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Imagine a city in which every adult carries a public reliability score. The system compresses loan
repayments, traffic offences, workplace reviews and civic reports into a single number. The story
opens with someone waking to discover that their score has fallen by twenty-seven p...

What makes a fictional system more than a carefully lit backdrop?

Imagine a city in which every adult carries a public reliability score. The system compresses loan
repayments, traffic offences, workplace reviews and civic reports into a single number. The story opens
with someone waking to discover that their score has fallen by twenty-seven points overnight.

That is the beginning of an idea, not yet a world.

Worldbuilding starts when the number refuses to remain on the screen. It affects rent, insurance,
employment, dating, informal loans and the way relatives speak around a dinner table. Reputation
consultants appear. So do forged references, score-based blackmail, districts reserved for highly rated
citizens and families that begin hiding their own members after a damaging classification.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

At that point, the setting becomes more than decorated space. The decisive fact is that one rule has
started producing consequences; the number of details is secondary.

The distinction matters. A map can be beautiful, a dynastic chronology can stretch across three
centuries, and a magic system can be catalogued so meticulously that it seems to require its own tax
code. The world may still feel like cardboard. If the details do not alter one another, the result is an
inventory rather than a system.
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lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

Detail is not the same as relation

A common worldbuilding failure is to use the number of elements as a substitute for the relations among

them. Another country, religion, weapon, festival and royal house are added. The notebook grows heavier
while the world itself does not.

Consider an empire in which healing is fast, cheap and dependable. If that premise is taken seriously,
more than battle scenes will change. The social meaning of danger changes with it, as do the price of
hazardous labour, criminal punishment, insurance, sport, family grief and perhaps even courage. When
injury is usually reversible, part of bravery becomes cheaper. If healing is universally available, some
power differences may shrink. If a single order controls it, the same ability creates a new dependency.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

The same applies to magic, artificial intelligence, immortality or telepathy. The extraordinary element is
spectacle. The world emerges from the institutions, habits, prohibitions, markets and personal
adaptations that grow around it.

Donella Meadows is useful here because systems thinking directs attention away from lists of things and
towards feedback, delay and intervention [1]. This is not a formula for writing fiction, and it does not turn
literature into an engineering exercise. It does, however, remind the writer that a rule often produces its
most interesting effect somewhere other than the place where it was introduced.

A public score may reduce certain forms of fraud. It may also reward conflict avoidance, punish the act of
asking for help, and make people invisible when their lives do not fit the measurable norm. None of this
makes the system automatically evil. That is precisely what makes it useful dramatic material: it may have
local advantages that reasonable people defend while its longer consequences become increasingly
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difficult to sustain.

A bad system does not always require a bad person

In shallow settings, social harm often flows from the will of a single villain. Remove the villain and the
system recovers. That can work in a fable, an allegory or a story deliberately narrowed to one moral
conflict. In a more complex world, however, durable order is rarely explained by one person's character.

Thomas Schelling's work on micromotives and macrobehaviour showed how modest individual
preferences can generate social patterns that nobody separately intended [2]. Fiction can make
productive use of this insight. An oppressive or self-destructive system need not have an omniscient
designer behind it. A handful of locally defensible decisions may be enough to produce a distorted whole.

An imperial office rewards rapid reporting. It penalises false alarms. It promotes loyal officials and
requires every warning to arrive with a proposed solution. None of these rules is necessarily absurd in
isolation. Together, they may create an information environment in which local administrators delay bad
news and the capital receives its most reassuring charts immediately before disaster.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

The conflict is no longer merely moral. It is structural as well. An honest official can still distort. A
well-intentioned leader can reward a metric that hides reality. A justifiably angry rebel can propose a
rapid cure that produces an even deeper form of institutional blindness.

This gives characters more room to move. They do not have to become mouthpieces for competing
ideologies. They can make decisions that are intelligible from their own position while jointly sustaining a
world none of them fully understands.

Institutions live between written rules and lived practice

A constitution, guild code or magical prohibition tells us little by itself about how the world operates. We
also need to know who enforces it, what counts as evidence, how quickly sanctions arrive and who can
afford an appeal.

