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Kim Stanley Robinson is an American 
author of over 20 novels and numerous 
short stories. A widely acclaimed writer of 
science fiction, his work has been recognized 
with the Hugo Award for Best Novel, Locus 
Award for Best Science Fiction Novel, the 
Nebula Award for Best Novel and the World 
Fantasy Award. In his bestselling novels the 
Mars trilogy and other works, he explores 
a range of themes that illuminate potential 
futures for the human species on earth, the 
solar system, and our galaxy. His consistent 
engagement with the roles of both science 
and nature in shaping human development 
have also led to a focus on the social, political, 
and economic challenges of sustainability 
and climate change, particularly in New 
York 2140 and The Ministry for the 
Future. His most recent publication, and 
his first of non-fiction, The High Sierra: A 
Love Story, explores his lifelong relationship 
with the Sierra Nevada range of his native 
California. Robinson completed his B.A. in 
literature and his Ph.D. in English from the 
University of California, San Diego, and has 
taught at University of California, Davis.
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You were a keynote speaker at the 2022 
Intermountain Sustainability Summit held 
in March at Weber State University, and 
during a subsequent dialogue with fellow 
keynote speaker Rob Davies, you were both 
asked to comment about the dichotomy of 
hope and despair one so often encounters in 
addressing young people’s fears in facing 
the climate emergency. You both agreed that 
while we all experience moments of both 
hope and despair, the appropriate response 
is one of “resolve,” of taking the mindset 
of “cathedral builders” who will not live to 
see the finished work but who take the next, 
small steps in front of us, plugging ourselves 
into whatever existing efforts in our com-
munities or our workplaces that will bring 
our own meaning to the struggle. Along 
these lines, what motivated you to write The 
Ministry for the Future at this moment in 
your life as a writer?

One powerful motivation was learning about 
the upper limits of humans’ ability to survive 
high heat and humidity in combination. A 
so-called “wet-bulb 35” temperature and 
humidity in combination would be enough 
to kill people who didn’t have air condition-
ing, and this news, which I ran into around 
2017, scared me. It seemed to me that our 
slow response to climate change, despite 
the urgent need to decarbonize our civili-
zation, was going to lead to catastrophe. 
I had been writing utopian science fiction 
for many years, and I wanted to continue in 
that tradition, but the challenge became to 
shift the definition of utopia to this: we don’t 
cause a mass extinction event; we don’t 
cook ourselves. That’s a new low bar for 
utopia, for sure, but at this point, it seemed 
to me to be the story most worth telling. 
And truthfully, it’s not a story that is much 
out there right now. So I decided to try it.

I was struck by the book’s dedication to Fred-
ric Jameson. I first encountered his seminal 
article “Postmodernism, or, The Cultural 

Logic of Late Capitalism,” as a graduate 
student in anthropology, and it was enor-
mously influential for me in developing a 
critical understanding of the complex inter-
relations among culture, narrative forms and 
the political economy of an evolving global 
capitalism. In writing the book, how did this 
perspective shape your narrative framing 
in creating a complex, plausible near future 
scenario in which myriad climate change 
solutions come together in a contingent and 
unpredictable way? 

Thanks for this. Jameson has indeed had a 
profound influence on my thinking and my 
life, and especially on my novels. Although 
he is a leading cultural critic and theorist, he 
is also very interested in, maybe you could 
say in love with, literature, and he teaches it 
with intensity and flair. For me, that’s meant 
also a stream of suggestions from him for 
novels I should read (The Heart of Midlothian, 
The War at the End of the World, The Doll, 
U.S.A., etc.) that have broadened my sense 
of what the novel can do. To tell a global 
story while still keeping a narrative spine 

I had been writing utopian science 
fiction for many years, and I wanted 
to continue in that tradition, but 
the challenge became to shift the 
definition of utopia to this: we don’t 
cause a mass extinction event; we 
don’t cook ourselves. That’s a new 
low bar for utopia, for sure, but at 
this point, it seemed to me to be 
the story most worth telling. And 
truthfully, it’s not a story that is 
much out there right now. So I 
decided to try it.
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made up of a few central characters—this is 
not an unusual challenge for the novel as a 
form, but it is a hard one. But Ministry comes 
at the end of four decades of writing novels, 
including some really long ones, so I felt I 
was prepared for this in multiple ways.

How did this complexity of scale shape your 
decisions regarding the heterogeneity of 
perspectives presented in the narrative?

