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$�ZKLOH�EDFN��ZH�DW�WKH�6FL�)L�(FRQRPLFV�/DE�
had a new idea: instead of writing academic 
papers, we could channel out-of-the box 
HFRQRPLF�WKLQNLQJ�DURXQG�EXLOGLQJ�D�ȴFWLRQDO�
world, to serve as the backdrop for works of 
VFLHQFH�ȴFWLRQ�RU�IDQWDV\��ΖQ�UHWURVSHFW��LW�VHHPV�
obvious: after all, this space exists because 
D�VPDOO�SDWURO�RI�HFRQRPLFDOO\�LQFOLQHG�VFL�ȴ�
authors invested a lot of time and brainpower 
into dreaming up exotic economic systems. But 
we added a couple of extra ideas to that original 
insight.

First, we decided to build the world in a 
participatory way. We want anyone to be free to 
contribute ideas, analysis, references, visuals, 
and so on. 

Would technologies of great power (like Star 
Trek’s replicators) be compatible with a market 
economy as we know, based on scarcity? How 
would slower-than-light interstellar trade work? 

INTRODUCTION
ALBERTO COTTICA

(Nobel laureate Paul Krugman actually worked 
that one out1) How can Harry Potter’s Wizarding 
world use precious metal as a currency, given 
that wizards can simply magick out more of it 
DQG�FDXVH�K\SHULQȵDWLRQ"�1R�PDWWHU�KRZ�VPDUW��
an individual author can not keep track of all the 
possible variables and their permutations. So, 
we are going to do that as a community. It just 
makes sense. 

There are already over 150 people posting on 
the Science Fiction Economics Lab forum, many 
of us professional economists. We are licensing 
the world with an open source license: you 
FDQ�XVH�LW�IRU�\RXU�QRYHO��ȴOP�RU�JDPH��DQG�QR�
lawyer will ever come calling if you make it big.

Second, we decided we want a world that 
contains several economic systems, not just one. 
$JDLQ��WKLV�LV�DQ�ROG�WULFN�LQ�VFL�ȴ��$QDUUHV�DQG�
Urras in Ursula K. Le Guin The Dispossessed, the 
+LYHV�LQ�$GD�3DOPHUȇV�Terra Ignota��WKH�$FTXLV�
and the Dispensation in Bruce Sterling’s The 
Caryatids, and so on. This plurality creates a nice 
narrative tension, as characters can move across 
SODFHV�DQG�H[SHULHQFH�GLHUHQW�HFRQRPLHV��
$OVR��UHDGHUV�WHQG�WR�VWDUW�WKLQNLQJ�ZKLFK�
economic system they would choose, if they 
were free to do so. For example, this poll2 about 
“which Terra Ignota Hive would you choose” is 
popular on the Internet3.

But participatory projects work best if 
someone makes an initial investment in them. 
3DUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQ�ȴOOLQJ�DQ�HPSW\�VSDFH�FDQ�EH�
intimidating, or simply not that much fun. So, 
WKLUG��ZH�GHFLGHG�WR�RHU�D�ZULWHUVȇ�UHVLGHQF\�WR�

1. Paul Krugman, The 
Theory of the Inter�
stellar Trade, 1978,  
https://www.prince-

ton.edu/~pkrugman/
interstellar.pdf

2.  https://www.
poll-maker.com/

poll1009893x-
a10948B5-42

3. For an explana-
tion of the Hives in 

Terra Ignota, see: 
$GD�3DOPHU��:ULWLQJ�

a Future in Which 
You Choose Your 

Own Nation, Tor.com 
2017’

https://www.tor.
com/2017/03/13/

writing-a-future-in-
which-you-choose-

your-own-nation/
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This technique gives Saint Hildegard its peculiar 
appearance, and has earned it the nickname of 
Floatsam. They have announced that their mis-
sion is to build and launch the Saint Cristopher, 
a slower-than-light starship for interstellar colo-
nization, conceived as a deep space monastery. 
The project has an estimated duration of 400 
\HDUV��ZLWK�WKH�ȴUVW�����GHGLFDWHG�WR�GHYHORSLQJ�
blueprints and the ancillary technologies.
 

WORLDBUILDING 
ACADEMY
GRAPHIC NOVEL DESIGN AND 
DRAWINGS  BY MICHELA DE 
DOMENICO AND MARCO LO CURZIO
Economics, as we know it currently, has changed from 
a place to imagine new and better worlds to a discipline 
which re-enforces and improves itself in a single model. 
Much “blue sky” economic thinking is now done in strange 
contexts.
6FLHQFH�ȴFWLRQ�LV�RQH�RI�WKHP��$QRWKHU�RQH�LV�ORFDO�FRP-
munities who attempt to reboot their economies in more 
humane and long-term resilient ways.