Douglass North emphasised the interaction between formal rules and informal constraints [3]. In fiction,
the written law and the experienced order need not be identical. Corruption, patronage, shame, kinship,
professional honour and administrative fatigue can shape a rule as decisively as its official wording.

A city may prohibit forbidden magic. That does not tell us who is searched. Wealthy citizens may buy
licences while poorer citizens are punished on the basis of symptoms. Authorities may act only when a
scandal becomes public. Everyone may violate the rule while the community knows exactly whose
tolerated exception can suddenly be reclassified as a crime.
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One of fiction's strongest tensions appears in this gap. The character encounters the rule through the

:

way people apply it, rather than as an abstraction.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

Elinor Ostrom provides a useful counterweight to universal prescriptions. Her work showed that
communities can govern shared resources through different locally developed arrangements, none of
which is guaranteed to work simply because it is communal [4]. For the worldbuilder, the relevant point is
that the same problem can support several apparently stable orders, each with its own costs and
vulnerabilities.

A convincing world therefore does not require one logic to operate everywhere. It requires the differences
to have causes, prices and consequences.

A character does not float above society

Character sheets can mislead the writer. Brave. Loyal. Cynical. Compassionate. These are labels, not yet
a model of decision.

Courage means one thing in a society where a family inherits the debts of its members and another
where personal failure remains personal. Loyalty works differently in a voluntary association than in an
order that is legally or economically almost impossible to leave. Cynicism may be intellectual theatre, a
survival technique or a partly reasonable conclusion drawn from repeated betrayal.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

Clifford Geertz's idea of thick description reminds us that the same gesture can carry different meanings
within different cultural webs [5]. A bow may be courtesy, submission, ironic insult, religious duty or a
legally binding act. The writer need not attach an anthropological footnote to every movement. The
reactions of other characters can make the underlying order legible.
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A good contradiction within a character is not random either. Someone may be brave in public and
frightened in intimacy, generous towards strangers and cruel at home. This does not become depth
merely because opposite traits have been assigned. It becomes intelligible when we can see which
situation carries which loss, shame, obligation or reward.

World and character shape one another. Institutions define available moves; repeated human practice
gradually changes the institution. Without that relation, the character becomes a contemporary person in
period clothing. If the relation is too rigid, the character becomes nothing more than a product of
structure. Story lives in the movement between those extremes.

History is accumulated consequence, not background copy

Fictional history is often a sequence of dates and wars. Such information may help orientation, but it
does not show how the past remains present.

A plague from a century earlier matters through the changes it may have made to the city's street plan,
burial customs, the status of physicians, attitudes towards migrants and public trust in central authority;
its place on a timeline is merely the start. A lost war may survive in language, military spending, school
narratives and in the family names that still open doors.

The consequences of the past need not be uniform. The same event may be liberation for one group,
disintegration for another and remote curriculum material for a third. This does not make the setting
automatically relativist. The difference between events, memories, interests and institutional narratives
creates historical tension.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

Restraint is still necessary. Not every cup needs to be explained through a three-hundred-year trade
conflict. An over-explained world can feel as artificial as one without consequences. The useful question
is whether the elements that matter to the story show signs of accumulation, or whether everything
comes into existence at precisely the moment the plot requires it.

Consistency is not mechanical determinism
Building from consequences can be misunderstood as the claim that each premise has one compulsory
future. It does not.

The same technology may produce different institutions in different societies. The same water shortage
may lead to central rationing, local collective rules, violent capture or technological adaptation. Initial
conditions narrow possibilities; they do not write history on the author's behalf.

The productive material of fiction lies in misunderstanding, learning, resistance, imitation and delayed
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adaptation. People institutionalise solutions that later become difficult to reverse. Consistency does not
require characters to calculate optimally. It requires their errors to have intelligible sources and costs.

Nelson Goodman explored the plurality of systems through which worlds are described and constructed
[6]. It does not follow that every invented world is equally persuasive. A fiction can be tested against its
own commitments: can its rules produce meaningful consequences in an unfamiliar situation, or do they
remain valid only until they inconvenience the protagonist?

Robert Sugden described economic models as "credible worlds": imagined systems from which learning
is possible when their construction and transfer are defensible, rather than miniature copies of reality [7].
A novel is not an economic model. The parallel is useful only at one level. Fiction also selects,
compresses and omits. It must preserve enough relations for consequences to arise from the established
world rather than from the writer's immediate convenience; simulating the whole of reality would be
neither possible nor useful.

