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 “Apocalypse,” wrote Lawrence Buell in 1995, 

“is the single most powerful master metaphor that the contemporary environmental 

imagination has at its disposal.” (Buell 1995: 285). Five years later, in 2000, Paul 

Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer would christen the current geological epoch the 

“Anthropocene,” a designation born from the reality of human waste, consumption, 

and extraction leaving their marks in the geological record. The rhetorical economy 

of the Anthropocene, however, reinforces a binary in which humans are separate 

from and acting upon nature, thereby naturalizing and indeed sanctioning an ideology 

of human mastery over nature. “For some,” writes Clive Hamilton, “the lesson to be 

learnt from the arrival of the Age of Humans is not the need for greater humility but 

its opposite, an invitation to assume total control” (Hamilton 2013: 201). This conceit 

is perhaps no better embodied than in modern geoengineering projects: geopolitical 

master narratives which supplement the abstract totality of a single humanity with a 

“deliberate large-scale intervention in the Earth’s climate system, in order to 

moderate global warming” (Royal Society 2009: ix). 

 Returning, for a moment, to Buell, Bruno Latour in a series of lectures in 2017 

refers to a “resurgence, or even the omnipresence, of the term apocalypse” in matters 

concerning the environmental humanities (Latour 2017: 193). Latour argues that the 

apocalypse's critical logic of ultimate revelation is part and parcel of apocalypse's 

theological provenances – “the inevitable result,” says Latour, “is that [the Moderns] 

have no sort of possible contact with the terrestrial, since they can see in it only the 

transcendent” (204). In an invocation of apocalypse, any climate intervention 

systematically networked into globally scaled actionable propositions betray and 
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thereby delegitimize their own premise. But geoengineering locates one of its 

loopholes within what Frederic Neyrat terms an “automatic politics of limitless 

development and the delights of a democracy of the economy,” circumventing 

theological formulations altogether (Neyrat 2018: 72). The ethic of progress conveyed 

by a geoengineering schema demonstrates that narratives of control have a very 

distinct way of entering the sphere of the environmental redress, notably by 

presenting large-scale human intervention less as an antidote to apocalypse and 

more as a symptom of the asymmetric relationship human beings in power share with 

other human beings, and with the natural world at large. 

 In short, “geoengineering,” alleges Kathryn Yusoff, “entails both ontological and 

material shifts in the scope and scale of human agency in biophysical earth forces” 

(Yusoff 2013: 2801). Pivotal to the conceptual staging of these shifts is, I argue, an 

examination of case studies where the relations between humans and nonhuman 

nature provide a conceptual and methodological toolkit to analyzing anthropocentric 

approaches to human agency. For the purposes of this article, I will be using the video 

game Transistor, developer Supergiant Games’ follow up to its award-winning 2011 

title, Bastion. Like Bastion, Transistor is a real-time, isometric action RPG where you 

play as Red, a musician living and working in a city called Cloudbank. Transistor is 

ideally suited to undertake a study of the “ontological and material shifts” implicit in 

geoengineering projects for several reasons: video games are a ubiquitous and yet 

critically understudied media form; Transistor's setting, the city of Cloudbank, is a 

place where advances in technology enable the citizenry to shape everything from 

the layouts of streets and the designs of buildings to the color of the sky and the type 

of precipitation, making Cloudbank, in the words of Benjamin Bratton, a “composite 

city-machine” (Bratton 2015: 41); finally, Transistor stages, interrogates, and ultimately 
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deconstructs the division between the human and the natural as part of its 

fundamental narrative structure. 

 The aim of this analysis, therefore, will be twofold: the first, to examine 

Cloudbank, the world of Transistor, using the specialized rubrics of the 

geoengineering theses as explicated by Neyrat, Latour, and Yusoff, focusing 

specifically on the character of Royce Bracket and the ways in which the engineer 

facilitates the address of environmental exigencies by means of anthropocentric 

systems of value. The second will be to understand how the separation of technology 

from nature, Cloudbank from the Country, forces an ecological and eschatological 

reflection on how apocalypse, Lawrence Buell's ultimate “master metaphor,” entails 

not the abolition of the natural world, but anticipates its heretofore unimaginable 

fulfillment. Ultimately, I will argue that Cloudbank is a geoengineering project par 

excellence, and that in this fictional slipstream of virtual realities and digital footprints 

we might examine the ambivalent repercussions of our own aspirations towards the 

technological mastery by means of geoengineering. 

 

I. Signals 

I won't become a number in the system 

Zeroes and ones 

Not me 

Not me 

 

  The opening sequence of Transistor is not so much a preface as a plunge. The 

game commences in media res, Red’s voice having just been stripped from her in a 

botched assassination attempt by a shadowy group of high-ranking city officials 

called the Camerata; she manages to escape and comes into possession of the 
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intended assassination weapon, the Transistor – what appears to be, for all intents 

and purposes, a cross between a broadsword and a thumb-drive. We find Red, mute 

and alone and shaken from the recent assassination attempt, kneeling beside a man’s 

body, the Transistor embedded in his chest. The player does not know this man. The 

player does not know the circumstances surrounding his death. More, the player does 

not know why, as Red navigates the city of Cloudbank with the Transistor in tow, the 

dead man's Voice emanates from the weapon itself, as though sword and soul have 

fused together. To make matters more complicated, Red and the Transistor come 

under constant attack from mysterious entities called the Process, creatures single-

mindedly dedicated to consuming the raw material of the city.  

 The game is designed to encourage the player to look for fruitful patterns and 

hidden secrets essential to laying bare the story as the game progresses. However, 

the player's own powers of deduction can only get them so far. Greg Kasavin, the lead 

writer and designer for Transistor, noted in a presentation given at the Game 

Narrative Summit that a video game's underlying commitment to thoroughness in 

storytelling is not solely contingent on delivering narrative content directly to the 

player by means of on-the-nose dialogue or long, wordy cutscenes – “well-crafted 

exposition,” continues Kasavin, “makes the audience feel smart by using subtext, by 

inducing speculation, and... by withholding unnecessary info” (Kasavin 2010; 

emphasis mine). 

