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Introduction 

 

This master thesis for the MA Design program of the University of the Arts Iceland 

deals with the artistic method of the superfiction and tries to draft a design method on its 

principles.  

The topic caught my attention for two reasons: First, superfiction, which uses artistic 

means to blur the boundaries between fiction and reality in order to draw attention to 

social grievances, has so far been largely unexamined. Furthermore, I observed that 

speculative and critical design mostly ends up in exhibitions, catalogues or publications with 

little effect on what they were aiming to change. Dune and Raby, the authors of the term 

critical design, say: “We do not actually have to use the proposed products ourselves; it is by 

imagining them being used that they have an effect on us.”1 Otherwise, they would stay 

untouched and lose all the tention they contain. 

Secondly, the investigation and use of superfiction could provide new insights and 

approaches to the role of designers in the design process and their responsibility. I am not 

the only one who feels that it is time that designers also embody their responsibility instead 

of just staying anonymous and hidden behind visual aesthetics. How can we reinstall an 

active relation between projects and designers’ Superfiction could be a well-suited method 

here for approaching a new responsibility because it involves the audience and a broad 

spectrum of interdisciplinary tools. 

Both points led me to the central question: How can this method be applied to a 

politically activist design practice and used to study the mechanisms of design without 

losing the plausibility and trust of the audience? How would the method have to be further 

developed in order to fulfil these conditions and be applicable to my final project? 

Therefore, I based this essay on the analysis of projects and phenomena in the field 

of superfiction and (pop-)culture, I wanted to find out what aspects are useful for the new 

 
1 Dunne and Raby, Design Noir, 63 
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design method. To do so, I involved theory from cultural science, philosophy and design to 

support the analysis with knowledge from other fields. 

What motivates me personally is that activism could benefit so much from methods 

of critical design and art which provide a diverse way of thinking. But it is unfortunately still 

little studied and goes too often with the same old visual language and thereby also with the 

same methods. Change is also necessary here to find a fresh language for a new generation 

of designers and activists. I think this position in middle of cultural change is the right place 

for a contemporary designer. 

The present essay is divided into two parts. The first part works out the basic pillars 

of superfiction in three chapters: In the first chapter I explain the definition of superfiction 

using the terms of superfiction pioneer Peter Hill and one of his main projects. With this and 

with the analysis of formative superfictional projects by other artists, the core aspects of 

superfiction will be worked out. In the second chapter, parallels to literary and cinematic 

fiction will be drawn to derive tools for a credible narrative - the basis of any successful 

superfiction. The third chapter analyses the activist character of superfiction and its activist 

potential. This is done based on the categories that have been worked out previously and by 

means of an exemplary project. 

The second part is devoted to the sketch of a new design method for the use of 

superfiction in the design landscape. With the background knowledge that we gained in the 

first part, I will discuss possible variations and approaches to create "superdesignfictions". 

These steps should give a first idea of what is possible with this method. The steps will be 

supported by my experiences with a superfictional project and examples of modern 

designers. 

I conclude with a look into the future and remaining questions. 

Before we begin, a small digression into the meaning of the term. “Superfiction” is a 

combination of the words "fiction" and "super". Since fiction will be discussed later, I 

conclude this introduction by discussing the euphemism "super". "Super" is a superlative 

and describes things that are superior versions of themselves. Superman is a man, but in a 

much stronger and more intelligent version. Super Bowl is a football match but executed as 

an exaggerated spectacle. Superfiction is an extreme version of fiction. It is capable of things 

a normal fiction cannot achieve. Let's start this thesis by exploring what exactly makes this 

fiction "super" and having a look at its pioneer Peter Hill's definition and work. 



Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, still.

Peter Hill, superfictions1 Instagramaccount.

