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Playing th Blly o th Bast:
Gams or Larning Stratgic Thinking in Tch Ethics

1. INTRODUCTION

Tchnology is bcoming incrasingly complicit in social injustic. Mass survillanc, automation, and
prdictiv algorithms hav amplid systmic inqualitis (Bnjamin 2019; Parvin 2019; JaariNaimi
2018; Eubanks 2018). Yt, thr has also bn a ris in thical awarnss about tch, particularly in
dsign/nginring ducation. A broad movmnt or social justic in nginring has bn taking
shap in th past dcads (Lydns and Lucna 2018; Rily t al. 2009; Karwat 2020) and many tch/
nginring courss ar laying mor mphasis on thics (Fislr, Garrtt, and Bard 2020).

Howvr, ducational approachs rarly ngag studnts with stratgis to navigat th structural
challngs o strategic ethical inquiry in tch corporations as nginrs and dsignrs (Anupam 2022).
This rrs to inquiry that sks to achiv thical outcoms and practics by nding, incorporating, and
acting on knowldg about organizational structures; that is, th implicit or xplicit ruls or norms that
govrn rsourcs and poplwithin an organization. Spcically, I ocus on thr kinds o organizational
structurs: (1) th material structures which ar concrnd with how rsourcs ar distributd and
accssd; (2) th sociopolitical structures which ar concrnd with issus o powr and agncy o
popl in th organization; and (3) th cultural structures that ncompass th undrlying shard norms,
valus, and blis o th organization.

Larning stratgic thical inquiry is important, as practitionrs in tch organizations must tackl
structural challngs such as limitd agncy and th possibility o rtaliation by thir company in ordr
to adhr to thir thical valus. This is not asy, vn or stablishd practitionrs. For xampl, Timnit
Gbru was allgdly rd rom Googl’s AI Ethics rsarch tam or raising concrns about th racial
biass o Googl’s tchnology (Mtz and Wakabayashi 2020). This situation—whr on is trappd
within a potntially hostil systm— is th “Blly o th Bast” problm (Kvand 1999). This problm
is vn hardr or studnts to larn to navigat, as thy ar not vn situatd in th “blly” to bgin with.

Popular abstract: Amidst a ris in systmic injustics prptuatd by tchnology, thr has bn a growing ocus
on tch thics in ducation. Whil thics courss otn tach studnts how to spot and dlibrat ovr thical is-
sus, thy rarly ocus on what studnts can do to act ths issus as nginrs in tch corporations. Givn that
corporations otn rtaliat against activist mploys, larning how to stratgically navigat corporat structurs is
ncssary to practic tch thics. Digital gams can provid on avnu to hlp studnts larn how to do this as thy
can simulat corporat nvironmnts such as thir structurs o accss, powr, and markt-cultur.

This papr asks: “Can gams b dsignd to hlp studnts larn stratgic thical inquiry, at a distanc rom
thworkplac? I so, how?” To xplor this qustion, I discuss th dsign o a gam, Lights Out Warehouse (in-prog-
rss), which situats playrs as an nginr in a tch corporation sking to automat its warhouss. Th gam is
an intractiv digital narrativ rvolving around th playr’s convrsations with th automation tam, warhous
workrs, and managrs. Whil th gam has multipl ndings, th challng is larning how to navigat its corporat
structurs and prsuad othrs towards solutions that work or all: whr workrs hav mor rights, th company
bnts, and playrs kp thir job.

Keywords: tch thics, intractiv digital narrativs, highr ducation, nginring, automization, powr

Aditya Anupam
Gorgia Tch

aanupam3@gatech.edu

InternationalJournalofRole-Playing -Issue13



32

On approach to this problm is to mploy gams to rcrat th structurs o tch organizations
(Schrir 2021; Anupam 2022). Thy can simulat complx organizational structurs and allow studnts
to xplor thm without ar o rtaliation. In particular, Intractiv Digital Narrativs (IDNs) ar
incrasingly bcoming widsprad mdia or thir ability to ngag audincs with complxity saly
(Konitz, Barbara, and Eladhari 2021).

Drawing on th abov points, I ask:

● Can digital gams b dsignd to hlp studnts larn stratgic thical inquiry, at a distanc rom
th workplac? I so, how?