The Science Fiction Economics Lab papers track down and 
investigate examples of systemic innovation or radical 
rethinking of the current economic model.
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Are we all here? 
EITClimate KIC, FdCM, 

Edgeryders, Nordisk Kulturfund,
House Blivande?

Hi all.

Hi.

Hello, I’m ready.

Hi, here I’m!

Well, guys, 
everytime I’m reborn as a 

cat it feels great... Today we are 
connecting to Capo Peloro on the 

Messina Strait.
1, 2, 3... all systems go.

Welcome Edgeryders,
if only virtually,

to the coast of two seas!
You told me you have

already visited South Italy, 
is that right, Nadia?

That is true. It 
was also a safe haven and the 

travelers loved it for that reason. 
Come now, let me show you around 

the place we have chosen 
to set our writer Residency at.

Yes! We had a 
wonderful experience with the 

unMonastery project we organised in 
Matera, but this is the first time
we are actually on the Strait.

I have always believed it 
to be a port of passage.
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Since ancient times, the 
Strait has been a point of encounter. 

Regardless where you were coming from, 
the North or the South, this was a portal to 

another civilisation, a true “frontier”.

Here unique natural 
phenomena occur creating, in time, 

a set of myths. On a particular daylight 
condition, for example you may encounter 
Fata Morgana when the optical rays double 

the horizon and create 
suggestive illusions.

Navigating the Strait is 
legendary since Homer’s Odyssey.

The blind poet issued a 
warning for all the mariners against

the monsters of Scylla and Charybdis..

Look at Ciccina Circè
croosing the Strait in a boat 

carried by dolphins; is one of the 
most extraordinary images set 

in the worldfamous novel 
Horcynus Orca...

The writer, Stefano D’Arrigo 
in this poem which he 

had composed for more than 
ten years, tells the story of the epic 
and ancestral relationship between 

the people of the Strait and 
the creatures of the sea.
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This territory is an 
extraordinary natural resource which has 

interacted with its inhabitants, 
shaping their lives and the tools 

of their living in such a remarkable way 
that even the fishing boats used to catch 

swordfish, have a unique shape.

Once the fishermen’s 
houses stood next to the most 
beautiful villas. Then it became a 
holiday place for everyone, full of 
services, today it seeks its own 

new identity.
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We can all agree that we 
want a better life, a better 

future and humanity.
Each one of us might have a 

personal flavor for that.
One might really believe 
in sustainability, justice or 
freedom, but let us be 

honest, how many minutes, 
of your life have you spent 

imagining this future?

We want our imaginary 
economies to be radically 

different from the one we 
live in, and yet credible and 
rigorous. We need solid, vivid, 
business cultures, organisational 
models, infrastructure, finance.
And if we can imagine these 
things… Well, maybe we could 
build them, out here in the 

real world.

Culture and stories 
carry a duality. 

They are a reflection of 
their times and exactly 
the thing that can push 
the Zeitgeist forward.

Joriam Ramos, 
the raconteur

Alberto Cottica, 
the economist

Yudhanjaya Wijeratne,
the builder

We are building a fictional 
world. Something like 

the Star Trek Universe, 
or the Harry Potter 

Universe. The difference 
is, better economics. 
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Among my friends, 
particularly those who write fantasy 
there is talk of this iceberg theory 

of world building. And the idea is that an 
iceberg is something that you see a little 

bit of on top of the water.

Beneath lies a 
whole other mass that supports 
that top, that supports a story. 

For example, your main character, in 
a market, passing through strangers: 
That is the top of the iceberg.

Below that lie 
the economic systems, currency, 

the language that they use, the uses 
of their trade, the lives 

of those people who are trading 
and the lives of markets like this.

What we’re trying to do here is create the 
base of an iceberg like that. And we’re trying 
to create it in two ways. It has to have two 
objectives.

The first is that anyone can take it, take 
that base and build an iceberg on top and tell 
a story and explore systems that are in here.
And the second is anyone can keep adding to 
that base.

No fictional world is perfectly realized and 
what we want to do is create a base that 
others can also contribute to. Modular.