Press Releases of the Museum of Contemporary Ideas

Article about the Museum of Contemporary Ideas in the Wolkenkratzer art journal.
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Superfiction – An artistic method 

 

CHAPTER 1 – Hill’s superfiction  

The Museum of Contemporary Ideas – Peter Hill 

It is 1984. News agencies, galleries, artists, museums, art journals and magazines 

receive the first press release of a museum in New York City that claims to be the “world 

biggest contemporary space to explore art and ideas”2. An art institution that reacts on 

political and social changes, immediately with an international team of artists, writers and 

thinkers, supported by the billionaire benefactors Alice and Abner “Bucky” Cameron. The 

first exhibition was a show about propaganda and political lies with the name To get Rich is 

Glorious, which was followed by various press releases about the fall of the Berlin wall and 

other socio-political events. The director of the museum, Sunday Anderson, makes a point 

of inviting different international artist groups with contemporary backgrounds and political 

agendas, like the collective Made in Palestine. A progressive and radical concept and the 

counter-reaction to all the old and slow art institutions that are stuck in traditions. The 

German art magazine Wolkenkratzer releases an article about the promising project in 

which they emphasise the visionary character of the museum and its editor Dr. Wolfgang 

Max Faust is asked to create a similar space in Germany. 

The Museum of Contemporary Ideas (MoCI) seems to be a ground-breaking museum, 

on the height of time, with potential to be the blueprint for many more such institutions but 

turned out to be an art project by the British artist Peter Hill and his first superfiction. In 

other words, a fictional museum existent only through press releases that Hill defined as “a 

place where [he] can put ideas down quickly”3. Also, all the employees, the artist groups and 

artists, the benefactors, the location, everything made up but affectionately lined with back-

ground stories and details translated into the visual language of art museums of the 80s.  

His intension: Creating a channel to criticize the slow structure of the art world of the 

80s in a playful but effective way. There is an activistic core to Hill’s method, a means for 

 
2 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 13:30 
3 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 16:50 
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criticism that one can find in many other superfictions. For example, when Walid Raad 

reappraises the Lebanese wars in 1975 till 1990 through the fictive collective The Atlas 

Group (1989 – 2004) 4 and refers to other artists, his father or himself as a source. The 

project works with short texts, real photographs and art pieces that point to realities of war 

in a fictional frame. In contrast, Hill’s MoCI works more as a mirror and reflects the 

“seriousness” of the art world and the “absurdity when art meets money”5. His press 

releases accumulated faith and furthermore verisimilitude to attract attention. 

Attraction and entertainment play a big role in a fiction and so in this method. Beside 

installations and performances, superfictions use narrative tools to create a stimulating 

experience. Hill refers to superfiction as a “fiction escap[ing] from the pages of a novel”6 in a 

recorded lecture in 1999 with the title True Lies and Superfictions.7 

Hill based his idea on three terms which he derives from his own practice: “Heroic 

amateurism”, “logical extremism” and “splitting the eleven”8. They shall be adopted as 

vocabulary in this thesis. Although they overlay in some points, they still represent different 

facets of his practice.  

Heroic amateurism is Hill’s heart of the superfiction. Amateurism, because the artist 

explores new and unknown fields of visual languages and non-transparent structures 

without any pre-set skills or knowledge and acts heroic by risking everything to fail. When 

Hill started the MoCI he had no idea how structures and mechanisms of museums really 

work, he used observations and imagined how he would run a modern museum. He 

imitated press releases, websites and logos without any knowledge about graphic design. 

The accessibility of easy-to-use tools for the creation of visual content, like printers and 

computers, made this possible. Nevertheless, a risky business, since his work could be 

classified as a hoax or even a scam. 9 

This comes from a radical motivation and leads to a logical extreme, Hill’s second 

term. He describes it as the tendency of all amateurs to develop the idea in its logical 

extreme since they are no experts and not stuck to old patterns. In case of the MoCI it was 

 
4 Raad, ‘Art | The Atlas Group | Lebanon | Walid Raad’. 
5 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 13:50 
6 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 5:40 
7 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions. 
8 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 26:40 
9 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions. 



Photo: Peter Hill, Installation view, 1989.

Res Ingold in his Ingold Airlines booth at Cologne Art Fair in 1989.
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the will to go all-in with illusion of the institution. Hill was curious: What would happen? 