In particular, I xplor this qustion in rlation to warhous automation. As companis lik
Amazon incrasingly aim tomakwarhouss “lights out” (i.., ully automatd), workrs ar bginning
to unioniz (Clark 2022). This papr discusss a gam, calld Lights Out Warehouse (in-progrss), that
xplors th rol o automation nginrs in th middl o this conict as thy aim to support xploitd
warhous workrs, whil also rtaining thir job, and bnting th company. This rquirs larning
how to tactically navigat th corporat structurs o thir ctional tch company, NilCorp. Whil th
gam dos not aim to provid a dtaild bluprint owhat ral nginrs can do (as ral situations ar ar
mor complx), its primary goal is to illuminat th importanc o stratgic thinking to thical practic.
In doing so, it aims to build on and contribut towards movmnts or social justic in nginring mor
gnrally.

2. BACKGROUND

Thr has bn a ris in digital gams that ocus on navigating structural challngs in a varity o
thically contntious contxts. This is partly bcaus gams, and particularly Intractiv Digital
Narrativs (IDNs), hav aordancs that ar conduciv to ostring ngagmnt with complx systms.
Thy aord “multilinar and multi-prspctiv narrativs (including conicting viws)” that ar idal
or xploring dirnt thical standpoints; thir procdurality allows or th simulation o complx
systms; thy support incrasd ngagmnt du to continuous dback and intraction; and thy allow
playrs to “ail saly” du to thir simulatd natur (Murray 2012; Anupam 2021; Konitz, Barbara,
and Eladhari 2021).

Howvr, thr is still a ky gap in gams (and IDNs) in rlation to th topic o this papr, i..,
thy hav rarly situatd playrs in th position o an nginr in an thically challnging situation.

Som gams that hav ocusd on thically problmatic situations but not in a corporat tch
organization. For xampl, gams such as Papers, Please! (Formosa, Ryan, and Stains 2016) and
This War of Mine (D Smal, Kors, and Sandovar 2019) ar ctiv at simulating th difcult thical
dcision-making ndd in war-lik situations. Gams that do ocus on tch corporations rarly xplor
thproblmohow to do thical inquiryas a dsignr/nginr. For xampl, inUnionDrive (Matajugos
2021) or Sim Sweatshop (Norridg 2012), playrs assum th rol o th xploitd workrs attmpting
to bttr thir own situation. Finally, gams that position playrs as nginrs in tch organizations
such as Eliza (Zachtronics 2021) do not ngag playrs with th structural challngs o ralizing
thical outcoms and goals. For xampl, in Eliza, playrs must dcid which philosophy thy ascrib
to in rlation to th us oAI in mntal halth counsling, such as using it to collct data or halthcar
or opposing it. Howvr, it ocuss lss on what on can do to change th situation within corporat
structurs.
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What do I man by corporat “structurs”? Drawing on my prvious work (Anupam 2022),
which draws rom Iris Marion Young (1990) and Klin and Klinman (2002), I undrstand “structurs”
to man th implicit or xplicit ruls that govrn what on can or cannot do in a givn nvironmnt.
Notably, I ocus on thr kinds o structurs: distributiv structurs, powr structurs, and cultural
structurs (or simply, cultur). Distributiv structurs rr to th ruls that govrn how matrial goods
ar shard in a corporation, such as ruls o th markt and intrnal wag structur. Powr structurs
rr to th ruls which govrn who has authority ovr whom, such as th hirarchy o managmnt
and th division o labor. Cultur rrs to th shard norms and blis o popl, such as markt
undamntalism (Mtcal, Moss, and boyd 2019).

3. LIGHTS OUT WAREHOUSE: GAME DESIGN

Lights Out Warehouse is dsignd as a convrsation-basd intractiv digital narrativ (IDN). It draws
on a rviw o rsarch on warhous and tch workrs, particularly The Cost of Free Shipping: Amazon
in the Global Economy (Alimahomd-Wilson and Rs 2020) and its ssays on Amazon’s warhous
workrs. Th goal o making th gam is to xplor i IDNs can tach studnts to ngag in stratgic
thical inquiry as utur nginrs in a tch corporation.

To do this, th gam situats th playr as an automation nginr in a ctional Commrc
corporation calld NilCorp who must navigat an thically challnging situation. Thir tam’s
“ofcial” task is to automat th local warhouss, which will radicatmany warhousworkrs’ jobs.
Yt, not automating at all can lad to th company losing markt shar. Th playr’s goal in th gam
is to dvlop and raliz thical rsolutions that support th workrs, th nginring tam (including
thmslvs), and th company.

Mor spcically, playrsmust discovr that thy can act in twokyways. First, thy canprsuad
th warhous workrs to unioniz bor thy ar rplacd. Simultanously, thy can also prsuad
thir tam to dvlop automation tools that assist workrs rathr than rplac thm. Collctivly this
approach will provid a suitabl (albit tmporary) thical rsolution within th gam. Whil playrs
will b abl to sns thir progrss through convrsations with th othr charactrs (such as i thy ar
bing prsuadd or not), thy will only know i thy hav bn succssul by th nal act o th gam.