A world becomes interesting where its model breaks

A perfectly regular world can become sterile. Story needs exceptions, errors, misunderstandings, new
conditions and people who do not respond as the system expects.

That is not the same as suspending the rules at will. If magic costs memory, the protagonist cannot be
exempt merely because they are the protagonist. They may possess an unusual biological trait, an illegal
technique, an external memory system or a social network that redistributes the cost. Any of these can
work if it opens further consequences rather than deleting the original ones.

Showing the boundary of a model is one of the strongest tools in worldbuilding. An institution may
function in peacetime and collapse during mass displacement. A community rule may be fair at a small
scale and impossible to transfer to an empire. A reputation system may reduce fraud until manipulating
the score becomes cheaper than behaving reliably.

The break does more than produce action. It reveals the conditions that had been holding the previous
order together. Crisis becomes a diagnostic situation rather than simply a louder scene.

lllustration for Building Worlds from Consequences

The workshop does not require every door to be opened

Consequence-based worldbuilding can expand without limit. Follow every technological, economic,
religious and psychological implication and the novel may be preceded by a badly funded social-science
institute.

Selection is necessary.
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The relations that matter are those that change a character's options, alter the price of conflict or
transform the reader's interpretation. Other areas can remain lightly sketched. The writer does not need
the price of every grain if trade never becomes a decision point. But if the capital receives its food
through a single strait, geopolitics cannot remain ornamental cartography.

A practical review can return to a small set of questions:

- What does this element change in ordinary decisions?

- Who benefits, who pays and who remains unseen?

- What information arrives late or distorted?

- Where does official rule diverge from actual practice?

- Under what condition does the solution become the problem?

- Which character sees the same system from a genuinely different position?

These questions are not a secret method and do not guarantee good literature. Language, rhythm,
scene, voice and form remain separate crafts. The questions merely help the world avoid contradicting
itself at the points where the story asks to be taken seriously.

A good world looks back at the reader

Fiction is not valuable because it produces accurate social forecasts. Usually it does not. Characters,
technologies and institutions move within deliberately selected conditions, while reality contains more
variables and more historical accident.

A good world can nevertheless do something that scenery cannot. It can make visible the relation
between a decision and a distant consequence. It can show how a good intention becomes a metric, the
metric becomes an institution, and the institution becomes an environment that produces different people
and different moral problems.

By the end of the reliability-score story, the central question may no longer be whether the system is
simply good or bad. Perhaps it did reduce certain forms of fraud while teaching society to confuse
reliability with obedience. Perhaps rebels free the data only to discover that banks and employers replace
the public score with even less transparent private models. Abolishing the old order then becomes
another beginning rather than a conclusion.

Worldbuilding can therefore operate as a laboratory, but only in a limited sense. It does not prove that
reality would behave in the same way. It allows one condition to be pursued more consistently, brought
into collision with others, and observed at the point where the constructed order begins to creak.

A world becomes more than backdrop when characters do not merely walk through it. They maintain it,
evade it, misunderstand it and alter it. The background does not remain silent. It acts back upon them.

This does not make fiction a scientific model. It can, however, make a possible world precise enough that
we return to our own noticing relations that had previously been too close to see.

References

[1] Meadows, Donella H. (2008): Thinking in Systems: A Primer. Chelsea Green Publishing.
[2] Schelling, Thomas C. (1978): Micromotives and Macrobehavior. W. W. Norton.

[3] North, Douglass C. (1990): Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance. Cambridge
University Press.

[4] Ostrom, Elinor (1990): Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action.

Fractal Solutions info@fractals.hu 718


https://fractals.hu

Fractal Solutions fractals.hu

Cambridge University Press.
[5] Geertz, Clifford (1973): The Interpretation of Cultures. Basic Books.
[6] Goodman, Nelson (1978): Ways of Worldmaking. Hackett Publishing.

[7] Sugden, Robert (2000): "Credible Worlds: The Status of Theoretical Models in Economics.” Journal of
Economic Methodology, 7(1), 1-31. DOI: 10.1080/135017800362220.

Fractal Solutions info@fractals.hu 8/8


https://fractals.hu