How far could he go? And he went far with the project by pretending to be a real museum, 

he was literally sending physical press releases and kept the illusion alive instead of giving 

up and transforming it into a conceptual piece, which would have been way more 

comfortable.   

In contrast, splitting the eleven (to split the eleven), the third and last term, is a 

personal metaphor. It means not following the rules, bending them, finding loopholes, or 

even inventing new ones. Preferred tools are imitation, disguise, deception and humour, in 

order to invade a system and understand the mechanisms, parody them and use them as an 

advantage for the narrative. For the MoCI Hill uses the entrenched system of art museums 

to achieve entrance. He just skipped the starting phase and entered the state of existence 

immediately.  

Most of Hill’s superfictions where then presented as installations. As enterable 

narratives, fictive scenarios, filled with objects of the art world, connected through narrative 

elements related to his own field of work, in this case the art world. Extended by non-

classical narrative tools like websites, press releases and video collages that reach into the 

real world. They enter the zone between fiction and reality, not easy to recognize and 

quickly taken for true. Hill as a person moves into the background as author and director. 

Actors in the superfiction are friends and artists that Hill weaved into his story, playing as 

themselves or as fictive characters.   

 

Performance in superfiction – Ingold Airlines 

A contrasting approach is shown by the Swiss artist Res Ingold and his fictive airline 

Ingold Airlines (1982)10. His project was the first on a list of projects that Hill compiled. As 

the name indicates, the person Res Ingold is linked to his superfiction. In the Media Art 

Net11 archive of media art pieces a description about the superfiction tells us that “its 

products, for example air passenger companions, VIP service, members' club, cargo system, 

and shuttle service, are reflected in a perfectly conceived Corporate Identity, which is 

presented in galleries, in actions, and at trade fairs”12 where Ingold himself represented the 

 
10 Ingold, ‘Ingold Airlines’. 
11 Netz, ‘Medien Kunst Netz | Homepage’. 
12 Net, ‘Media Art Net | Ingold, Res’. 
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airline, dressed in appropriate manner in a business fair booth, to distribute information and 

merchandise. The project reflects on mechanisms of airlines, the associated economy and 

the world of busines. Interesting is that his position as artist is completely different to Hill‘s 

as author of his superfictions. Ingold takes an active part in it whereas Hill stays as director 

in the background. Ingold performs the illusion with all seriousness himself. It gives all the 

control to the artist himself but also all the responsibility. Nevertheless, Hill’s terms can be 

applied here:  Res Ingold is a heroic amateur, since he is the key person people talk to, he 

gives the information directly and he keeps up the illusion through acting. By imitating the 

common visual language of airlines in the 80s he could find a loophole and split the eleven 

in order to reflect the airline economy. The project reached its logical extreme, when Ingold 

offered real flights from Berlin to the 1992 Documenta in Kassel. A performative act with a 

touch of realness.  

In this context, the question arises to what extent fiction plays a role in these 

illusions since parallels to literal fiction are used by the superfictionists to make the 

audience believe in it.  

 

CHAPTER 2 – Fiction in superfiction 

Non-fictions – Documentaries, The Never-Ending Story and Lies 

This chapter explores “fiction” as part in superfiction and tries to answer why it is 

“super”. We have a look at principles of literary and cinematic narration. It helps to 

understand what exactly makes an artwork valid to be a “super” fiction. 

The Cambridge Dictionary Online defines fiction as „a false report or statement that 

you pretend is true.“13 One could also say everything that is not real, everything that never 

happened or is not happening right now. But is that true? Let‘s look at the contrary side to 

understand the actual concept. The term non-fiction brands everything that reports on 

reality, like documentaries, written theory and formats as TV news, newspapers and 

lectures.  

 
13 ‘FICTION | Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary’. Accessed 18 November 2020. 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fiction. 



Coen and Coen, Fargo, 
https://i.pinimg.com/originals/f5/ef/3f/f5ef3f86b1aa2c8a5e-
d683305a70d429.jpg.

