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Since the brink of human civilization, 
worldbuilding could be considered an 
ongoing investigation. What we see 
today around us, and our methods of 
interaction, are technically the results of 
generational cascading worldbuilding 
mastered by several artists, scientists, 
merchants, individuals in power, and 
many more who have had an effect in 
curving earth to where it is today. In 
fact, you may find evidence of 
worldbuilding in your time on earth as 
well, whether it be in the form of 
creating blanket tents and playing house-
house, to building rules and methods to 
manage your personal finances. 
Worldbuilding in this context is all 
encompassing, which makes it a 
challenging train of thought to catch. 
Dividing worldbuilding into its multiple 
verticals seems to make the challenge 
plausible, yet divided in its approach 
requiring re-alignment. Lets study one 
such crossroads that has been a point of 
contention for generations, especially in 
the Indian context as well.

The intersection of cultural heritage and 
digital technology is currently situated at 

a precarious yet fertile threshold, where 
the traditional preservation of static 
monuments is being supplanted by the 
conceptualization of heritage as a 
dynamic, living, and often contested 
system. Insights from the Worldbuilder 
roundtables in Ahmedabad and Delhi 
reveal a critical community of practice—
comprising architects, historians, game 
designers, and conservationists—that is 
actively redefining heritage futures 
through the lens of new media and 
speculative worldbuilding.1 This 
transition is not merely technical but 
deeply political, occurring against a 
backdrop of increasing monocultural 
pressures, neoliberal co-option of 
cultural assets, and the persistent 
shadows of colonial archival structures.1 

By grounding these contemporary 
dialogues in theoretical frameworks, a 
nuanced understanding emerges of how 
digital infrastructures might either study 
existing power hierarchies or serve as 
catalysts for a radical, pluralistic 
reimagining of our shared pasts.

Through the Worldbuilder Roundtable 
settings held in Delhi and Ahmedabad in 

Introduction
Speculative Heritage and the Digital Commons

“Worldbuilding began in speculative fiction and fantasy, where writers such as 
J.R.R. Tolkien sketched entire worlds into being—lands with their own terrains, 
cultures, histories and internal logics that readers could step into and inhabit. 

First conceived as a literary method for imagining alternate realities with 
coherence and depth, it has since extended into other cultural domains such as 
cinema, theatre, architecture and gaming, where its principles help shape and 

communicate complex narrative environments.” 

~ Mrinalini Ghadiok, author, architect and worldbuilder.
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Through the Worldbuilder event series, 
creatives from across the country found 
a platform to express their versions and 
tools of worldbuilding. It behaved as a 
cascading and overlapping collection of 
frameworks, methodologies, activities 
and showcases that directly linked to 
worldbuilding, tugging it to expand its 
definition. 

While speculative design does come 
accompanied with studios and 
practitioners continuously experimenting 
and creating new frameworks and tools, 
worldbuilding (being a further umbrella 
term for blue sky creation) is massive 
enough to humble framework builders. 
The question here lies in the context and 
interpretation in reference to the 
worldbuilders themselves (in this case 
the creators who joined us at our 
roundtable conferences) to build tools to 
assist young worldbuilders to tackle the 
gargantuan thinking required to 
construct these worlds. 

In this segment we will explore and 
experiment to discover the worlds that 
we will build, and how we will build 
them. The following tools are 

experimental and creative, so they can 
be up to your own interpretation, and 
are not prescriptive in their nature. 

While the magnitude of content 
generated in both roundtable discussions 
seems to appear overwhelming, it’s 
possible to draw out specific insights 
that encourage projects and creators to 
take a journey to approach and define 
heritage futures to themselves. 

From a creative standpoint, making a 
stance on heritage may seem like a 
daunting task. Budding creators may 
may be questioning their validity in 
addressing heritage and more 
experiences heritage practitioners may 
be struggling to find their place on the 
technological spectrum. While 
circumstances of creators continue to be 
at crossroads, this publication aims to 
build a collaborative ecosystem, and 
courage to create more content on our 
shared heritage futures.

Tools of Heritage 
Worldbuilding

Key Values of 
Worldbuilding for 
Heritage Futures

Find your personal 
heritage, that which comes 
naturally to you.

Collaborate and absorb 
knowledge openly, with 
individuals and 
institutions alike.

Apply a meaningul logic 
to your approach that is 
compelling, yet structured.