And we even want to add gaps on purpose 
because we don’t want to create this world 
on our own. We just want to have enough 
structure so that all sorts of people can 
interact with this work.

the social iceberg

surface culture

deep culture

Food

  Festival Music
Fashion

HolidaysPerformances
Dances Games

Arts and Crafts

Communication styles and rules
facial expressions, gestures, eye 

contact, personal space, touching, 
body language, conversational 

XI\\MZV[�QV�LQЄMZMV\�[WKQIT�[Q\]I\QWV[��
handling and displayng of emotion, 

tone of voice
notion of:

courtesy and manners, 
frendship, leadership, 

cleanliness, modesty, beauty
concepts of:

self time, past and future, fairness 
and justice, role related to age, sex, 

class, family

attitudes towards:
elders, adolescents, dependents, 

rule, expectations, work, authority, 
cooperation vs. competitions, 

realtionship with animals, age, sin, death

approaches to:
religion, courtship, marriage, 

raising children, decision 
making, problem solving

  Literature  
Language

Flags
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Witness is the most populous seasteading 
megacity on record. Initially developed under 
Project Viking (which gave birth to other 
noted cities such as Byzantium and Vivarium), 
Witness grew far beyond its original physical and 
legal bounds, and today is considered 
the cultural, financial and media capital of the 
post-Sundering world.

“As with all great cities, much of the founding of Witness is lost.
What remains are skeleton logs preserved in machine memory, 
wrapped in a cocoon of half-myths, apocrypha, and clashes between 
rival historians. Move three districts and the stories change. On 
such a tenous sea we are now adrift, and it is up to us to make 
sense of it.” 
Andromache Kosovitch
Aethnography: The New Histories of Our Times
The Library of St. Benedict

The now-distributed engineering skills were channeled 
by the Distrikt Council into creating a single central 
power station, built on neutral ground, politically agnostic 
and bound to supply each Distrikt with a minimum 
(and equal) amount of energy. In return, each Distrikt 
would contribute to the upkeep and maintenance 
of said division, and accord its workers maximum 
protection under their laws. 
This unit was called the Harvest Division...
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The districts are connected with 
the Migrant Train. Of extraordinary 
workmanship, it changes its course to the 
needs of the smaller districts. It often 
serves as a recruiting pool for new social 
experiments as the majority of migrants 
try to change their status.

The Covenant’s economy is robust and 
diverse, with an unusually high presence of 
manufacturing. The service sector is also 
strong, notably in higher education, health 
care, and finance.The Covenant hosts the 
headquarters of several large utilities, that 
serve not only the Distrikt itself, but also run 
some critical infrastructures of other Distrikts. 
A unique feature of The Covenant’s economy 
is the strong role played by monasteries and 
other religious. institutions.

Libria is an ultra-libertarian state where 
individuals have great power, like if the Italian 
communal system has evolved on a larger level. 
A well-paid Government and Aristocrat class 
is in constant flux, elected among those the 
public recognizes as being of extraordinary 
merit. The travelling courts are relied on 
for upholding law and making judgement in 
situations where Coasian bargaining has failed; 
it is impossible to hide the effects of gross 
power imbalances between people.
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The Assembly : the Assembly aims for 
natural harmony and the economy that does 
not use money and merchandise system, 
with the productivity on a sufficient level 
to satisfy all the needs and a system of 
distribution based accordingly.

Social property is used for general 
needs, distribution centers (in form 
of small local shops, big distribution 
centers, online ordering, etc) without 
“cash registers” for distribution of 
personal property.

Historians rarely agree as to the exact 
year when Witness came to be, but 
the general consensus is that it launched 
around the time of the Sundering. As 
a result, Witness was launched with an 
eclectic mix of volunteers, the workers 
themselves, and personnel rescued from 
the regions around the launch point. 

One of the components of all Project Viking 
cities was the State Machine - a next-generation 
governance system designed to use behavioral big 
data to dynamically impute the needs of a populace 
and adjust laws and policies to suit. [...] Denton’s 
records indicate that the Witness State Machine 
was modified to support Denton’s interpretation of 
contractualism.
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I can already imagine an economist-philosopher 
sitting by the docks, trainside, by the light of 
a dying sun, with a fat and angry-looking cat 
next to her.
She has black hair and a left hand that looks 
badly scarred. For the last so many years she’s 
been advising the Migrant Train Committee 
on the yearly train-route optimization, which 
at its basic level is a variant of the Traveling 
Salesman Problem with some political tension 
thrown in.
She’s been using the number of connected 
districts - and the radius of the train-circle 
-as a measure of how diverse this floating 
megacity is, but she’s also wondering whether 
size is a reliable indicator of diversity, given 
recent events; distrikts have seceded in 
the past, and she is deep in thought about 
whether there is an optimal arrangement of 
distrikts that enables even to most polarized 
of them to connect to the superstructure 
without fighting too much. 
Every so often she looks up as the train 
passes by and pets the cat absent-mindedly.