 Consequently, it can be difficult upon an initial immersion to wrap one's head 

around the world of Transistor. Where or what, exactly, is Cloudbank? The city proper, 

with its latticework of neon lights and glass-paneled architecture, is in many respects 

evocative of the rain-soaked neo-noir fluorescence of Blade Runner's Los Angeles, 

while in an interview for the Academy of Interactive Arts and Sciences, Supergiant 

Games's art director Jen Zee most notably cited the binary-like patterns of Gustave 
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Klimt as an inspiration behind the city's design (Zee 2013). Indeed, the game gets a lot 

of mileage out of digital and cyberpunk tropes to create a setting that is far richer 

than the game’s nebulous expository boundaries. Cloudbank calls to mind, not 

incidentally, William Gibson's Neuromancer for both its outward appearance and its 

intrinsic, computerized nature: “lines of light ranged,” writes Gibson of cyberspace, 

“in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. Like city lights, 

receding…” (Gibson 1984: 90). It is evening in Cloudbank when we join Red on her 

journey: the sun is low on the horizon, slipping between the canyons of towering 

buildings and smearing the boardwalks and boulevards in slicks of gold. Industrial 

sparks, like stars, hover in nestled clusters, the reflections caught in the polished 

surfaces of canals and windowglass. The Transistor is a broad length of luminescent 

neon in Red's hands, cutting a radiant swathe through Cloudbank's streets like electric 

current along a copper wire. The visual landscapes of vacuum tubes and glass and 

cold cathode fluorescence, combined with the prevalence of computer-related 

motifs throughout the game – including the name of the city itself, as “cloud” 

computing can take place over a data “bank” – have lead many players to speculate 

that Cloudbank is in fact a simulation analogous to Gibson's cyberspace. The game 

uses computer programming language and cybernetic motifs to provide a common 

set of metaphors that unite human, architectural, environmental, and digital 

articulations. 

 Cloudbank as an art object – on the one hand, a virtual space of fluorescent neon 

lights, slick glass walls, and on the other, a Klimt-like patchwork of repetitive patterns 

and Art Nouveau filigrees – creates an environment evocative of technē: art and 

technology braided together around a filament of material forms informed by the 

motifs and logics of cybernetics. “There was a time when it was not technology alone 

that bore the name technē,” writes Martin Heidegger in his “Questions Concerning 
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Technology:” “Once there was a time when the bringing-forth of the true into the 

beautiful was called technē. And the poiesis of the fine arts also was called technē” 

(Heidegger 1977: 34). And it is within this technē – the mechanics of Red's world, 

manifest in the aesthetic experience of Cloudbank itself – where I want to situate this 

article. Transistor's treatment of technological artifacts as objets d'art, and more 

specifically, the technē of Cloudbank as indelibly entwined with “poiesis” in the 

Heideggerian sense gives the city a character overdetermined by an algorithmic 

dynamism, where the poiesis, or “bringing-forth,” is contingent on the input of its 

users (10). Indeed, it is a city made real by means of a democratic populism: “everyone 

has a voice,” alleges the Transistor, “in Cloudbank” (Transistor 2014). The OVC 

Terminals, to which every citizen has access, provide a crucial part of the town's 

infrastructure; municipal votes on everything from music festivals to political offices 

to “the shapes of buildings, the color of the sky, and the weather” are gathered 

through the OVC Terminals for collation and implementation (Mitchell 2020: 80). 

Cloudbank's revealing, or poiesis, is governed by a democratic model in which 

computerized city planning processes are adapted to the needs of the citizenry – “The 

City of Cloudbank; Only for You,” affirm the OVC screens (Transistor 2014). The right 

to address and be addressed by the city is “understood as some shared and portable 

relationship to common infrastructure,” rendering every citizen a “user” (Bratton 

2015: 41). “Rather than a worldview,” writes Liam Mitchell in a recent analysis of 

Supergiant's repertoire, "these games present something like a vox mundi… the 

multiple, contending, irreducible voices of the world" (Mitchell 2020: 86). 

 The technē of Cloudbank operates bilaterally with a poiesis determined by 

consensus, which algorithmic logic identifies with the will of the community, 

necessitating citizen participation both in shaping the decision-making process as 

well as the very objective towards which the votes are cast. “The Polis is order,” 
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writes Baruch Gottlieb, “It is promised, or hoped, that hyper-rationality, today 

represented by data computation practices, could inoculate the polis from deception” 

(Gottlieb 2018: 164-165). These “data computation practices” are determinative of 

Cloudbank's qualities as an objet d'art as well as its actual architectural poiesis: the 

application of technology towards the design of buildings, roads, and bridges 

dovetails neatly with the negotiation between ideological and aesthetic 

considerations, for both pivot on a continual process of becoming mediated by the 

ballot. Heidegger goes on to say that when we begin to work within the aesthetic 

potential of technology, then “we shall be able to experience the technological within 

its own bounds” (Heidegger 1993: 4). In the case of Cloudbank, this revealing is not 

simply concerned with the fact of the city's implied character as a virtual space, but 

rather more with the essential fact that the city is at its core a malleable object formed 

and controlled toward predictable ends in the same way a craftsman – or a 

community of craftsmen – makes a product. The city "follows a certain code,” alleges 

Royce Bracket, “a certain set of rules" (Transistor 2014). The reconceptualization of 

Cloudbank in terms of technē leads to the practicality of taking virtual reality’s 

intermingling of the real and the imaginary, of art and technology, and of populism 

and power as normative schemas in the project of reshaping the city, changing the 

weather, and in effect, mastering the environment. Regardless of whether or not the 

plot of Transistor takes place inside a simulation, ideating Cloudbank's environs as 

virtual spaces provides the epistemological masonry for a sturdy geoengineering 

foundation. More, a conception of the environment as a digital system makes 

deliberate large-scale manipulation of environmental processes not only conceivable 

but actionably viable. 
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II. In Circles 

