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Abstract: Kim Stanley Robinson’s Science in the Capital trilogy enunciates the
relationship between scientific practice and climate governance during a period of
rapid, disruptive climate change. This research paper analyses how Robinson places the
United States National Science Foundation at the centre of the story, a site where
empirical climate research and government decision-making converge, challenging the
assumption that climate science stands apart from public and civic life. Through the
professional and personal change endured by protagonist Frank Vanderwal, the trilogy
marks a movement from detached observation to engaged responsibility for the
warming world around him. Engaging Greg Garrard’s ecocriticism and Dipesh
Chakrabarty’s account of planetary history, this research paper argues that Robinson’s
climate fiction proposes practical, effective steps toward ecological restoration rather
than apocalyptic misery. The paper further considers the trilogy’s witty resolution, its
Buddhist and Transcendentalist resonances, its critique of economic short-sightedness
and its treatment of extreme weather as a marker of climate disruption. In due course,
the trilogy offers a hopeful, climate-response account of how a government might act
on unanticipated climate change.
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Introduction

Kim Stanley Robinson’s Science in the Capital trilogy, consisting of Forty Signs of
Rain (2004), Fifty Degrees Below (2005), and Sixty Days and Counting (2007), represents
an early and distinctive contribution to climate fiction, setting itself apart from the
course the genre would later take. Where later climate novels often depict a ruined
future or a single catastrophic event, Robinson’s trilogy stays close to the present,
following scientists, policymakers and ordinary citizens in Washington, D.C. as they
respond to escalating climate disruption in something close to real time. The chosen
novels centre on Frank Vanderwal, a scientist working at the National Science
Foundation, along with Charlie Quibler, a Senate staffer, and Senator Phil Chase, who
eventually becomes President. Through these characters, Robinson builds an account
of how climate change might actually be addressed, not through a single dramatic fix,
but through the combined efforts of science, economics and governance working
together.

The trilogy is often discussed for its early and detailed engagement with climate
policy, written well before terms like “climate fiction” or “cli-fi” had entered common
use. Robinson, trained as a writer with a strong interest in science and politics, uses the
trilogy to work through practical questions: how a government could respond quickly
to a climate emergency, what economic tools could make decarbonization possible, and
what role ordinary scientists could play in determining policy. As Chris Pak contends,
Climate change often evokes catastrophic images of the future that might be avoided if
alternatives to current polluting practices are instituted. The extreme weather events
that are imagined in the trilogy threaten the integrity of the environment and the
cohesion of society; it is an image of the future that insistently presses upon the now
and calls for immediate action to mitigate its effects. (164)

The three novels each highlight different aspects of this response. Forty Signs of
Rain focuses on the early recognition of crisis and the difficulty of getting political
attention for slow-moving disaster, culminating in a flood that finally forces action in
Washington. Fifty Degrees Below follows the immediate aftermath, as the Gulf Stream
slows and the Northern Hemisphere faces sudden cooling, prompting emergency
scientific projects. Robert R. Twilley et al. state that “The prospect of changes in rainfall,
stream flow, and overall water availability makes the Gulf Coast particularly vulnerable
to climate change. In addition, engineering projects and growing water demand will
exacerbate climate-driven changes in water flow” (21). Sixty Days and Counting covers
the wider political shift, as Phil Chase’s presidency attempts to put large-scale solutions
into practice. The three novels offer a fairly complete account of what a serious response
to climate change could look like, spanning the scientific, economic, and political
domains.

The most memorable of Robinson’s proposed solutions is geoengineering
carried out with urgency rather than caution. When the Gulf Stream slows because of
melting Arctic ice diluting the North Atlantic, scientists in Fifty Degrees Below determine
that pouring vast quantities of salt into the ocean south of Iceland could restore the Gulf
Stream’s circulation. The plan draws on real oceanographic principles about
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thermohaline circulation, and Robinson researched it carefully before adopting it. The
mechanism Robinson dramatises in Fifty Degrees Below is rooted in real oceanography:
the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC), the system of currents that
carries warm, salty water northward and drives much of the Gulf Stream’s effect on
European and North American climate. Stefan Rahmstorf explains, “The water is salty
because the AMOC brings salty water from the subtropics, a net evaporation region, to
the higher latitudes, a net precipitation region. In other words, the AMOC flows
because the northern Atlantic is salty, and it’s salty because the AMOC flows” (18). The
salting project is carried out through a coordinated effort between the National Science
Foundation, the Coast Guard, and private shipping companies, showing science
working through concrete partnership rather than through a heroic scientist working
alone.