I decided to present the story in a kind of 
slurry of different forms, to mimic the random-
ness of history itself, which might make it 
seem more plausible. The crucial form for me 
turned out to be the “eye-witness account,” 
which I decided is a genre in its own right, 
with rules that are not quite the same as the 
usual rules of novels’ dramatized scenes. But 
this form could be folded into the novel form, 
which is very capacious, and have a great 
effect of compression, range, and variety. 
These chapters were often my favorites.

It is a commonplace that the “wicked prob-
lem” of climate change, spanning disparate 
temporal and spatial scales, presents an 
intractable narrative challenge in fiction, but 
also in terms of climate communication, by 
which I mean the instrumentalization of nar-
rative to motivate individual and collective 
action. Given the realities of the “post-truth” 

moment in which we find ourselves, the 
prevalence of conspiracy thinking and the 
psychological power of misinformation, what 
hopes do you hold out for the power of fiction 
and storytelling to help people come to grips 
with something as vast, frightening, and 
amorphous as climate change? 

I think that the proliferation of misinformation 
and false narratives is precisely in response to 
the fact that everyone actually knows what is 
happening, and for some it is just too much, 
so they stick their head into the closest hole 
in the sand, or dig a new hole, and promptly 
stick their head in and try to feel better. The 
alternative is to face up to climate change, 
which can lead to dread, depression, and de-
spair. But it is at least honest, and hopefully 
one can then begin to do the work of saving 
what we can, starting from the moment we 
are in. “Capitalism realism” and the various 
conspiracy theories need to be replaced by 
hope without hope, as Marcel Proust put it. Or 
Antonio Gramsci’s pessimism of the intel-
lect, optimism of the will. Whatever mental 
stance allows you to carry on without feeling 
too bad about our dangerous moment.

What impacts would you hope for The Min-
istry for the Future? 

I hoped it would give people a kind of low-bar 
best-case scenario they could believe in, 
which would help them cope with the on-
slaught of bad news and doomism that is sure 
to come. I hoped it would feel realistic enough 
to provide a bit of an action plan, and also 
mental resilience in the face of the news we’ll 
get this decade. 

The reaction to the book since it came out 
has far exceeded my expectations. It’s been 
both gratifying and worrying. I’ve seen that 
people really urgently want a story like this 
one—that the various oddities and flaws of 
this book are irrelevant compared to the felt 
need for it, as if people were kind of drown-
ing in a sea of bad news, and were willing 
to seize any piece of driftwood that might 

To tell a global story while still 
keeping a narrative spine made up of 
a few central characters—this is not 
an unusual challenge for the novel 
as a form, but it is a hard one. But 
Ministry comes at the end of four 
decades of writing novels, including 
some really long ones, so I felt I was 
prepared for this in multiple ways.
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keep them afloat. I’ve been both impressed 
and worried by this response. The best part 
has been seeing that many people feel a 
sense of recognition in it—they feel they are 
already working in some kind of ministry for 
the future, and wanted their story to be told 
in fiction. I’m very happy I did it, and there 
needs to be more books like it; it needs to 
be a genre. Or, it needs to be one of the main 
things that science fiction is doing now.

There are numerous references in the book to 
Raymond Williams’s concept of “structure 
of feeling” as a way of capturing the intersec-
tion of culture, affect, and societal change. 
How did this frame your narrative repre-
sentations of the affective states generated or 
impacted, individually and collectively, by 
the climate emergency? 

Williams has two key concepts; one, that we 
live in a culturally-created “structure of feel-
ing” that makes sense of our inchoate animal 

emotions—language is part of that, but also 
the laws that govern how we live together. 
Then, secondly, every moment of history is 
composed of residual and emergent features, 
and these are often in conflict. And it isn’t the 
case that residual is necessarily bad, or neces-
sarily good— same for emergent— it’s not that 
kind of cut. It’s a way of analyzing history. 
Then as we move through time together, the 
structure of feeling changes—and sometimes 
pretty fast. Think of the differences in feeling 
between 1978 and 1982, if you were living 
then—it was abrupt. Now, we are post-pan-
demic, maybe; in any case, past the shock of 
the pandemic, into a new time. The 2020s are 
now massively accelerated by the pandemic 
and won’t be like what the decade would have 
been like without it. It’s a break in history, 
and a new structure of feeling will emerge, 
with new feelings about climate change 
too, as an emergency we have to deal with, 
despite the inadequacies of capitalism, etc.

