural failure. The narrative trajectory shifts when a massive 
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market manipulation crisis shocks the global financial architecture, destabilising the volatile 

hydro-derivatives of the Intertidal Property Index and exposing the vulnerability of Wall 

Street’s physical data cables to intertidal storm surges (Robinson 312). This economic 

destabilisation is monitored and exposed by Mutt and Jeff, characters whose narrative 

function is frequently conflated, rather than operating as localised hackers or structural 

building inspectors living on the soggy edges of the city, Mutt and Jeff function as elite 

macroeconomic data analysts. Their role is to track structural anomalies within the financial 

system itself, utilising digital monitoring to expose algorithmic fraud and the systemic 

inflation of real estate valuations. By precisely tracking the hedged volatility of shifting 

tidelines, their data analysis unmasks the fiction of risk diversification, demonstrating that the 

very mechanisms capital uses to extract profit from environmental wreckage remain 

profoundly vulnerable to the physical and digital realities of a fluid biosphere (Robinson 42). 

The novel portrays a profound paradigm shift in the mechanics of contemporary 

accumulation: capitalism no longer merely extracts raw material resources from the terrestrial 

biosphere; it has systematised the financialisation of environmental precarity and planetary 

instability. This institutional apparatus relies fundamentally on what Moore conceptualises as 

the capitalisation of nature (Capitalism 112). For speculative markets to function, the volatile, 

non-linear dynamics of a changing ecosystem must be forcibly translated into legible, 

quantified metrics. 

Robinson details this process by demonstrating how finance capital seeks to impose 

an abstract, algorithmic grid onto a fluid geography. Financial institutions deploy dense 

networks of marine sensors, monitor satellite telemetry, and leverage computing power solely 

to calculate the precise asset valuation and structural depreciation of specific inundated 

skyscrapers. By transforming the material decay of working-class housing into a high-stakes 

speculative vehicle, financial elites successfully insulate themselves from the ecological 
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crises their class interests precipitated. When a residential structure within the inundated 

lower zone suffers systemic saltwater intrusion, its valuation declines on the Intertidal 

Property Index. Institutional short-sellers actively monetise this structural degradation, 

generating substantial capital from the imminent displacement of precarious populations 

(Robinson 102). 

Through this narrative arc, Robinson exposes the structural logic of disaster 

capitalism. The financial system possesses no structural incentive to mitigate anthropogenic 

climate change; rather, environmental disruption has been integrated as its most lucrative 

accumulation frontier. Rising sea levels do not drown the market; instead, they provide literal 

and figurative liquidity, allowing capital to flow into novel spaces of exploitation while 

marginalised communities witness the material dissolution of their domestic security. 

Although institutional actors attempt to reduce the submerged metropolis to predictable risk 

models, the material reality of the ocean continuously disrupts these mathematical 

abstractions. Robinson aligns with the foundational principles of environmental humanities, 

demonstrating that the Atlantic Ocean is not a passive backdrop for human history, but an 

entity possessing a recalcitrant tidal agency that eludes technological containment. This 

friction is acutely manifested when traders attempt to map chaos by adding a weather 

volatility factor derived from meteorological data to standard real estate metrics. Instead of 

stopping the market, this climate disruption provides a fluid transactional medium where 

physical property becomes somewhat liquefied, and property is treated merely as a claim on 

the yield (Robinson 121). 

This dialectic between digital abstraction and biophysical materiality is monitored and 

exposed by Mutt and Jeff. However, their narrative function must not be conflated with that 

of localised hackers or structural building inspectors who function as squatters and outliers 

living out in the shallows (Robinson 40). Instead, Mutt and Jeff operate as macroeconomic 
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data analysts. Operating as digital ascetics, their primary role is to track structural anomalies 

within the financial system itself, utilising digital monitoring to expose algorithmic fraud and 

the systemic inflation of real estate valuations. 

Through their rigorous data tracking, the narrative demonstrates that despite the 

sophisticated engineering of twenty-second-century architecture, including waterproofing 

seals and foundation enforcements, the chemical reality of saltwater remains relentlessly 

patient. The ocean does not conform to the temporal constraints of quarterly fiscal reporting; 

it operates on deep, geological timescales. The rhythmic, continuous oscillations of the tides 

exert an attritional hydrostatic pressure upon the subterranean foundations of the retrofitted 

towers. 

This process epitomises Rob Nixon’s theorisation of slow violence, a form of 

destruction that is attritional, delayed, and typically occluded from the rapid, hyper-mediated 

cycles of digital day-trading (2). However, Robinson complexifies Nixon’s framework by 

showing that in a fluid biosphere, slow violence periodically erupts into sudden, non-linear 

shocks that completely invalidate Wall Street’s predictive algorithms. Financial models 

operate on the ontological assumption that future volatility will mirror historical data. 

However, the historic melt-water pulses, the sudden, catastrophic collapses of polar ice sheets 

that originally submerged the eastern seaboard, serve as narrative reminders that biophysical 

systems do not evolve linearly (Robinson 210). 