Th gam progrsss as a squnc o convrsations with dirnt charactrs. Each convrsation
taks th orm o a sris omultipl-choic statmnts whr playrs dcidwhat to say and how to say
it. Thir choic acts th dirction o th convrsation and our ky variabls o th othr charactrs—
thir trust in th playr, thir trust in othr charactrs, thir support lvl or unionization, and thir
support lvl or dirnt kinds o automation robots (ull automation, smi-automation, assistiv
automation). Th gam is currntly in an arly prototyp stag and it is plannd to hav v main story
acts. Each act will b a sris o convrsations with dirnt charactrs. Onc th gam is nishd, th
aim is to gt dback rom ral union and tch workrs, and rvis it or rlas. Hr, I discuss th
plannd dsign o th 5 story acts: Th Rsarch, Th Robot, ThWarhous, Th Slowdown, and Th
Dadlin.

Act 1: The Research

Th rst act ocuss on inormation gathring. Th playr larns about thir automation tam, th local
warhous which thy ar to ocus on, and th ky objctiv assignd to thm by th managmnt—
to improv th output o thir warhouss. Through convrsations with thir managr (Figur 1),
tammats, and warhous workrs, th playr larns o th gam-world: th blis/backgrounds o
dirnt charactrs, th plight o th warhous workrs, and a highly comptitiv automation and
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labor markt. A ky choic in this phas involvs dciding how to spnd timwith othr charactrs. Th
mor th playr ocuss on building a positiv rlationship with a charactr, th mor thy ar likly to
gt thir trust and support.

Figure 1: Scrnshot o currnt gam dsign showing a convrsation with th managr.

Act 2: The Robot

Th ky issu in th scond act is dciding what option to pursu to improv warhous output—ull
automation (rplacworkrs) or assistiv automation (support workrs).What dcision is takn dpnds
on actors such as how many tam mmbrs support it, th vidnc or it, and who is prsnt. Ths
actors play out through convrsations with NPC charactrs. For xampl, to prsuad th managr
to support th assistiv automation option, th playr can tll thm that th workrs ar planning to
unioniz. This taks advantag o th act that managrs ar araid to los thir jobs i th workrs do
unioniz. Yt, such an argumnt also carris a risk. Thmanagr may us this inormation to strngthn
anti-union orts rathr than listn to th playr. Having th support o othr nginrs is crucial as
mor voics ar hard to ignor.

Act 3: The Warehouse

Th third act ocuss on th warhous. As th tam bgins dvloping an automation systm basd
on th dcision in th prvious act, th warhous workrs hav thir own dbats about unionization.
Th ky issu is in garnring nough support to call or a unionization vot. By dault, most workrs
ar not intrstd in convrsations about unions or ar anti-union. Thr ar two ky stratgis th
playr can try to chang this situation. Th rst is to gt outsid support or unionization. This would
involv raching out to a collg rind who is part o a larg union organization such as th Amazon
(NilCorp) labor union. Such support can giv mor lgitimacy to th unionization ort, but it may
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not b ctiv locally i ths organizations ar considrd to b “outsidrs” by warhous workrs
and may b corrupt. Th scond approach is to shar insid inormation with th workrs about th
automation plan. Playrs can shar dtails about what tasks thy ar planning to automat, how quickly
it will b don and so on. This can alrt th warhous workrs and motivat thm to unioniz mor
quickly. Howvr, i th playr stays away or too long rom th ofc or thy ar ound talking to th
warhous workrs too otn, thir managr might gt suspicious o thm.

Act 4: The Slowdown

Th ourth act rturns atr som months. Th ky issus involv progrss on th automatd systm
(dcidd in Act 2) and th upcoming dadlin.

I ull automation has bn slctd in Act 2, things ar not going so wll. It is much hardr
atr all. Thr ar two options that th playr can pursu hr: thy can attmpt to push th dadlin
and kp trying or ull automation; or stick to th dadlin, but narrow th ocus o th ull automation
robot to a slctiv robot, only ocusing on a spcic kind o objct such as cans.

I partial automation was slctd in Act 2, thn things ar going wll, and all that is ndd is
som tsting with warhous workrs. Again, th playr has two possibilitis. Thy can attmpt to push
th dadlin by dlibratly slowing down tsting. That mans colluding with th warhous workr
participants to dlay th tsting procss. Or thy could stick to th dadlin and tst normally.