Coen and Coen, Fargo, 
https://3.bp.blogspot.com/-bWS9zQFbURI/U1cdsYJSLMI/
AAAAAAAAALs/o1w6ZtA9b1M/s1600/Fargo-+true+story.jpg

Opening Text of the movie Fargo
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These channels are common ways of communication all over the world and we feel 

betrayed if these objects of public trust are misused in order to secretly publish political 

propaganda or ideology, “statement[s] that [they] pretend [are] true.”14 Conversely, fiction 

is also inherent in a political level and contemporary since lies create a society of untrust. 

Also, history claims the term non-fiction even though there is no absolute truth. Does it 

mean everything else is fiction? And does term fiction also refer to lies, scams, hoaxes and 

frauds?15  

In Michael Ende's novel The Never-Ending Story 16, the concepts of phantasy, 

imagination and fiction are brilliantly illuminated and the proximity to the lie is worked out 

in a simulation, in which Ende’s idea of pure and childish phantasy is endangered by lies of 

from the world of adults which are fictions as well, but harmful. Illustrated by a deep black 

nothing, the lies “eat” the world of honest phantasy. Who can distinguish the playful fiction 

from the harmful scam if everything is trapped in a net of lies? Superfiction enters the world 

exactly at this point. What's supposed to be non-fiction becomes carrier of fiction. The 

experimental approach replaces the idea of a deceitful lie, but its principles are still the 

same. Hill and fellow artists used this to get access to those small universes of systems. 

Fiction got many subgenres like science fiction, historical fiction, hyperfiction, sexual fiction, 

metafiction and much more, but we can learn a lot from two of them:  

 

Fiction in fantasy and horror – Fargo & H.P. Lovecraft 

“This is a true story. The events depicted in this film took place in Minnesota in 1987. At the request 

of the survivors, the names have been changed. Out of respect for the dead, the rest has been told 

exactly as it occurred.” 

With Fargo's (1996)17 opening text, the Coen-Brothers use a narrative stylistic device 

with a long history. The first information we get about the story is communicated through 

this text. We know where the presumably real story happened, in “Minnesota”, when, in 

“1987”, and we get an idea what it is about: “the survivors” and “the dead”.  

 
14 ‘FICTION | Meaning in the Cambridge English Dictionary’. Accessed 18 November 2020. 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/fiction. 
15 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 00:00 
16 Ende, The Never-Ending Story. 
17 Coen and Coen, Fargo. 



Fox Broadcasting Company, Logo of the show, 2009.

Beyond Belief: Fact or Fiction logo and show master.
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It closes with the line “the rest has been told exactly as it occurred” and leaves the 

audience uncertain about the realness of the story. On one hand we get this specific 

information about the circumstances that make us believe in it, on the other hand it is a 

fictional movie, “events depicted in this film”, and the audience watches it in a surrounding 

that is made for fictional stories. This is connected to the idea of superfictions.  

First, it is a narrative tool to create tension, a play with the audience’s curiosity for 

strange and creepy facts that are on the edge of belief. The storyteller completely takes the 

attention, and the audience willingly believes in it because they cannot prove the opposite. 

But we also do not really need to know if it was true or not to enjoy a story. “The willing 

suspension of disbelief for the moment”18, a term by the British romantic poet Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, describes the moment in which we can believe a fiction to be true because 

we blend out all the things that speak against the truthfulness.  

Second, the story is told through another layer that makes the background of the 

story more authentic. A literary trick, called frame narrative 19, that was especially 

appreciated by horror writers like H.P. Lovecraft. A representative of this tradition is the 90s 

TV show Beyond Belief: Fact or Fiction (1997) 20, where the spectators are served five stories 

with the premise that some of them could be true. They make use of the language of TV 

shows, documentaries or campfire stories. “This is a true story” is a claimer for narratives 

that are so weird that they could be made up, but they are surprisingly true. These stories 

usually spare out the “right” information but feed us with all kinds of other facts that we 

consider as “always true”. It is a certain amount of strangeness that the audience needs in 

order to stimulate their attention. These story devices create a sense of verisimilitude for 

the events of the narrative, no matter if as storyteller, as found footage, as claimer, as voice 

over or as letter. 

