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The emerging discipline of design fiction draws significant inspiration
from the blurred boundaries between science fact and science fiction
(Bleecker, 2022). However, unlike narrative fiction, design fiction aims to use
created objects as entry points into a constructed world, rather than to
advance specific narratives and stories (Coulton et al., 2017). This focus on
world building creates an avenue into discourse in which the usability of
created tools comes at diminished priority compared to their discursive
power. Considering this established hierarchy of goals, this essay aims to re-
examine the boundaries of agency established by the tool-user relationship
found in existing interactive media that establish discursive environments

concerning issues of power in extrapolative scenarios.

The design of diegetic tools has long been a staple of speculative
fiction, as can be noted in Ursula Le Guin’s consideration of the “carrier bag
theory” of narrative fiction (Le Guin, 1988). This theory draws attention to
the key priority of weapons in classical stories of “the Hero”, both as
primary elements of context and as overarching structural paradigms,
leading to what Le Guin refers to “the reduction of narrative to conflict” (Le
Guin, 1988). Avoiding this paradigm, the re-centring of non-combative tools
is apparent in Le Guin’s own fiction, such as the ‘ansible’, a piece of long-
distance communication technology, defining Le Guin’s imagined future as
decidedly collaborative (Bierman, 1975). Le Guin’s both extrapolative (Blythe
and Encinas, 2016) and anthropologically-centred (Ylipulli et al., 2016) work,
with a heavy focus on tools, ties in with the emergence of what Kirby refers
to as “diegetic prototypes” (Kirby, 2010) — technological artefacts normalised
as usable objects within fictional worlds, acting as discursive entry points at

various orders of macroscopic and microscopic scale (Coulton et al., 2017).

While much design fiction has focused on learning from science
fiction literature (Markussen and Knutz, 2013) or motion pictures (Bleecker,
2022; Coulton et al., 2017), there has been some small consideration of the
worth of video games as a fount of design fiction inspiration. Indeed, video
games offer a potentially extensive pool of existing knowledge surrounding

how tools provide and define agency and power, in what Backe refers to as



“the player’s access to the gameworld...[being] mediated through the
affordances of the player character’s technological apparatus” (Backe,
2022). In more aesthetic considerations of player-environment, the bounded
agency afforded to a player by their equipment is noted as a key building
block in the incomplete revelation of a game world’s underlying

mechanisms, in what Vella refers to as the “ludic sublime” (Vella, 2015).

To examine this further, let us consider the tool-specific variance in
two games of similar genre — the space exploration games No Man’s Sky
(2016) and Outer Wilds (2019). No Man’s Sky provides its player-characters
with a ‘multitool, an all-in-one device allowing for construction, resource
extraction and combat that serves as the player’s primary tool for
interaction (in line with what is commonly defined as 4X gameplay: eXplore,
eXpand, eXploit and eXterminate (Ford, 2016)). Outer Wilds, in contrast,
offers perceptive tools such as a universal translator or long-distance
listening device, but no weapons at any stage. This presents two antipodal
worldviews of the roles of the ‘protagonist’ in extrapolative science fiction:
No Man’s Sky’s augmented “explorer-as-colonist” (Flick, Dennis and
Reinhard, 2017) is far from Outer Wilds’ posthuman, and decidedly Le Guin-
inspired, de-centring of player agency (Bowie, 2021).

Drawing upon these principles of agency directly informed our work
on ‘The Lighthouse Group’ — a fictional near-future agency designed to
oppose privatised self-driving public transport, while granting members of
the public agency over their own safety and data rights. One key component
of this design was the app, ‘BlackBox’, which would offer users a way to
report issues, gather manufacturer information, and include themselves as
active and informed participants in the data-sharing ecosystem required of
advanced artificial intelligence. In the design of this tool, we wished it to
represent the potential agency that could be provided to ‘consumers’ of
vital services in the face of corporate opacity: by providing a tangible
representation of user power over their own role in a neo-capitalist

information exchange, the tool created more intact and developed



environments for discourse on present-day issues of power in artificial

intelligence.

In conclusion, an examination of tools in game design, particularly on
their world-building responsibilities in creating and defining user agency,
represents an under-explored area of inspiration for researchers in design
fiction. As the discipline develops, looking to these sources of existing work
can provide myriad insights to designers who may look to cultivate more
intact and immersive discursive spaces that incorporate a wider range of
worldviews, including those that go beyond the anthropocentric, in order to

raise important questions surrounding agency and power.
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