I th playr manags to convinc thir tam to push th dadlin by a wmormonths in ithr
o ths scnarios, thn it will signicantly incras th chancs o th workrs unionizing as thy hav
mor tim until th robot is built to orm a consnsus.

Act 5: The Deadline

Th nal act o th gam ocuss on dirnt possibl ndings basd on thr ky variabls (Figur 2):
unionization, th kind o automation systm, and th managr’s opinion o th playr.

I workrs do not vot to unioniz and th ully automatd solution works, th company will
start rplacing all workrs with thir automatd countrparts. I th slctiv automation robot works
out, thn th company will rplac only thos workrs whos objcts ar now pickd by th robot. In
ithr cas, i th playr did not support unionization and instad supportd th ull/slctiv automation
dcision, thy will b viwd avorably by th managr, givn a rais, and promotd to manag othr
warhous automation projcts.

I th workrs do not vot to unioniz and th assistiv automation robot works out thn th
workload o th workrs will tripl. For xampl, i th robot assistd th workr by bringing thm
shlvs, workrs will spnd mor tim picking and stowing, and lss tim walking. Givn thir
incrasd fcincy, th company will assign thm thr tims th itms to pick and stow.

I workrs do vot to unioniz in tim, thy stop th ully automatd solution rom bing
nactd. Furthr, thy will dmand highr pay, lowr workloads, bttr svranc packags, and
rtraining programs i thy agr to b automatd. Robots will assist workrs in all cass hr. Whil
th company will not prot as much as it could hav compard to th ully automatd solution, th
nhancd fcincy achivd by assistiv automation hlps it rtain its markt shar. This is th bst
cas scnario in th gam.
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4. DISCUSSION

In this sction, I briy discuss how th gam aims to support playrs in stratgically navigating th
corporat distributiv systm, its sociopolitical structurs, and its tch cultur outlind arlir.

First, th playr nds to know and lvrag distributiv structurs such as th survillanc
systm, th budgt/tim o th company, and th warhous wag structur. For xampl, thy cannot
mt opnly with th warhous workrs and discuss unionization within th company prmiss, or
thy risk bing caught. Rathr, thy hav to prsuad th workrs to mt thm in anothr location
(such as th local bar).

Scond, playrs ngag with sociopolitical structurs such as th company hirarchy, th
social groups/dynamics o mploys, and th ars and dsirs o dirnt individuals. For xampl,
playrs may raliz that whil th managr has powr ovr th tam, this powr is contingnt on th
tam’s collctiv complianc. Consquntly, on can lvrag a unitd tam ront to prsuad th
managr to mak dcisions th tam wants.

Finally, playrs hav to ngagwith cultural structurs such as th union cultur o thwarhous
and company, th markt undamntalism o th managr, and th tchnological solutionism o th
nginrs. For xampl, to tackl th cultural mindst o tchnological solutionism (that tchnology
can solv all problms), playrs must convinc th othr nginrs to qustion why thir assignd
problm (“improv warhous output”) should b accptd as givn. Why must th problm b only
about packags and not also about workrs’ rights?

Through this dsign, th gam aims to ncourag studnts to considr not just th tchnical
aspcts o thir work, but also thmatrial, social, and cultural structurs o thir organizations in ordr
to practically bring about thical outcoms.

5. CONCLUSIONAND FUTUREWORK

This papr dscribs th dsign o an in-progrss gam to tach stratgic thical inquiry. It xplors
how gams or taching tch thics rarly ocus on th challngs o stratgic thical inquiry in a

Figure 2: Chart of possible outcomes and their dependencies



37

InternationalJournalofRole-Playing -Issue13

tch corporation. Th gam attmpts to approach this gap in th contxt o warhous automation by
simulating playrs as nginrs in a larg Commrc corporation. Playrs must larn to stratgically
navigat corporat structurs in th gam to support workr’s rights, whil also rtaining thir job,
and bnting th company. In doing so, th gam highlights how it is ncssary to considr practical
structural challngs as part o thical dlibration.

Futurwork or th gam lis in two ky dirctions. First, th contnt o th gamwill b rvisd
to bmor accurat basd on intrviws with activists and nginrs. Scond, I aim to hav th gam b
part o ral thics courss whr it can hlp studnts larn th basics o thical stratgization. I nvision
xtnding th digital gam to a tabltop variation whr studnts assum th rol o th gam’s dirnt
charactrs and xplor nw possibilitis/stratgis, thrby organically xtnding th discours initiatd
by th digital vrsion. Th gam can also b rdsignd by studnts, as th procss o dsign itsl can
tach studnts mor about tch thics.
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