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Motivation: PCG in Context

My work intersects a 
broader range spaces than 
most PCG workshops

! 10,000 Twitter bots
! Chatbots at Google
! Generative art toys
! PCG workshop, GDC, ICCC, 

apps, futurism

! Reporting back from 
the wider world of 
generativity

! PCG in more 
contexts!
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Motivation: PCG in Context

Why talk about politics, ethics, or society in 
the PCG community?

! Designing generative systems is no less 
political than writing a play or painting a 
picture

! All generative systems have context

! “Why are you generating that?”

! “Why are you generating that?”

! What context does it have for you? 
For your audience?
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Motivation: PCG in Context

When we generate (with or 

about) people, we inherit 
more context

This talk: 4 sites to 
examine context
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#1: Signs and signifiers in generators

! So you want to build a generator…
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#1: Signs and signifiers in generators

! So you want to build a generator…

! Where does the meaning come from?

! Structure + Signifiers
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#1: Signs and signifiers in generators

! Where does meaning come from?

! 10% functional, 90% social

! Signifiers carry a lot of social/cultural context

!👏Even👏structures👏come👏with👏
social👏context👏attached👏
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#1: Signs and signifiers in generator
Juxtaposition is powerful

! Signifier + signifier + 
structure = free meaning!

! More cultural/narrative/
social significance => more 
free meaning!

! but you abdicate control..

! ..and uncontrolled juxtaposition of 
socially heavy signifiers => risk of 
telling the wrong stories

http://tinysubversions.com/notes/transphobic-joke-detection/
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues

Where can an algorithm get lots of “significant” 
input? (reality!)

What do you do with it?
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues

! Generative systems often take input

! Seed values

! User choices (intentional or not) 

! Photographs or images 

! Text corpora

! Maps or room data (augmented reality)
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues

! Whose data are you playing with?
! Did they consent for it to be used? 

! Used like that? 
! Can a surprising and emergent generator have 

informed consent?  How will people revoke consent? 
(reroll, delete, mark boundaries, etc)

! Are you opening a gamespace in someone 
else’s home?
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues

Attach generatively shuffled signifiers to physical location? 
Signifiers(context) + location(context) = double context!

http://bl.ocks.org/arnicas/raw/d210166c6d302da09397/
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues

Attach generatively shuffled signifiers to physical location? 
Signifiers(context) + location(context) = double context!

https://whitecollar.thenewinquiry.com/
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#2: Real location, real content, real issues

Generativity + Reality = [Meaning] + ?????
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#3: Generativity in social environments

! Generative agents sharing social space with 
humans
! Posting, following, responding, reacting, liking 

! Harassing, stealing, reposting, interrupting, 
decontextualizing, derailing

! Who “owns” what the bot generates?
! The author or the bot? 

! The person who requested it, the person talking in the conversation? 
The person whose data was used to generate it?
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#3: Generativity in social 
environments
! What creates context in a 

social environment?
! Social expectations (etiquette) and 

conventions (locally shared values, memes 
and language use)

! Status and social standing (bots as servant)
! Which social groups does this bot 

belong to?
! Social structures: “Am I talking to…”

! “my friend/follower/ally”
! “someone I’m conversing with”
! “someone I interrupted”
! “someone who just requested a 

commission”
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#4: What is a person? Possibility & impossibility spaces

! A person is

! Structures 

! Signifiers

! Social expectations

! Simulation

! ????
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#4: What is a person? Possibility & impossibility spaces

! A person is

! A name, health data and occupation (Oregon Trail)

! A table of ever-changing needs (the Sims)

! A gender, age, attractiveness, skills, fears, set of chemical 
dependencies and injuries (Rimworld)

! One of three pronouns, possessions, and a crew of cannibals (Sunless 
Seas)

! In the simulation or in the UI?

! System-visible vs user-visible properties
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#4: What is a person? Possibility & impossibility spaces

! Gender is a:

! Boolean
! Enum
! Floating point number
! Vector
! String 
! Lookup table of event handlers
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#4: What is a person? Possibility & impossibility spaces

! Marriage is a: https://qntm.org/gay

https://qntm.org/gay
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#4: What is a person? Possibility & impossibility spaces

System-visible vs user-visible properties

! Often system-visible:

! Health, inventory, skill bonuses & abilities, nationality/allegiance, 
morality (Ultima-style)

! Often user-visible but not system-visible:

! Gender, ethnicity, presentation, appearance, personal history, name 
(and other social signifiers)

! Rarely represented in generative systems

! Religion (except as allegiance/morality), pregnancy, mental health, 
legal power
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Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

#4: What is a person? Possibility & impossibility spaces

Any generative system is a map of a space

! It includes some features that are relevant for the use case

! It simplifies other features

! It obscures or ignores the rest

! What features did you obscure, what features did you highlight?

! How does that inform how this system can be used? What kind of people it 
can represent?
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! Selecting and 
juxtaposing signifiers

! Deciding what (how/who) 
to simulate

! Engaging in a social 
space

! Making use of people’s 
data

Little Procedural People: 4 places to look at social, ethical, & political context in PCG

Describing people

Simulating people

With people

About people