Carbon capture and sequestration make up another major thread. Robinson’s
scientists explore methods for pulling carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere and storing
it, along with reforestation projects intended to serve the same purpose. Frank
Vanderwal himself becomes deeply involved in a tree-planting effort in the Sierra
Nevada, motivated in part by his own psychological need for purpose but also by real
climate benefit. Robinson treats afforestation less as a symbolic gesture and more as one
practical tool among several, to be paired with cuts in fossil fuel emissions rather than
treated as a substitute for them. The trilogy also gives close attention to renewable
energy and infrastructure change. Characters discuss the buildout of wind and solar
power, the redesign of the electrical grid, and the retrofitting of buildings for efficiency.
Robinson does not treat any single technology as a total answer; instead, the novels
present an approach where multiple technologies are deployed together, guided by
continuous scientific research rather than a single breakthrough. This mirrors real-
world climate policy discussions, where diversification of energy sources and rapid
deployment of already-known technology are considered more realistic than waiting for
one new invention.

Aless obvious but consistent solution running through the trilogy is the reform
of science itself as a practice. Frank Vanderwal spends much of the trilogy questioning
how science is funded, organised, and connected to political decision-making. He
becomes interested in ideas about how scientists could work more directly with
government agencies, cutting down the delay between research findings and policy
response. Robinson depicts scientific committees, review panels, and funding bodies
not as background detail but as active sites of decision-making, where climate solutions
are argued over and refined before they reach the public. This attention to how science
operates as daily labour, rather than as a source of miracle solutions, is one of the
trilogy's more distinctive features.

Robinson further explores biological and agricultural solutions, including
changes to farming practices meant to reduce emissions and adapt to shifting weather
patterns. Discussions of soil carbon, crop selection and water management appear
across the novels, tied to concerns about food security under a changing climate. These
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sections show Robinson thinking beyond energy and atmospheric fixes toward the
wider set of biological systems affected by climate change.

Taken together, the scientific solutions in the trilogy share a few features. First,
none of them works in isolation; Robinson consistently pairs interventions, such as
combining ocean salting with continued emissions cuts, or afforestation with renewable
energy deployment. Second, the solutions require sustained funding, coordination, and
political will rather than a single act of genius, giving the science in these novels a skilful,
often bureaucratic quality that separates it from more sensational climate fiction. Third,
uncertainty remains a constant presence: characters debate whether the Gulf Stream
project will actually work, and Robinson allows for the possibility of failure alongside
success. As Daniel Williams observes, “Long known to navigators and whalers, the Gulf
Stream gained scientific prominence in the nineteenth century as a test case for theories
about the dynamics of ocean currents and the equilibrium of transatlantic climate” (58).
This willingness to depict science as an ongoing, uncertain process gives the trilogy a
degree of realism that later climate fiction sometimes lacks.

Robinson pays close attention to the economic changes needed to support
climate action, and this attention sets the trilogy apart from many other works in the
genre. One of the most discussed proposals is carbon taxation, applied at a scale large
enough to change corporate and consumer behaviour. Characters in Sixty Days and
Counting debate the details of how such a tax should be structured, who should
administer it and how revenue should be redistributed, treating the policy design itself
as worthy of serious attention rather than a background detail. Alongside taxation,
Robinson introduces the idea of alternative currencies and financial instruments tied to
carbon reduction. Phil Chase’s administration considers new forms of investment that
reward carbon-negative projects, along with changes to how banks value risk when
lending to fossil fuel companies. Robinson draws here on real debates about green
finance and divestment, projecting them forward into concrete policy actions taken by
a fictional but plausible American government. The trilogy imagines banking reform as
central to climate response, arguing through its characters that money, and not only
technology, needs to change direction if climate goals are to be met.

Robinson also gives attention to labour and employment, particularly through
the character of Charlie Quibler, whose work as a Senate staffer involves shaping the
details of environmental legislation while balancing family responsibilities. The trilogy
connects large-scale economic policy to the daily lives of workers, showing how a shift
toward clean energy could create new categories of employment in restoration ecology,
renewable infrastructure, and climate research. This connection between
macroeconomic policy and individual livelihood keeps the trilogy’s economic proposals
from feeling abstract, since readers see how proposed changes touch specific characters’
paychecks and daily routines.

International economic cooperation also appears, particularly in Sixty Days and
Counting, where Phil Chase pursues agreements with other governments on emissions
reduction and technology sharing. Robinson treats global coordination as an economic
problem as much as a political one, since wealthier nations are shown needing to fund
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adaptation and mitigation efforts in poorer regions if a coordinated global response is
to hold together. This anticipates later real-world discussions about climate finance that
would become prominent in international climate negotiations well after the trilogy’s
publication.