We can also find several examples of frame narratives in world literature and 

cinema, like Tim Burton’s Edward Scissor Hands (1990), J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings 

(1954) or Wes Anderson’s Grand Budapest Hotel (2014). Frame narratives are basically 

stories told in stories without a limitation of layers. The storyteller becomes at the same 

time a character within the world of the book and a source of facts from reality. Not so 

 
18 Oxford Reference, ‘Suspension of Disbelief’. 
19 Malewitz, What Is a Frame Story? 
20 Frakes et al., Beyond Belief. 



Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, still. Int. fish-handel Servaas & Zn., https://
scontent.frkv1-1.fna.fbcdn.net/v/t31.0-
8/23270537_1640218589333141_7249449435863452340_o.
jpg?_nc_cat=104&ccb=2&_nc_sid=e3f864&_nc_eui2=AeG-
77CCBeHPtyGPK-HkPgefzvtis3arYvVW-2Kzdqti9VYm9Ai-
s93cfXoJRaQFP_UZ6v5ZxfGRpoP1N7EX4YlQRq&_nc_
ohc=6RI57VkbPZcAX9CurFV&_nc_ht=scontent.frkv1-1.
fna&oh=8c0f96246bec3bcec4c2b27cbedde317&oe=5FDEC993

Servaas Inc.poster with Ingold Airlines logo Venue of Servaas Inc.
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different to the position of the author in a performative superfiction, like in Res Ingold’s 

airline.  

The Never-Ending Story for example pushes the possibilities of such a frame story 

into its extremes. The book contains at least three layers, which scratch on the physical 

surface of the book, when the reader realizes that the book is simultaneously written by a 

character within the story while reading it. This creates a certain tension and feeling of 

complete fusion with the story. 

Another parallel between superfiction and horror can be found in the practice of 

cross-referencing monsters and creatures. H.P. Lovecraft and fellow weird fiction authors 

Clark Ashton Smith and Robert E. Howard used this method in stories for the magazine 

Weird Tales (1923 – 1940)21 and indirectly created a horror universe that felt alive and 

entertaining. Such a reference can also be found at a poster for the fictive fish company 

“Servaas” (1986)22 with the logo of Ingold Airlines on the top right. 

 

Fictions on the edge of reality – A War of the Worlds and Irving’s hoax  

Fictions that blurred the borders between reality and narrative like Orson Welles 

War of the Worlds broadcast 23 based on H.G. Wells novel and Irving's fake biography of 

Howard Hughes are interesting cases for superfictions because they simulate the 

possibilities of an outward facing fiction and the effects on the non-fictional reality.  

Welles live show is not only fascinating because it caused a small mass panic, but 

also because the format of the broadcast, a mix of a normal weather forecast, regular 

orchestral concert and a live report about the invasion from mars, was too similar to a real 

radio show. Most of the people tuned in after the introduction and considered it to be 

deceptively real. 

In 1972 Clifford M. Irving faked the autobiography of Howard Hughes, a legend at 

the time in the USA. Irving faked not only the existence of his autobiography; he also 

imitated a letter by Hughes that commissioned him to write the book and lied about it in 

interviews on radio and TV. For Irving it was neither a way to earn more money nor to get 

famous. He was a successful writer and quite wealthy. He did it out of curiosity, because of 

 
21 Weird Tales Inc., ‘Weird Tales’. 
22 ‘OvG - Fish Air’. 
23 Welles, Orson Welles - War Of The Worlds - Radio Broadcast 1938 - Complete Broadcast. 

Venue of Servaas Inc.
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the thrill, he split the eleven. Hughes, who was still alive but never showed up in public, was 

the perfect victim for his hoax. Many speculations and gossip made him a myth. This was 

Irving's loophole.24 

What can we learn from this? Irving had to copy different documents and act in front 

of people to keep the illusion. This is only possible through a detailed study of the system, 

the visual language and the social status of his subject.  