This paper and the activities through which its contents have been developed are funded by EIT Climate-KIC and organised by 
Edgeryders as a project under the umbrella of the Science Fiction Economics Lab.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

||| worldbuilding graphic novel
concept and layout | Marco Lo Curzio and Michela De Domenico
drawings | Michela De Domenico
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FEATURED PARTICIPANTS

<XGKDQMD\D�:LMHUDWQH

Author of Numbercaste, The Inhuman Race, 
and several other stories available from Harp-
erCollins and Aethon Books.
Nominated for the Nebula Award, published 
on ForeignPolicy and Slate, and appeared on 
Amazon bestseller lists.
Researcher for Data, Algorithms and Policy 
team at LIRNEasia, a think tank working across 
the Global South; Co-founder and editor of 
Watchdog Sri Lanka, a fact checker. 
For the rest of the time, Yudhanjaya argues 
with the cat, tinkers with OSUN, a series of 
AI+human experiments in creativity, builds 
LPDJLQDU\�ȵRDWLQJ�FLWLHV

Alberto Cottica

Head of Science Fiction Economics Lab. Econ-
omist and network scientist, expert on online 
collaboration, collective intelligence, and partic-
ipatory, networked organization. Worked with 
governments and IGOs in various capacities; 
now entrepreneuring at Edgeryders; civic hack-
ing with Wikitalia and Spaghetti Open Data. In 
the past a reasonably successful rock musician 
(Wikipedia), but he is trying to quit.

1DGLD�(O�ΖPDP

One of the founders and directors of Edg-
eryders. Leads the strategic development for 
Edgeryders Environment and the Climate unit 
and was born in Sweden to African parents, 
raised in Europe and Asia. She is an engineer 
and designer and specialises in building plat-
forms for citizen engagement and distributed 
collaboration.

-RULDP�5DPRV

Author and networks specialists.
Works as Enspiral’s Catalyst - a self managed 
servant leader role that aims to turn the 
network’s invisible resources into something 
visible and available for all. Creator and manag-
er of Jojojo, a personality exploration cardgame 
that uses weird and profound questions to 
accelerate connections between people. Proud 
RZQHU�RI�D�VFL�ȴ�<RXWXEH�FKDQQHO�
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Designer specialised in graphic interactive 
communication. Professor of graphic design at 
AFAM-MIUR.

0LFKDHOD�'H�'RPHQLFR

Architect and comics artist, PhD in Engineering 
construction: the project of recovery. Her com-
ics were published by KAPPAedizioni, Centro 
Fumetto Andrea Pazienza, Tunuè, Edizioni 
ΖQWHUFXOWXUDO��6XSSRUWV�KHU�UHVHDUFK�LQ�WKH�ȴHOG�
of architecture design, teaching at the Messina 
Art School, creating comics and storyboards.
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Now, this was a very elegant move. In one go:
• they greened the economy;
• created a new local player who would fur-
ther green it long-term;
• SURYLGHG�D�WDQJLEOH�EHQHȴW�IRU�WKH�ORFDO�
community;
• bought themselves a lot of goodwill; 
and
• turned a lump of “dead” money into a 
20-years guaranteed revenue stream. 

&RPPXQLW\�IRXQGDWLRQV�GHȴQLWLRQ�RQ�:LNLSHGLD1 

is “instruments of civil society designed to pool 
donations into a coordinated investment and 
JUDQW�PDNLQJ�IDFLOLW\�GHGLFDWHG�SULPDULO\�WR�WKH�
social improvement of a given place”. In 2015 
there were more than 1700 CFs around the 
world2 . They may be private, often endowed by 
an individual or a family but there are also other 
types of ownerships, such as Messina’s commu-
nity foundation for example.

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�VDPH�VRXUFH��WKH�ȴUVW�FRP-
munity foundation was set up in Cleveland in 
�����E\�)UHGHULFN�*R�DQG�RSHUDWHV�QRZ�DV�7KH�
Cleveland Foundation3 and some of the largest 
foundations operate with budgets of several 
hundreds of million dollars.

They are independent registered institutions, 
with philanthropic purposes which serve a de-
ȴQHG�WHUULWRU\���7KH�7DPZRUWK�)RXQGDWLRQ4 de-
ȴQHV�WKHP�E\�VL[�SRLQWV��

ȊWKH\�VHUYH�D�JHRJUDSKLFDOO\�GHȴQHG�FRPPXQLW\��
KDYH�D�EURDGO\�GHȴQHG�PLVVLRQ��VHUYH�DV�D�JUDQW�

���KWWSV���HQ�ZLNLSH-
GLD�RUJ�ZLNL�&RPPX-

nity_foundation

2. Community Foun-
dation Programs & 

Services. Council on 
Foundations, 2015.

3. Cleveland Founda-
tion 100 - Decades. 

The Cleveland Foun-
dation Centennial. 

4. http://www. 
tamworth 

foundation.org/ 
who-we-are/what 
-is-a-community- 

foundation/

Science Fiction Economics Lab is a project organised by 
Edgeryders and supported by EIT Climate-KIC.