A chronic theme across these economic proposals is that Robinson refuses to
treat capitalism as either the sole villain or an untouchable given. Instead, the trilogy
depicts markets and financial systems as tools that can be redirected through policy,
taxation, and public investment. Characters debate the merits of different economic
approaches without settling on one single correct answer, leaving room for the reader
to weigh the practicality of each proposal. This even-handed treatment of economic
reform, avoiding both blind dismissal of markets and blind faith in them, gives the
trilogy’s economic sections a measured quality that supports its overall approach to
climate solutions as achievable through incremental, coordinated effort rather than
sudden transformation.

The third major category of solution in Robinson’s trilogy concerns governance,
how political systems might be reformed or redirected to meet the demands of climate
change. The clearest example is the presidency of Phil Chase, who runs on an explicit
climate platform and, once elected, reorganises federal agencies to prioritise climate
response. Robinson uses Chase’s administration to work through what an American
government taking climate change seriously might actually do day to day: appointing
scientists to key advisory roles, restructuring the relationship between the National
Science Foundation and the White House, and pushing emergency legislation through
Congress.

Robinson gives particular attention to the role of career scientists and technical
staff, in contrast to the political appointees who often dominate climate fiction focused
on politicians. Frank Vanderwal moves from a research position into a role advising the
White House directly, illustrating a governance proposal in which scientific expertise is
brought closer to decision-making without scientists becoming politicians themselves.
This model of technical staff working alongside elected officials, described in detail
across the novels, forms one of Robinson’s clearer suggestions for how governments
could respond more effectively to complex, technical problems like climate change.

International governance also receives attention, through the depiction of a
Kyoto-like international meeting and, more broadly, through references to global
coordination efforts among governments. Robinson does not depict a single unified
world government as the solution; instead, he shows nations working through existing
diplomatic channels, strengthened by American leadership under Chase, to align policy
across borders. The trilogy treats international cooperation as difficult but achievable,
requiring patience and repeated negotiation rather than a single treaty that solves the
problem outright. At a smaller scale, Robinson highlights citizen involvement as part of
the governance solution. Characters participate in local environmental projects,
community meetings, and direct action, connecting large-scale federal policy to
grassroots activity happening in individual neighbourhoods. The buffalo herd
introduced into Rock Creek Park, tended in part by ordinary residents, stands as one
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small but memorable example of how Robinson connects everyday citizen participation
to the wider effort of ecological restoration. This attention to civic participation keeps
the trilogy from treating governance purely as something handled by officials in
Washington, instead showing government and citizens working together. Robinson’s
governance proposals also touch on emergency powers and the speed of political
response. Forty Signs of Rain shows how difficult it is to get political attention for climate
change before a disaster forces the issue. In contrast, the following two books show
what rapid, sustained political response looks like once that attention has been secured.
The trilogy suggests that governance reform for climate change requires both the
organisational capacity to act quickly during emergencies and the sustained political
will to keep acting once initial urgency fades, a combination Robinson treats as difficult
but not impossible to achieve.

Across the three novels of the Science in the Capital trilogy, Kim Stanley
Robinson builds a detailed and largely optimistic account of how climate change could
be addressed through combined scientific, economic, and political effort. The scientific
solutions, such as geoengineering, carbon capture, renewable energy and reformed
research practice, work alongside economic measures such as carbon taxation and
green finance, and governance changes including reorganised federal agencies,
international cooperation, and citizen participation. As Steven Chu elucidates,
Overwhelming scientific evidence shows that CO2 emissions from fossil fuels have
caused the climate to change, and a dramatic reduction of these emissions is essential
to reduce the risk of future devastating effects. On the other hand, access to energy is
the basis of much of the world’s current and future prosperity. Eighty per cent of this
energy is derived from fossil fuels. The world has abundant fossil fuel reserves,
particularly coal. The United States possesses one-quarter of the known coal supply,
and the United States, Russia, China, and India account for two-thirds of the reserves.
Coal accounts for roughly 25% of the world’s energy supply and 40% of the carbon
emissions. It is highly unlikely that any of these countries will turn their back on coal
any time soon, and for this reason, the capture and storage of CO2 emissions from fossil
fuel power plants must be aggressively pursued. (1599)

None of these solutions stands alone in the trilogy; Robinson consistently shows
them working in combination, requiring coordination across many different characters.
Composed before climate fiction became a widely recognised category, the trilogy
remains notable for the level of detail it brings to policy questions that many other
climate novels leave in the background. Robinson’s choice to focus on the daily labour
of scientists, staffers and administrators, rather than on a single dramatic hero, gives
the novels a practical quality that distinguishes them within the wider field of climate
fiction. Beyond warnings of disaster, the Science in the Capital trilogy offers a detailed
and still relevant set of proposals for what a serious literary response to climate change
can look like, worth continued attention as real-world policy keeps fighting with
climate.
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