I see you hurting 

 I do what I can 

But I won't save you 

 

 At the core of geoengineering projects lies the belief that nature is not only a 

resource for human use and consumption but a ductile, pliant matter to be 

appropriated, manipulated, and ultimately controlled. More, this anthropocentric 

understanding of nature as subject to human direction or influence by means of 

technology is regarded in many circles as a practical and indeed worthwhile solution 

to current climate woes. The United Nations's General Assembly resolution 31/72, or 

the Environmental Modification Convention, states the following: “the use of 

environmental modification techniques for peaceful purposes could improve the 

interrelationship of man and nature and contribute to the preservation and 

improvement of the environment for the benefit of present and future generations” 

(General Assembly resolution 31/72, 1976). Yusoff articulates in her essay two camps 

of “environmental modification,” both turned towards the task of reducing the effects 

of global emissions: carbon capture by means of “afforestation, peatland restoration, 

biochar, dark earths, and ocean nourishment through iron fertilization” are negative 

emissions technologies whose most immediate impact would be on the local and 

regional ecosystems in which they are implemented (Yusoff 2013: 2799). Conversely, 

solar radiation management is far more ambitious in terms of scale, far more daunting 

in terms of technology, and far more challenging to international and national 

regulatory mechanisms. Unlike carbon dioxide removal, which seeks to draw down 

and sequester carbon dioxide from the air, solar radiation management is intended to 

attenuate carbon dioxide's greenhouse gas effects by reflecting a fraction of 
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incoming sunlight back to space (2798-2800). Solar radiation management includes 

terrestrial as well as atmospheric modifications and entails novel technologies, 

innovative processes, and technical configurations turned to the task of whitening 

clouds in the troposphere to absorb less solar radiation, injecting sulphate aerosols 

into the stratosphere to dim the planet, or constructing enormous space mirrors to 

reflect sunlight (2799). 

 Solar radiation management necessitates a global effort in order to make 

effective any long term mitigations of the impacts of climate change; Yusoff draws 

our attention to the fundamental illogic of such management strategies: 

“geoengineering proponents,” she writes, “mobilise... inaction to argue for 

interventionist policies; rather than finding ways to rethink how climate science 

policy could and should be done differently” (2803). Both mitigation and intervention 

require international cooperation and global collective action, but where the former 

is preemptive, and latter is reactionary. More, Neyrat alleges that the proposed 

solutions to climate change instantiated by geoengineering projects like carbon 

capture or solar radiation management are subject to the same asymmetries that 

gave rise to the problems in the first place: the global domination of capitalism and 

the mastery of the human over the natural – “each novelty,” he alleges, “that emerges 

into the market of saturated anthropogenic environments is presented as an 

inevitable fate” when in fact, because the novelty is rooted in the very same market-

based, corporate-sponsored anthropocentric understanding of nature, the 

inevitability is contingent upon intention: the creation of a problem in order to sell a 

solution (Neyrat 2018: 14-15). To Elon Musk, Richard Branson, and other likeminded 

innovators in the financing ecosystem of climate technology, “conquest... is simply 

about saving the planet” (50). But the causality, unlike the schema, is symmetric: to 

save the planet, it must first be conquered.  



5/
2/

20
21

 

 
 

10 

 Geoengineering does not simply transfer the functions heretofore associated 

with natural phenomena, such as carbon absorption and oxygen generation, to human 

beings, but involves a fundamental reorganization of the human-nature relationship, 

defined not by entanglements of human and nonhuman worlds but instead by a binary 

arising from patterns of appropriating nature that increases the effects of climate 

change and produces instability... which can then be addressed by climate 

engineering, which perpetuates patterns of appropriating nature, et cetera and so 

forth. The right to damage the environment and the right to manage the mechanisms 

necessary to correct and mitigate the damage legitimate one another in accordance 

to what Bratton terms the “self-amplifying logics of ecological governance” 

precipitated out of a human/nonhuman opposition (Bratton 2015: 173). One reason 

why Transistor is so ideally situated to operate as a thought experiment in considering 

the causes and consequences of geoengineering is the fact that the simulated 

environment of Cloudbank, like many common digital electronic circuits, employs 

positive feedback mechanisms. Referring specifically to James Lovelock's Gaia 

hypothesis, Latour considers feedback loops a "highly unsettling metaphor" (Latour 

2017: 282), while Neyrat, writing on the panarchic cycle of Gunderson and Holling, 

warns against the possibility of losing ourselves in the "topological trap" of non-

monotonic growth between system potential, connectedness, and resilience, 

becoming so integrated in the narrative of inevitable exploitation that we cannot see 

the forest for the trees (Neyrat 2018: 82). 

 But as a critical exercise, using Cloudbank to stage a thought experiment of what 

total climate mastery might look like is decidedly apropos if only for the overlap 

between digital feedback mechanisms and the feedback loops implicit in 

geoengineering schemes. “The question,” Latour continues on the subject of the 

feedback loop, “is whether the metaphor tilts toward technology, with a proliferation 
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of server commands and control centers” – Latour is deliberate in employing the 

language of computers – “or toward politics, with a proliferation of opportunities to 

hear protests by those who insist on reacting in response to the commands” (Latour 

2017: 282). In Cloudbank's case, the feedback metaphor is forked, moving in the 

direction of both technology and politics and, in effect, entangling them. As has 

already been discussed in the first section, staging Cloudbank as a sort of urban 

technē whose poiesis is mediated by the ballot forecloses the possibility of 

differentiation between geoengineering and politics. Writing on the hypothetical 

Stack, which imagines the stack architecture of network protocols like TCP/IP as an 

organizing metaphor for everything from information capital to global infrastructure, 

Bratton argues that, in the Anthropocene, the maintenance of cities like Cloudbank is 

not only limited to a “design and engineering program but a political-philosophical 

maneuver as well; though as should be clear, these are all but impossible to untangle 

from one another” (Bratton 2015: 227). Or, more succinctly: “Geoengineering is a 

political act” (Yusoff 2013: 2803). 