Your work has been framed as “hard science 
fiction,” driven by a reality principle that 
respects the laws of physics and plausi-
bly extrapolates from current social and 
institutional realities. The Ministry for the 
Future builds a scenario for the creation of 
a new “Keynesian balance” entailing a mas-
sive change in the neoliberal priorities that 
currently govern the global political econo-
my, but one that draws on disparate institu-
tions, models, and ideas that already exist. 
What’s unique is the way that all of these are 
pulled together in one overarching narrative, 
demonstrating the plausibility of concerted 
action in staving off worse case scenarios, 
but only if we “run the table,” as you say, 
and marshal these disparate techniques 
simultaneously and soon, in the equivalent 
of a wartime mobilization. Many of these 
changes entail top-down, institutional in-
terventions. How do you see the impetus for 
this happening at the level of mass mobiliza-
tion, particularly in ways which deliver on 
hopes for social and environmental justice? 

I’ve seen that people really urgently 
want a story like this one—that the 
various oddities and flaws of this 
book are irrelevant compared to the 
felt need for it, as if people were kind 
of drowning in a sea of bad news, 
and were willing to seize any piece 
of driftwood that might keep them 
afloat. I’ve been both impressed 
and worried by this response. The 
best part has been seeing that many 
people feel a sense of recognition 
in it—they feel they are already 
working in some kind of ministry for 
the future, and wanted their story to 
be told in fiction.
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Good question. I’m hoping a majority of 
citizens press hard on their representatives 
to legislate the needed laws to cope with the 
emergency. The analogy here might be World 
War Two, when citizens voted for leaders 
to impose draconian controls on voters, to 
cope with the emergency. The more people 
understand the scale of the danger, the 
more they should press their representa-
tives, and vote in proper representatives. 
It’s a political battle, which means a dis-
cursive battle of competing narratives, as 
well as deployment of capital, of course.

Parenthetically, I want to say that “hard 
science fiction” is a bad title for a sub-genre, 
to the point of almost being a joke. The 
name makes a claim that is almost always 
broken, if it means to say these stories 
have some kind of fidelity to the real laws 
of physics—lots of so-called hard science 
fiction has faster than light travel, etc. etc. 
Best to just leave it at the name “science 
fiction” and dispense with sub-genres.

Do you see any contemporary potential cul-
tural tipping points, or changing structures 
of feeling, that could make these changes 
possible within our current global political 
economy and nation-state system?

Good question! I’m looking, for sure. I 
wonder if sheer physical reality will create 
a cultural tipping point—in other words, 
drought, wildfires, hurricanes, flooding—and 
the death of food crops—disappearance of 
pollinating insects—etc. Could these events 
be tipping culture? I think maybe so.

The sheer volume and speed of climate-driv-
en events and societal impacts far in excess 
of what has been predicted by climate models 
does seem to have generated a new structure 
of feeling, in terms of widespread acceptance 
of, if not resignation in the face of, the reality 
of climate change. If meaningful, systemic 
change needs to take place primarily through 
the ballot box, I wonder if you discern other 
tipping points, related for example to other 

culture shifts, intersecting crises, critiques 
of our current political economy, etc., that 
could accelerate the possibility for climate 
action? I’m thinking here particularly of the 
United States, which is portrayed in the book 
as an overall laggard or center of resistance 
to meaningful change. 

I’m not sure about this, because it does 
seem like there are other crises, especially 
war and perhaps famine, that might actu-
ally slow progress on the climate front—it’s 
hard to say. Adam Tooze recently attempted 
to map the polycrisis, and the result looked 
like a snarl of wool—it illustrated well how 
hard it is to think all these issues at once, 
or to understand how events in one realm 
might alter the rest. In other words, history.

I think the more people understand that 
clean energy and a healthy biosphere are the 
safest solutions for them, their families, and 
their communities, the more progress will be 
made.

At numerous points in the narrative, it’s 
suggested that new forms of spirituality 
begin to play a role in a developing aware-
ness of planetary interconnectedness, a kind 
of “Gaia citizenship.” What role do you see 
for spirituality as a potential impetus for 
cultural, political, or economic change in the 
near future along the lines you describe in 
the book? 