Build resources to define 
your idea, and support a 
growing community 
repository

Find new pathways for 
sensitive preservation to 
meet today’s real world 
challenges.
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Synthesis and Foresight
The "Worldbuilder x Heritage Futures" 
roundtables in Ahmedabad and Delhi 
conclude that the journey toward a 
resilient heritage future requires a 
collaborative, pluralistic, and 
technologically engaged approach.1 The 
challenges are immense, ranging from 
fighting systemic propaganda and 
institutional gatekeeping to 
bootstrapping independent projects 
against incredible financial odds. Yet, the 
commitment to building a "multiverse of 
archives" and a "thinking forest" for 
India’s heritage suggests a path forward.1

By integrating local storytelling, filling 
cultural asset gaps, and supplanting 
western or traditional worldbuilding by 
networked and cascading models of 
thought, creators can move away from 
the "Heroic" narrative of domination 
toward one of "gathering, holding, and 
sharing".3 This facilitates an "infinite 
game" of continuous cultural production 
rather than a "finite game" with a clear 
end-goal.1 The tangible next steps—
including the development of university 
electives, the launch of fellowship 
programs, and the push for digital 
repatriation policies—are the first seeds 
of this ecosystem.1 Ultimately, the goal is 

to create a space where heritage still 
breathes, where the digital and physical 
co-exist in a "phygital" synthesis that 
empowers marginalized voices and 
ensures that the world of today is a 
heritage of tomorrow that we can be 
proud to leave behind.1

The shift from "conserving" to 
"activating" heritage is essential in an era 
of climate crisis and political instability.1 

Whether through the procedural 
generation of historical architecture or 
the volumetric capture of intangible 
dance, technology must be used not just 
to replicate the past but to interrogate 
it.1 This requires a radical openness—a 
"disobedient" stance toward existing 
power structures—and a commitment to 
the ethics of representation and equity. 

Only through such a multi-faceted 
approach can the "immense multicultural 
universe" of ideas that defines the Indian 
subcontinent be preserved and 
reimagined for the generations to come.1

The synthesis of these roundtable 
insights reveals that heritage is not a 
static legacy to be guarded by elite 
institutions, but a living, breathing field 

of action. The transition from 
"monuments" to "living systems" is a call 
to recognize the agency of communities, 
the materiality of the digital, and the 
profound political consequences of how 
we choose to archive our collective 
existence. By embracing the 
"disobedient" potential of technology and 
the networked and hyperlocal logic of 
inclusive storytelling, we can manifest 
heritage futures that are resilient, 
equitable, and truly representative of the 
diverse tapestry of human experience.

From the Ahmedabad transcript, the 
research drew on discussions regarding 
the city's World Heritage status and the 
failure to address residents' lived 
realities, alongside theoretical 
frameworks like "archive entropy" and 
the "permanently impermanent" nature 
of built environments. It also 
incorporated the specific dialogue from 
Ahmedabad concerning the "disobedient" 
nature of archives and the role of the 
body as a primary container of history.
From the Delhi transcript, the research 
extracted the more overtly political and 
economic critiques, such as the "culture-
as-business" mindset (the "one rupee to 
100" mandate) and the erasure of 
syncretic histories like the birth of Urdu 
at the Red Fort. It also specifically used 
the Delhi session's focus on technical 
hurdles, such as the "Delhi smog cloud" 
asset gap and the ethical case study of 

the Son of Tanjai project.

By combining these, the report was able 
to link Ahmedabad’s focus on archival 
theory and ecological systems with 
Delhi’s focus on power dynamics and the 
economics of digitization. We hope 
through this publication, the 
conversation continues to grow and 
inspire worldbuilders everywhere.

Editorial Note
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The Worldbuilder Team
This festival, and the roundtable conversations within, were curated 
and facilitated by Avinash Kumar and Mrinalini Ghadiok.

The Worldbuilder project was managed and mobilized by Amishi 
Mehta, and the design effort was a product of Aayush Mahale, 
residents of Unbox Labs Goa, and Denver Fernandez. The 
sketchnote effort was made by Purva Bhandari, Nikita Lakkaraju 
and Hriday Lodh from NID Ahmedabad.

The Worlbuilder team could not be happier about the ongoing 
success of this initiative, and we hope to continue to give a stage to 
visionary Indian worldbuilders, unite creative practitioners, conduct 
provocative heritage futures conversations, and build a unique and 
holistic definition of worldbuilding in the Indian context.