 Indeed, in a climate engineered world, weather events become something for 

which certain individuals, communities, and political systems are directly responsible 

– “to own the weather,” writes Louise Hornby, “is to control its vicissitudes and 

purpose” – (Hornby 2017: 79). In Cloudbank, the requisite political act is the vote, and 

the vote controls the climate. When one of the predominant negative consequences 

of geoengineering, according to both Neyrat and Yusoff, is the entrenchment of 

corporate power, Cloudbank's ability to democratize climate change decision making 

seems to satisfy Yusoff's aspirational model of a scenario “where publics are not just 

involved in giving dissent or consent to geoengineering projects, but can interrupt, 

experiment, and intervene in problem formation” (Yusoff 2013: 2804).  
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 Between the proposals advanced by various geoengineering advocates and 

climate change activists and the actual reduction in global temperature reside the 

technological interventions of carbon absorption and solar radiation reflection. What 

technology, then, resides between the ballot and the recoloring of the sky, or the 

reconfiguration of the city, in the case of Cloudbank? What intervening mechanism 

makes geoengineering projects mediated by public consensus possible? 

 Writing on the genre of slipstream science fiction, N. Katherine Hayles and 

Nicholas Gessler describe the Janus-faced character of the Dark City, in the film of 

the same name, as “normal to its inhabitants, but underneath are the Strangers, aliens 

who... control machinery that nightly re-shapes the city according to their 

experiments” (Hayles and Gessler 2004: 488). Like the eponymous Dark City, 

something is squirming beneath the skin of Cloudbank. “Whenever people make a 

change,” says Bracket, “whether to the sea or the sky or anywhere in between, the 

Process does the real work. Invisible, behind the scenes” (Transistor 2014). In a world 

of geoengineering, says Neyrat, “everything is a process” – (Neyrat 2018: 11; emphasis 

mine). In the world of Cloudbank, everything is the Process: a legion of semi-

autonomous robots who initially regulated and repaired architectural anomalies 

throughout Cloudbank, like a cross between a construction crew and an antivirus 

program. I read the Process as a form of interoperability software: the machines 

provide authentication of the individuals, the “Users,” involved in the citywide ballots, 

manage the secure transport of the data accumulated by the polls, and ensure non-

repudiation of the tabulation. Cloudbank's geoengineering model is contingent upon 

the interoperability processes of, as the name suggests, the Process – the reinforcing 

loop is located between the voting individuals and the interoperable infrastructure of 

the Process. By enabling the alteration of the cityscape according to the outcomes of 

the voting public's referenda, the elements and interactions of the Process software 
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lead to an emergent behavior which reflects the consensus of the citizenry: the 

Process, by means of positive feedback mechanisms, are vital to the maintenance of 

a geoengineered ecosystem and a functioning digital infrastructure that is collectively 

held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly informed. 

 However, as I mentioned in the introduction, Transistor makes very clear to the 

player from the outset that the Process are not Red's friends: within the first minute 

of gameplay, we find Red wandering in a side alley, trapped between a locked door 

and three robots. Something has gone wrong with the Process. In fact, the vision of 

Cloudbank's simulated environment as one which does not privilege a select few 

powerful entities in the face of majority rule is entirely misleading: well before the 

game's narrative arc, stable control of geoengineering in Cloudbank has shifted from 

public voice to the oversight of just four government officials who call themselves 

the Camerata. “The Camerata, as it turns out,” notes Mitchell, “have been in 

substantial control of Cloudbank for a long time, offering its citizens the illusion of 

choice while restricting their agency to ultimately insignificant parameters” (Mitchell 

2020: 83). The Camerata, including Bracket, are powerful actors who seek to use the 

Transistor sword, which allows a User to maintain control of the Process, to 

unilaterally advance their interests, both in designing and architecting Cloudbank and 

in consolidating their control over a geoengineered world. 

 No longer governed democratically, the Process interoperability software 

becomes corrupted, and the Transistor – a “conductor’s baton... a way to keep the 

Process in concert, in harmony” (Transistor 2014) – becomes a rootkit in Cloudbank's 

software that allows the Camerata to remotely execute functions, access and steal 

information, modify system configurations both architectural and environmental, and, 

in essence, control the city behind the scenes while allowing citizens the illusion of 

participation: “as a metaphor, steering or managing implies a position after the fact – 
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following the implementation of a steering mechanism [machine de pilotage] – that 

doesn’t seem capable of keeping in check the increase in geopowers and their 

appetite for an integral reformation of the Earth” (Neyrat 2018: 55). The democratic 

governance of the Process, the technological mediator that makes the environmental 

engineering in Cloudbank possible, is a positive feedback mechanism conditional 

upon public participation in the most superficial respect. In actuality, geoengineering 

in Cloudbank is about more than just the climate or even technē: it is an attempt to 

maintain a consolidated power structure via, says Neyrat acidly, “Expertise, 

technocratism, top-down management…” (181). It is a project amenable to 

authoritarianism: “As for the town,” says Royce to Red in the final act of the game, 

wandering through the half-finished source code and fragmented foundations of 

Fairview, “we'll have ourselves a blank canvas, and as for the Transistor, we'll have 

ourselves a brush” (Transistor 2014). The machine de pilotage, and by extension, the 

ability to reshape and control the climate system via the rootkit, belongs to the bearer 

of the Transistor, and to the bearer alone. 