We need it. The religious area in the brain 
is huge and deep (the temporal lobe). It 
evolved early and it’s deep in all our feel-
ings. The world is sacred—well, of course— 
life is sacred—yes, obviously. So, how do 
we organize and act on that deep feeling? 
Indigenous religions are great on this. Gaia 
is one way to name it, or One Planet, or we 
are all brothers and sisters, including all the 
life forms together. Co-creation, etc. This 
kind of attitude is a form a devotion, people 
just have to get used to seeing it that way, 
and letting that feeling well up in them.
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In the book, the idea of Gaia citizenship finds 
its fullest expression in the depiction of a 
worldwide implementation of a version of 
E.O. Wilson’s Half-Earth project. How do 
you envision a widespread form of biophilia 
for its own sake being coupled with the 
embrace of degrowth scenarios involving 
shrinking resource use? How does this entail 
a redefinition of the role of human steward-
ship in ways that reconcile human needs 
with ecosystem or biodiversity needs? 

Degrowth would be stewardship, or care, or 
devotion, because it would take some of civi-
lization’s heavy burden off the biosphere that 
sustains it. So there is no problem coupling 
these two aspects of the situation, and the 
story is spreading: 50% of the DNA in your 
body is not human DNA, so you are a biome 
yourself, and the rest of the biosphere is your 
extended body, and it needs to be healthy if 
you are to be healthy. This is both a practical 
and a religious insight at one and the same 
time. Biosphere needs are human needs. 

In a piece you published in the Financial 
Times in 2021, you stated that while the Co-
vid-19 pandemic highlighted the importance 
of science as a tool, “[a]iming science is the 
work of the humanities and arts, politics and 
law” in terms of how we set our priorities as 
a civilization.1 Similarly, in laying out the 
case for a form of carbon quantitative easing 
in the same piece, you argue that “finance, 
too, is a technology, being civilisation’s soft-
ware,” which must somehow be mobilized 
for the common good. Could you elaborate 
on your thoughts as to how these different 
realms of knowledge creation, each with their 
own incommensurate systems of meaning 
and implicit or explicit moral frameworks, 
can interact in fruitful ways which create the 
cultural consensus and political majorities 
needed to enable effective climate action? 

E.O. Wilson said these systems are not incom-
mensurate, but are actually consilient with 

each other. I think he was right. We need to 
point that out, and act on it.

In the book you present a closely drawn 
portrait of Swiss society, and Zurich in 
particular, in which the importance of place 
plays a central role. Swiss society seems 
to embody an ideal admixture of a broadly 
egalitarian ethos, technocratic competence, 
and a strongly grounded sense of local 
identity. At the same time you portray a 
blending of local tradition and transnational 
cultures, as the Swiss haltingly embrace the 
step-wise integration of displaced popula-
tions. Does this portrayal represent for you 
a kind of cosmopolitan ideal in which the 
potential flashpoints of a world in the grip 
of the climate emergency—flows of people, 
assimilation, the importance of culture and 
language in shaping identity—are uneasily, 
provisionally resolved? How would you de-
scribe its meaning for you within the larger 
narrative?

Degrowth would be stewardship, 
or care, or devotion, because it 
would take some of civilization’s 
heavy burden off the biosphere that 
sustains it. So there is no problem 
coupling these two aspects of the 
situation, and the story is spreading: 
50% of the DNA in your body 
is not human DNA, so you are a 
biome yourself, and the rest of the 
biosphere is your extended body, and 
it needs to be healthy if you are to 
be healthy. This is both a practical 
and a religious insight at one and 
the same time. Biosphere needs are 
human needs. 
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My wife and I lived in Switzerland when we 
were young, so that was my main motive—I 
wanted to write about that. And happily, 
the Swiss have much to offer in the way 
of political accommodations, adjustments 
to reality, etc. They are not perfect by any 
means, but no one is. Since the UN has a 
lot of offices there, it made sense to put 
my Ministry there, so I went with it.

Returning to the role of literature as a 
medium for exploring humanity’s present 
and future in relation to our home world, in 
a previous interview you refer to frameworks 
of psychology and religion as “story sys-
tems” that don’t provide the kind of “granu-
lar and specific case studies” that literature 
can.2 I’m thinking of your recent book on 
California’s Sierra Nevada which, although 

a work of non-fiction, is very grounded in 
the subjective meanings, human and natural 
histories of a particular place. Given the epic 
sweep of The Ministry for the Future, how 
would you envision stories in which more 
“granular and specific” climate stories are 
told, anchored in a particular group, place, 
ecosystem, or set of interspecies relations? 

Climate fiction is all about local impacts 
of global forces, so the stories that can be 
generated in this area are infinite. There’s a 
great project, the Imagination and Climate 
Futures Initiative, at Arizona State Univer-
sity doing these climate fictions, calling for 
them and publishing them, and the qual-
ity of the stories is very high, also their 
intense feelings of loss and hope. It’s not 
just a new genre—it’s the story of our time.
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