Welles never intended to lead anybody astray, his approach to create a new way to 

experience the narrative was of artistic origin. He discovered the vulnerability of the public 

communication system by accident. Irving's actions never really caused harm even though it 

was a planned scam, Wells’ innocent idea instead became a harmful event with serious 

consequences. Both cases evoke an urgent question about the responsibility of the artist 

when working in the space between fiction and reality. But there is another world of fiction 

that is even more harmful. 

 

Dark fictions – Harmful fictions 

Lies, hoaxes and scams are phenomena that one might call dark fictions, located in 

strange networks, complicated circumstances and non-transparent systems and above all  

woven into reality. Quite unlike the entertaining fiction, this one is a harmful fiction that no 

longer has anything to do with a pleasant feeling of tension and otherness. They push the 

borders of what we consider as fiction. 

The word dark leads inevitably to dark web. A place of endless fiction: An 

anonymous person offers to kill on request, special offers for any drug, endless 

opportunities, but empty promises in fact.  

Dark also links to harm. In contrast to Welles and Irving's fiction, this type of fiction is 

intentionally harmful and neither entertaining nor constructive. Completely different in an 

article in the German newspaper Die Zeit online reports about Seda Başay-Yıldız, a Lawyer 

that received death thread letters signed by the “NSU 2.0”, the possible successor of the 

extreme right terrorist group NSU (National Socialist Underground). She was an attorney for 

joint plaintiffs in a case of several terror attacks by the NSU group all over Germany. The 

 
24 Gladwell, ‘Oh Howard, You Idiot!’ 
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terrorists got illegal access to personal information through a right-wing radical policeman 

and threatened her and her family with death. Even though those letters where only scams 

and it is unlikely that the authors of such letters really carry out their threats, they created a 

fictional scenario that immensely affected Başay-Yıldızs' private and professional life. They 

caused fear, unsafe circumstances and psychological terror.25 

There is of course also a connection to contemporary phenomena like deep fake, 

fake news and big data. The ways of truth are still not transparent. Especially in moments of 

global isolation, when online channels become more important, and thereby easier to 

manipulate. A narrow straight and something to consider when planning a superfiction in its 

logical extreme.  

For example, pretending to be someone else is ethically considered as bad, it is theft 

of personal identity and harms the private and public life of the affected person. But is this 

also applicable on the owner of a company that harmed hundreds of lives. Is it unethical to 

use the identity of such a person to uncover a scandal but maybe harms the person and the 

family?  

 It does not matter if fiction is entertaining or harmful, it is able to affect reality. The 

deep connections of narrative mechanisms like suspense of disbelieve and frame narration 

or proximities to lies and dark fictions are what makes the fiction “super”. The narration 

happens not only on paper, it is reality that provides the stage for fictional events. Since this 

“super” fiction offers insights in mechanisms of systems. It makes it the perfect tool for 

activists to uncover injustice conducted by public actors. The next chapter will analyse a 

project that meets these requirements and makes a good example for an activistic, yet 

entertaining approach. 

 

  

 
25 ZEIT ONLINE, ‘Seda Başay-Yıldız’. 



The Yes Men, 2005, 
http://www.whokilledbambi.co.uk/public/2010/08/ARpic1-
590x442.jpg

The Yes Men with the golden skeleton.



 Superdesignfiction  
 

 13  
 

CHAPTER 3 – Activism  

An analysis – The Yes Men 

Hill’s superfiction is critical in its core, because it has the power to mirror complex 

systems. Most of his projects, however, are not radical enough in their criticism and action.  

Let us have a look on two superfictionists that practice a risky but effectful method: 

The American group the Yes Men. They use acting to unmask social injustice, the abuse of 

power by big companies and their absurd mechanisms to create a public discussion. Igor 

Vamos and Jacques Servin do not remain anonymous, faces are always recognizable, only 

their business cards and suits change between actions. They risk not only reputation also 

these companies could ruin them financially.26 

In order to analyse the method, the Yes Men use in their documentary “The Yes Men 

Fix the World”, we will call-back the previously discussed aspects of a superfiction: 

 

(1) Outwards / Inwards - Context & Audience 

The projects shown in the documentary are outward facing superfictions. The Yes Men use 

the rules of the free market to unmask the cruel and absurd things that happen behind 

closed doors, when white men in suits decide about the world. They invade press 

conferences, economy fairs and business meetings. Through radical investigations they 

reveal how powerful those men are but also how weak their self-build castle is. Beside the 

production of documentaries, which makes the achievements of their investigations 

accessible for a wide range of people, a website archive27 is open for everyone who wants to 

take part in their movement. This is how they draw attention of media and public to a 

matter of social injustice and abuse of economic power in the USA. 