 

III. The Spine 

You always go walking on coals 

Walk away slow 

Feel the fire 

 

 I stated in the previous section that geoengineering, understood both in 

contemporary practice and policy and within the narrative of Transistor, is a positive 

feedback mechanism precipitated out of a human/nonhuman opposition, “a hyper-

Cartesian apparatus,” affirms Neyrat, “of mastery and possession consisting of 

remaking terrestrial nature” (7). Essential to this mastery in the Cartesian sense is the 
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mechanization of nature, something I have discussed at length where the 

geoengineering of Cloudbank is concerned: the interoperable software of the 

Process, the bedrock apparatus upon which the ability to induce climatic and 

architectural changes is located, foregrounds a unification of natural and digital 

articulations as well as the domination of the human over its environment. Cloudbank 

is fundamentally Cartesian in this respect, straddling a fault-line between 

mechanization and posthumanism, manifest in the erosion of the distinction between 

city and machine. 

 This erosion is most evident in what becomes of Cloudbank's citizens after they 

die. In computer engineering, functions are codes that execute an action. In 

Transistor, functions manifest as combat and buff abilities within the Transistor sword 

that Red (and the player) use to fight the Process. Traces are the physical 

embodiments of the functions that appear to be, for all intents and purposes, the 

remnants of once living human beings – “Everyday people once upon a time," clarifies 

Royce to Red, rather ominously, “but now, well... not quite themselves” (Transistor 

2014). Therefore, every person in Cloudbank is a Trace that represents an underlying 

function. For example, very early in the game, Red stumbles across the body of a 

woman named Lillian Platt, the Process beginning to assimilate her and the city space 

around her. As Red approaches with the Transistor sword, a pulsing blue hypercube, 

murmuring incoherently, begins to hover over Platt’s chest. Red is able to integrate 

the “cube,” what we understand later to be the woman's Trace, into the Transistor: 

Platt grants Red the Spark() function – “Her body's gone," says the Sword, "but her 

Trace is with us” (Transistor 2014). 

 The Trace captures a range of associations that cuts across philosophic, 

mathematical, computational, and cultural dimensions, but there are two 

significations in particular I want to examine in more detail. In keeping with the 
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computational motifs I discussed in the first section, all functions in Transistor are 

named as if they are programming functions, right down to the parentheses. Spark(), 

for example, would be valid syntax in most programming languages for defining a 

nullary function named Spark. More, in linear algebra, a trace is defined as the sum of 

a diagonal of a matrix; bearing in mind the fact that the trace of a product of matrices 

is invariant under cyclic permutations, the trace in the representation theory of 

groups plays an important role in the study of the concrete ways in which abstract 

groups can be realized as groups of rigid transformations (Wang 2015). This is 

noteworthy in Transistor's case for the fact that a Trace, within the game, acts as a 

representation, an approximation, of a once-living person. Returning again to Gibson, 

the Transistor sword might be likened to the Aleph of Mona Lisa Overdrive, a 

“mother-huge Microsoft” described as “an approximation of the matrix… a sort of 

model of cyberspace” (Gibson 1988: 154; 307). Indeed, as Red continues to 

accumulate the Traces of Cloudbank's citizens cut down by the Process, the 

Transistor sword appears to possess RAM capacity enough such that a construct, an 

echo, of a person retains their complete personality as well as the ability to act 

independently, after a fashion. Integrated into the Transistor sword, the individuals 

are, as Royce alleges, “not quite themselves;” however, there remains an impression 

of a living consciousness, a data ghost, detached from its physical body as well as its 

presence in time and space. 

 Herein resides another valuable reading of the Trace: Walter Benjamin, in The 

Arcades Project, referred to the trace (“die Spur”) as “the appearance of a nearness, 

however far removed the thing that left it behind may be;” conversely, “the aura is 

the appearance of a distance, however close the thing that calls it forth. In the trace, 

we gain possession of the thing; in the aura, it takes possession of us” (Benjamin 1999: 

M16a,4). Benjamin’s Spur and Aura have conflicting meanings depending on the 
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constellation in which they are deployed – in The Arcades Project, Benjamin appears 

to set both concepts in opposition to each other – but in the case of Transistor, 

artifacts like Lillian Platt's Spark() maintain a certain singularity because they are not 

mere reproductions or digital facsimiles. The integration of the function inscribes the 

entanglement of distance and closeness within the Transistor itself. More, the 

function/Trace is born from a long-term material relationship with the body from 

which it originates; it participates in the logic of its existential bond, both as an 

inherent property of the body and a deictic integration in the Transistor. In short, the 

Trace retains, or rather represents, its owner's aura. The materialization of the 

disembodied – manifest in both the Trace of the person's essence and the function 

of their accompanying combat mechanic – creates a sense of presence, of 

consequentiality, for even those whose physical bodies are no more. Everyone has a 

voice in Cloudbank: even the dead. 

 In both a mathematical and Benjaminian context, the Trace reinforces a 

fundamental separation between the material body (assimilated by the Process) and 

the immortal soul (integrated into the Transistor sword as a function) while 

instantiating a schematic lineage of the body-as-machine, both in relation to its 

technological extensions and to the geoengineered city within which it resides. In 

effect, the Transistor, the machine de pilotage, enables its user to control the Process 

and by extension, the entirety of Cloudbank. Writing against the ontological and 

epistemological formulations of geoengineering, Neyrat argues that the “Earth 

exceeds the weak representation produced by the geoclimate technicians” (Neyrat 

2018: 20). Who is Cloudbank’s geoclimate technician? In the Discourse, Descartes 

writes, “We could (like artisans) put these bodies to use in all the appropriate ways, 

and thus make ourselves the masters and (as it were) owners of nature” (Descartes 

2008). If Descartes’s mechanisms demand a reconceptualization of bodily boundaries 
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and technological instrumentality in the mastery of the city, this technē that is digital, 

architectural, and meteorological in its character, then who is the "artisan?" 