The vulnerabilities of this financial apparatus are brought to a crisis point not by a 

generalised environmental catastrophe, but by a precise intersection of algorithmic 

manipulation and infrastructural failure. The narrative trajectory shifts when a massive 

market manipulation crisis shocks the global financial architecture, destabilising the volatile 

hydro-derivatives of the Intertidal Property Index and exposing the vulnerability of Wall 

Street’s physical data cables to intertidal storm surges (Robinson 312). 
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By depicting these systemic institutional failures, the novel underscores the structural 

blindness of capital accumulation. The capitalist state can only maintain its hegemony by 

treating the biosphere as a static, compliant warehouse manageable via digital spreadsheets. 

The ocean’s tidal agency shatters this epistemic illusion. When water levels fluctuate outside 

calculated risk parameters, the physical environment reclaims the spaces commodified by 

real-estate syndicates. The material fluidity of the biosphere halts the circulation of capital: 

water taxis are grounded, benthic fibre-optic cables suffer physical disruption, and financial 

agents are forced to abandon their digital interfaces to confront the un-negotiable material 

conditions of a living planet. The tides demonstrate that the earth is not a passive business 

asset, but a volatile force that retains ultimate veto power over human economic 

configurations. 

While the financial centres of Midtown Manhattan represent a stubborn insistence on 

corporate hegemony, the MetLife tower on 23rd Street functions as the narrative’s locus of 

utopian experimentation. It serves as an empirical model for an alternative social ecology 

organised around communal solidarity and cooperative resource management. Evading the 

terrestrial biases critiqued by marine ecocriticism, the MetLife building ceases to function as 

a commodified unit of real estate; instead, it is reimagined as a self-sustaining, cooperative 

node within a broader urban archipelago. 

Although the lower tiers of the structure are entirely submerged, the highly stratified 

demographic of tenants, encompassing immigration attorneys, open-source programmers, 

building engineers, and displaced youths, collectively transforms the skyscraper into a 

democratic micro-society. Rather than surrendering the structure to material decay, they 

implement a metabolic re-engineering. The democratic assembly of the cooperative 

boathouse serves as the civic anchor, ensuring that infrastructure is managed through 

communal governance rather than corporate stewardship (Robinson 22). Furthermore, the 
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exterior skin of the tower, coated in photovoltaic nano-paint, transforms the facade into a site 

of energy capture. At the same time, the installation of micro-tidal turbines in the submerged 

basements utilises the daily hydrodynamic shifts of the drowned city to achieve energy 

sovereignty (Robinson 23). 

The MetLife tower serves as a quintessential narrative instantiation of what political 

economist Elinor Ostrom terms the governance of the commons, a socio-political 

configuration wherein vital resources are managed collectively and democratically by user 

communities rather than through market privatisation or bureaucratic state control (22). 

Robinson utilises this vibrant space to demonstrate that under conditions of climate crisis, 

hyper-individualistic social behaviours hasten ecological and civil collapse. In an 

environment where a structural fracture or a compromised drainage valve on the submerged 

levels threatens the integrity of an entire fifty-story building, survival is inextricably bound to 

mutual aid. The physical architecture of the flooded skyscraper enforces a corresponding 

interdependence among its inhabitants. 

This latent communal solidarity escalates into explicit political insurgency during the 

novel’s resolution, culminating in a coordinated, city-wide rent strike. Orchestrated by 

Charlotte, the building’s dedicated tenant advocate, and supported by the macroeconomic 

data extracted from the financial infrastructure by Mutt and Jeff, the citizens of the inundated 

zone refuse to service their housing debts following an acute crisis that damages municipal 

infrastructure (Robinson 445). 

This strike destabilises the foundational logic of the Capitalocene, challenging the 

hegemonic narrative that corporate property rights take legal and moral precedence over 

human survival. By collectively withholding their rent payments, the citizens intentionally 

depress the valuation of the Intertidal Property Index, weaponising market volatility against 

the hedge funds that sought to exploit their precarity. 
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In New York 2140, the emergence of the MetLife archipelago demonstrates that the 

fluid geography of a submerged metropolitan centre provides precarious communities with a 

distinct tactical advantage against state and corporate hegemony. When Manhattan was a 

terrestrial space, its rigid gridiron layout and paved infrastructure facilitated institutional 

surveillance, spatial enclosure, and the policing of dissent. In the flooded intertidal city, 

however, this rigid terrestrial geometry collapses into a fluid, unpredictable aqueous 

landscape that corporate security forces cannot effortlessly navigate or contain. By 

weaponising this fluid terrain, the collective tenancy of the MetLife tower transforms David 

Harvey’s predatory spatial fix into a site of radical socio-ecological reclamation (115). 

Ultimately, Robinson positions the drowning metropolis not as an emblem of apocalyptic 

finality, but as a transitional space where the material agency of the tides dissolves the violent 

abstractions of the Capitalocene. The high-water mark of capital is thus met by a 

revolutionary undercurrent, asserting that human survival within a changing biosphere hinges 

upon the absolute rejection of market privatisation in favour of a radical, democratic 

commons. 
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