(2) Director & Author / Actor & Performance - Method & Position 

Vamos and Servin are not afraid to become active themselves. In order to invade those 

systems, they slip into the roles of representatives of those institutions and perform press 

releases in their names, where they make false announcements to confront them with a 

public discourse. On business conventions they give lectures, talks, briefings or 

 
26 Bonanno, Bichlbaum, and Engfehr, The Yes Men Fix the World. 
27 The Yes Men, ‘The Yes Men Webpage’. 
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presentations of absurd innovations only to find the audience thirsty of money, hyped for a 

good deal or impressed by the special effects of the presentation. In one of their projects 

they pretended to be representatives of the Dow Inc. Cooperation, a producer of products 

for agriculture and chemicals, that did not want to take responsibility for one of the world 

biggest chemical accidents at one of its factories in Bhopal, India. Through fake press 

releases they announced long awaited damage payments of the enterprise. The BBC News 

Channel invited them to make the announcement public. The company then had to publicly 

retract the false announcements thus turning out to be a ruthless enterprise. Alarmingly, 

the market value of the company fell as soon as the public announcement of the financial 

support was published. This reveals the merciless structures of the market: Whoever shows 

humanity will be punished economically. 

(3) Heroic Amateurism – Imitation, Objects & Media  

Depending on which target they choose, they make use of different media to gain 

credibility. For that they make use of strange and absurd design objects, like a golden 

skeleton when they introduced a simulation to calculate the exact “cash value of human 

life”28 again as representatives of the Dow Inc. Their presentation was filled with special 

effects and exaggerated visualisations. Their weapons are diverse and differ a lot they 

always need to study the manners and languages of their enemies to create valid imitations. 

The suit becomes their trademark and the most important weapon. 

(4) Logical Extreme - Risk & Responsibility 

Their actions could not be more logical extreme. They radically follow the thread until the 

end, cross the borders of theorizing and risk their social and financial lives. Not to compare 

to activistic groups in countries ruled by dictators, fascists, or terror groups, where one must 

fear for their lives and playfulness as well as humour are inappropriate and an insult for all 

the brave people stepping up against the authorities. Nevertheless, critic on these 

structures is still an important social service. When they announced help payments in the 

name of the Dow inc. company on BBC one of the biggest critiques was that they played 

 
28 Bonanno, Bichlbaum, and Engfehr, The Yes Men Fix the World. 
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with the hopes of the victims in Bhopal with their action, so they decided to fly there to find 

out everything was all right. A responsible behaviour. 

(5) Splitting the Eleven & Loopholes - Humour & System 

The Yes Men work with a lot of fun and humour, especially when they prepare weird plans 

to parade the free-market and its actors. It contributes a lot to the accessibility of the 

content of the movie. Those systems are stuck in traditions that rely on the same patterns 

and habits. This job blindness makes the perfect loophole to invade the system. 

(6) Verisimilitude & Layers – Narrative & Complexity 

The narrative aspects of their work are connected to the reality of the subject. It is possible 

to compare the costumes with the frame narratives of pop cultural fictions. They create a 

trustworthy narrative, which cannot be distinguished from reality. It takes many steps from 

the initiation of the project until the end, but it is shockingly easy to gain credibility in the 

business world when one acts a white man in a business suit.29  

 

Superdesignfiction – Sketch of a method 

 

CHAPTER 4 – Sketching a design method 

Introduction 

Let’s quickly summarise the first part. Superfictions are fictive Institutions and 

characters that are situated in real structures. They are in their core activistic, especially 

because they can mirror systems to display their weak spots and uncover structures. 