 “The engineer,” writes N. Katherine Hayles in How We Became Posthuman, 

“functions like a homeostat, striving to keep the dials within certain limits to prevent 

catastrophe” (Hayles 1999: 65). In the Trace file of one particular Cloudbank citizen, 

the player encounters the following: “Once there was a great engineer. Arithmetic 

was his medium and a city was his canvas. He planned the roads, buildings, and 

byways. His work could not be more precise” (Transistor 2014). Serving as one of 

Cloudbank's preeminent engineers and mathematicians, and behind closed doors, as 

the architect of the Camerata's designs, Royce Bracket is not only the ultimate 

antagonist of the game, he is responsible for the study and (attempted) control of the 

Process as well as the discovery of the Transistor itself. As his name suggests – 

bracket punctuation marks are commonly used in programming language to isolate a 

segment of text or data from its surroundings – Royce Bracket is a man apart, working 

from the remote Fairview district after abandoning his professional career and 

personal relationships in order to study the geoengineered nature of Cloudbank in 

complete isolation. Because every aspect of Cloudbank's environment, from the 

climate to the color of a new skyscraper, falls under the auspices of the open voting 

system, rendering the geoengineering project ostensibly democratic and 

decentralizing control of the Process, the capacity for someone like Royce, an 

engineer and architect, to design according to his own discretions is drastically 

diminished. In a challenge to the consensus decision-making and in an effort to 

entrench the Camerata's control over the city, Royce creates a series of predictive 

algorithms based on the patterns of Cloudbank’s geoengineering cycles, deducing the 

existence of the Process's interoperable infrastructure beneath the skin of the city –

in essence, Royce finds a way to “hack” the positive feedback mechanisms. He 



5/
2/

20
21

 

 
 

19 

designs architectural structures and engineering lattices to coincide with the 

algorithm’s predictive models, and eventually triggers the appearance of the 

Transistor, which enables him to control the Process... until he attempts to assassinate 

Red, and catalyzes the opening events of the game. 

 In Part II of the Discourse, Descartes recounts a visit to Germany and considers 

the following: 

The setting in of winter arrested me in a locality where, as I found no society to 

interest me, and was besides fortunately undisturbed by any cares or passions, I 

remained the whole day in seclusion, with full opportunity to occupy my 

attention with my own thoughts. Of these one of the very first that occurred to 

me was, that there is seldom so much perfection in works composed of many 

separate parts, upon which different hands had been employed, as in those 

completed by a single master (Descartes 2008). 

And, after his Trace is absorbed into the Transistor, the player learns the following 

about Royce: 

He became obscure, and left his job to pursue personal interests on his own. It 

was then that he discovered a formula visualizing exactly how the structures of 

Cloudbank formed. He studied this formula closely for it filled him with a deep 

sense of wonder and even deeper sense of dread. He developed predictive 

algorithms to determine where and when the visualization would take form, and 

began drawing it out with his own architectural plans, until one day he found it 

in its natural state. He saw beyond the confines of the city into something more, 

and there before him was something extraordinary. He took it, and realized the 

things he saw now stood at his call (Transistor 2014). 

Two things are striking about this juxtaposition: first, the contrast throughout 

between creation as a communal effort and creation as a stroke of individual genius 
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suggests that outcomes informed by public consensus are unavoidably chaotic, 

whereas perfection resides solely in the provinces of the lone artisan. Second, in both 

Descartes's reflection and Royce's Trace we might locate an allegiance to the belief 

that the aforesaid demand for the artisan's autonomy points to the need for artifice 

to overcome the natural obstacles to said autonomy. Geoengineering projects, writes 

Yusoff, “involve the conceptualisation of... a model of the earth in which atmospheres 

and earth systems, and even the sun, are imagined as 'engines' (albeit organic) open 

to forms of making” (Yusoff 2013: 2806). There are three main goals to be achieved 

by rendering the environment engineerable and, accordingly, subject to the will of 

the engineer as homeostat: the restoration and maintenance of homeostasis in 

moments of disaster or calamity; the prerogative to use technology to reconfigure 

the material world in the interest of achieving the first goal; finally, the realization of 

a Cartesian ontology of the material world, which constitutes the background against 

which the first and second goals are made possible. Especially this last point 

represents a novelty that testifies for the conceptualization of the world as an engine 

that could be altered, edited, and ultimately perfected according to the will and 

personal vision of its engineer. 

 More concretely, taking into account Royce’s deep and intimate understanding 

of the Transistor, the Process, and Cloudbank itself, he not only allies himself with 

“the side of a geo-constructivist Cartesianism that props itself up on a relation of 

splitting and a definitive rejection of nature,” according to Neyrat's critique of the 

Cartesian split, but himself becomes the sole “master and... owner of nature” in the 

most explicitly “neo-Promethean” sense (Neyrat 2018: 155; Descartes 2008; Dürbeck 

et. al. 2015: 120). Armed with the Transistor, the machine de pilotage, Royce can not 

only rebuild the physical city of Cloudbank, but fill it with beings of his own design – 

his exceptionalism is cause, he thinks, for optimism. He can design, construct, and 
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reconstruct every building, bridge, and canal, all the rain, clouds, snow, and sunlight, 

every song, painting, and person entirely from his own creative will. Royce Bracket is 

the ultimate Promethean, the Cartesian engineer who controls not only Cloudbank, 

but the Traces of the citizenry stored within the Transistor sword itself. Royce's 

mastery, moreover, did not develop in a vacuum, but was sanctioned by 

geoengineering's entrenchment of the Camerata’s political power as well as the 

replacement of the abstract totality of terrestrial nature with “a world reduced to 

mathematizable and controllable matter” (Neyrat 2018: 149). 

 

IV. We All Become 

Think I'll go where it suits me 

Moving out to the Country 

With everyone, oh, everyone 

Before we all become one 

 

 I have throughout this essay lifted my investigation from a descriptive account 

of an engineerable environment to a close study of a piece of fiction that can lay 

claim to being a systematic exploration of the philosophical, technological, and 

political dimensions of geoengineering. Transistor turns a speculative, albeit 

exaggerated, mirror onto the relational and transversal territories of social and 

political difficulty as well as scientific and technical possibility in addressing current 

environmental exigencies. If the age of the Anthropocene betokens an upset of 

natural equilibriums due to human intervention, and suggests in turn that the most 

effective homeostatic mechanism might reside in yet more human intervention, then 

a computer game whose virtual world operates as a conduit for channeling one's own 
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will to reshape that same virtual world appears to me both thematically and 

mechanically apropos for cross examination. 

 Unfortunately, if Transistor is the fiction through which we might discern the 

truth about humanity's own geoengineering aspirations, then the game's prognosis is 

decidedly grim. After a teeth-grinding final battle against Royce Bracket, Red and the 

Transistor find themselves back in what little remains of a Processed Cloudbank: an 

empty void, a blank canvas ready for the painter's brush. Red tests the Transistor’s 

powers for a short while – erecting some statues, building a bridge – even as the 

sword itself begins planning how to rebuild the city at large. But even as she hums 

along to the song "Blank Canvas" and clutches her beloved sword, Red ignores the 

Transistor's suggestions; the narrative curtain lowers as Red rests beside to the 

unknown man's body from the beginning of the game, and, letting out a sigh, plunges 

the broadsword into her chest. She forsakes the great power she possesses, rejecting 

Royce Bracket’s ambitious goals, and refuses to rebuild her destroyed home. 

 Transistor is, at its core, a story about the endurance of love in a world inimical 

to endurance: where everything changes and nothing stays the same, not even the 

geoengineering schema manifest in Cloudbank's very existence. “Using the Transistor 

to take control of the world,” says Mitchell, “ends in no world at all... in turning her 

back on the world of Cloudbank, Red is turning away not from the world as such but 

from a world governed by the impossible ideal of technological control” (Mitchell 

2020: 84). Like all citizens of Cloudbank, however, Red is not quite dead. Transistor 

concludes with Red – at least, Red's Trace – and that of the Unknown Man, the Voice 

– the nameless someone who resided within the sword's confines – standing 

together, smiling, in a vast wheat field bellying out beneath a brilliant blue sky. “In 

committing suicide,” concludes Mitchell in his analysis, “Red travels to the Country 

herself, committing her Trace to the Transistor rather than wielding the weapon to 
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rewrite the world” (83-84). The player is left with the soberly critical hope that in 

death the inhabitants of Cloudbank are returned not necessarily to the world of 

nature, but rather to the world of the not-geoengineered city, to the Country. 

 “Plots,” says Hayles, writing on Dark City and virtual realities, “tend deathward… 

because death (the inevitable result of being alive) bestows consequentiality on 

events” (Hayles and Gessler 2004: 483). The events of Transistor are haunted by 

apocalyptic overtones: citizens vanishing, the Process running rampant through the 

streets, the Camerata trying desperately to control the damage, all within a city which 

is slowly fading away, brick by brick and cloud by cloud. The world is ending: “this 

town,” concludes the Transistor sword: “its time is up” (Transistor 2014). Royce would 

seek to resurrect Cloudbank in his image, and Red would, and does, consign it to its 

fate. At the beginning of this article I discussed Lawrence Buell's master metaphor: 

indeed, implicit in catastrophic environmental change, and in attempts to remedy its 

effects, is the belief that humanity is living in the end times. Apocalypse locates within 

the Anthropocene a particularly hospitable cultural ecology, a fact to which both 

Latour and Neyrat take umbrage if only for the fact that "apocalyptic fears of 

ecological collapse" invite an ethic of “ecotheology” (Ted Nordhaus and Michael 

Shellenberger qtd. in Neyrat 2018: 85). 

 In Transistor's case, the question of what comes after the end of the world is not 

so much apocalyptically-minded as a non-question altogether: the citizens of 

Cloudbank already know the answer. While some characters whisper oblique 

references to the Country as a manner of afterlife, the consistent mundanity with 

which many others refer to it, as well as the absence of any doubt regarding its 

physical existence, indicate that the Country is just as real as Cloudbank. Based on 

the fact that in one of Red's songs (We All Become), she suggests “moving out to the 

Country,” Cloudbank inhabitants voluntarily leave for the Country, this not-
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Cloudbank, post-apocalyptic space, with some regularity. While Royce is quite explicit 

in suggesting “You don’t just go [to the Country] for a visit, you go for good,” the trip 

is not necessarily unfortunate or tragic (Transistor 2014). 

 More, as a place distinctly separate from Cloudbank, the Country is on the one 

hand staged as an incarnation of the country/city divide instantiated by the 

geopolitical imagination of Marxist scholars, not only analogous to, but a homological 

version of, the dependency created by capitalism of agricultural countries on 

industrialized ones – that what little the player sees of the Country in Transistor 

consists of a wheat field and a red barn lends some credibility to this geopolitical 

reading. More pertinent to Buell's apocalypse metaphor, however, is the manner in 

which Red's journey to the Country in the wake of a dead populace, a crumbling 

geoengineered superstructure, and a Processed city is how the staging of the 

Country as an alternative to Cloudbank elaborates an eschatology grounded in 

nonhuman, or more accurately non-urban, nature. Rather than the “euphoric 

proclamation of the death of nature” implicit, argues Neyrat, in eco-constructivist and 

geoengineering schema, the Country is a case study in reclaiming an eschatological 

nature for its positive, I daresay materialistic valences. And unlike the various and 

sundry invocations of revelation that lack viability for their fixation, according to 

Latour, on the transcendence of salvation – the hope of the Christian heaven – the 

Country is no mere hypothetical proposition or immaterial realm (Latour 2017: 202). 

It is a real place, insofar as anything else is real in Cloudbank. The ends for Red and 

the Voice reside not in an abstract eschatological fulfillment. Rather, the Country is 

concrete, particular and in every detail material. 

 That is not to say the Country of Transistor does not retain more than a passing 

resemblance to a Paradise suggested by a Christian Eschaton; that is, the claim in 

apocalyptic literature that Paradise and ultimately life after the apocalypse are 
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inherently natural. The account of the garden in Genesis is at once a place of origin 

and a forecast of the future history of the world: the “garden of the Lord” (Genesis 

13:10) becomes the abode of the righteous after death – “the paradise of God” 

(Revelation 2:7). Just as there is a tree of life in the garden (Genesis 2:9), so there is 

one in the New Jerusalem (Revelation 22:2). Biblically speaking, creation begins with 

a garden and ends in a city. Transistor has inverted the formula; more, the so-called 

Paradise of the Country is not a fecund, flowering Eden but rather a humble pastoral 

scene: a field, a barn, a blue sky. The Country therefore falls at an odd Lagrange point 

between a paradisiacal afterlife, a material manifestation of the rural, and the 

proverbial last-reality-standing; in other words, the fact of nature having ultimately 

outlived and outlasted the geoengineer's attempts to conquer it. 

 I want to conclude this article by offering a possible interpretation of the 

Country, particularly in respect to Latour's critique of immanence as an antidote to 

transcendence as articulated in chapter 6 of his Facing Gaia: “Living in the expectation 

of the Apocalypse is one thing,” writes Latour: “living after its realization is something 

else again” (Latour 2017: 199). I spoke in the introduction of the capacity of 

geoengineering to circumvent apocalypse by locating projects within narratives of 

economic opportunity and political entrenchment rather than in aspirations to put “an 

end to the end of times” (199).  However, critical to Latour's critique of immanence is 

an understanding of the eschatological reverberations of deploying geoengineering 

technologies, manifest, I argue, in an interpenetration of materialism and idealism. 

Neyrat turns to Horkheimer and Adorno's dialectic of the domination of nature – “the 

subjugation of everything natural to the sovereign subject culminates in the 

domination of what is blindly objective and natural” (Horkheimer and Adorno 2002: 

xviii) – as the axis of his analysis to argue that geoengineering, carried to planet-

altering extremes, enables a “process of ontological liquidation” whereby “nature is... 
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replaced by (truly formless) amorphous matter” (Neyrat 2018: 110). Humankind 

becomes the magnet to the ferrofluid of formless matter: Michael Northcott terms 

this phenomenon an “anthropic epiphany... that recalls the cosmological assumptions 

of the Baconian vision of science as redemption” (Northcott 2015: 104). 

Geoengineering is less the repudiation of Apocalypse and immanentization than the 

working out of their inherent dynamic. The instrumental manipulation of nature by 

humanity leads inevitably, argues Latour, to an eschaton fixed in time rather than at 

the end of it: the Anthropocene does not precede and thereby anticipate the end of 

the world, but rather is catalyzed by it as a prerequisite condition. It is a secularization 

so counterintuitively theological that is becomes immanentized due to the 

significance placed on human objectification of the natural world, an objectification 

that transforms materiality into certain processes of “mechanization” that can only be 

described idealistically – “the constructivist fiction of worlds without limitations that 

we can construct at will” (Neyrat 2018: 110; 126). 

 Geoengineering, therefore, represents specific ontological and metaphysical 

assumptions that turn mastery, manipulation, and materialization towards “the 

restoration of Paradise on Earth,” an ultimately transcendent reality that surpasses an 

immanent world (Northcott 2015: 107). “The fusion of eschatology and ecology,” 

writes Latour, “is not a plunge into irrationality, a loss of composure, or some sort of 

mystical adherence to an outdated religious myth;” rather, it is a call to 

“reterrestrializion,” (Latour 2017: 218; 223). All this is to say that I read Transistor's 

Country as a manifestation of Latour's reterrestrializion. Red does not remain in 

Cloudbank to take up the mantle of Royce Bracket's “modern quasi-Baconian 

superego consisting of bringing into existence everything possible of inevitably being 

achieved technologically” (Neyrat 2018: 103). Rather dramatically, by committing her 

Trace to the Transistor and abandoning the blank canvas of the Processed city, Red 
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abandons the greater geoengineering project – she does not remake Cloudbank; she 

unmakes it (184). 

 Transistor concludes with a final, resounding concert... Red's last performance 

as she integrates herself into the Transistor and the game draws to a finish. The end 

credits roll over a rendition of the song “Paper Boats:” “I will always find you,” sings 

Red to the Voice inside the sword: “Like it's written in the stars.” A precursor to her 

destination, the song's lyrics are rife with naturalistic imagery: “The river always finds 

the sea / So helplessly / Like you find me;” “Like the moon that makes the tides / That 

silent guide / Is calling from inside;” “We are magnets pulling from different poles / 

With no control / We'll never be apart” (Transistor 2014). No technological metaphor 

or computerized motif appears anywhere in the lyrics: Red's swan song is a far sight 

removed from Royce Bracket's dream of a complete technological appropriation of 

nature. The denouement of Transistor theorizes the return to the terrestrial through 

and within an eschatological material nature and in spite of the logics of 

“geoengineered futures” that posit the “Earth as anthropogenic entity” (Yusoff 2013: 

2802) . The tragedy of the story – Red's election to “refuse the practice of geo-

capitalist synthesis” in favor of joining her lover within the Transistor (Neyrat 2018: 

185) – helps us reconcile ourselves with the possibility of significant reconfigurations 

of the human relationship to nature without resignation; after all, Red's fate does not 

culminate in a passive, transcendent fulfillment if only for the fact the Country is not 

supernatural in any way, despite its paradisiacal trimmings. Red's final journal is, 

instead, a conscientious abandonment of a worldview fundamentally centered on the 

human and a rejection of the outgrowth of human mastery and global stewardship 

that so often now falls under the rubric of the Anthropocene. Despite the game's 

ostensibly sad ending, we can read in the denouement a positive, but realistic, 

orientation towards a future that motivates actions to secure the preservation of 
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ecosystems on which humanity depends to thrive and survive. The Country exists as 

a condition of possibility, with Red and the Voice, “paper boats floating on a stream,” 

sailing towards its actualization (Transistor 2014). 
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