Thereby it is a tool to comment on systematic and socio-political changes. By using devices 

of fictional narrating the artist can create verisimilitude. Besides generating joy, fiction can 

also be harmful phenomena, which links fiction even more to reality. Performance can be 

involved to create a public stage for imitations which changes the perspective of the artist 

Heroic amateurism, emphasises the amateur perspective the artists have when they dive 

 
29 Bonanno, Bichlbaum, and Engfehr, The Yes Men Fix the World. 
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into a new system and the willingness to risk something as required attitude. The logical 

extreme describes the aim to push the projects dimensions in their extremes to reach the 

greatest impact on the outer world. Splitting the eleven is the motivation of spotting 

loopholes in systems, bending their rules and trick them. Superfictions can be used to reflect 

on the art field as an inward facing investigation or to reflect an unknown system, which 

requires observation of the system as an outward facing investigation. 

The following part elaborates the connections between superfiction and design and 

furthermore tries to sketch a design method that makes use of the power superfiction 

contains. Design methods are the sum of tools, procedures and processes designers use to 

tackle any topic. It is a common practice as designer to develop own methods that must be 

customizable and appliable on any topic. The following sketched method should help to 

shift the designer's position from a service provider to an active participant and recipient of 

the impact caused by the design.  

At best, it provides a stage for critique either on the own practice or any other 

system, like Hill’s critic on the world of art museums. Therefore, the designers are meant to 

slip into the role of those they want to criticize or investigate. I think design practice can 

benefit a lot from the activistic core, the playfulness and radical attitude of superfiction.  

Along the development of the method, I will verify certain aspects by means of the 

self-initiated project Refugee World Bank (RWB) 30. Various design theories and examples 

will accompany the discussion and I will come back to terms and ideas of the first part in 

that context. The aim is a fusion of those two worlds, superfiction and design, into a 

superdesignfictional method. 

But let’s start with the seemingly simple question, what is design and how can it be 

transferred into superfiction? 

 

Fusion – Design & superfiction 

An answer to the first question could be: “Everything is Design”. As I find, a rather 

superficial cliché amongst designers. Indeed, I think it is wrong, yet not entirely.  

Actually, we can find the term “design” everywhere: Nail, photo, hair, fashion, 

graphic, industrial, car, home, food or experience design. In all cases the word “design” 

 
30 Kratz, ‘RWB’. 
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refers to visual and functional aspects. But most of all to culture which is influenced by us 

humans, and the design we use. Design is an active process that influences material, 

structures and systems to change their context. You could say it is even manipulative.  

By designing an object, one also designs how to use it, which influences behaviour 

whereby life circumstances change. We design the object, and the object designs us. It 

contains power that goes beyond the form. This power is an important aspect of design and 

it brings a big responsibility.31 In the light of this, the right formulation should be: 

“Everything that is made is design.” It is the sum of pop culture, social change, political 

change and personal experience. 

The role of the designer and thus also how the designer deals with his responsibility 

has changed a lot in the last decades:  

On One hand, due to mass production only a small group of people decides about 

design and influence, which gives them an enormous power over us. We don’t really 

understand the mechanisms of a smartphone, they are closed universes of magical 

complexity hidden behind elegant designs. We are not able to rebuild them, but they 

determine our daily lives so much. 

On the other hand, and this is the paradox, design also became a playground for 

amateurs. Tools for designing are easy to access. DIY became a trend a few years ago and 

that gave non-professional designers back a small part of self-determination. Providers offer 

you sets to build your own website without knowing to code. But do we really gain power 

back by doing our own furniture or advertisement, when society is shaped by much more 

complex design? I cannot answer this question yet, but would it not be great if we could 

hold a mirror up to these systems? And, if yes, how should we proceed to do this? 

 

Direction – Critic of systems 

The first question that we need to face is, what do we want to criticise? It is 

important to mark out the field in which we want to intervene. Like Hill when he wanted to 

criticise the relations between money and art, as well as the “seriousness of the art 

world”32.  

 
31 Colomina and Wigley, Are We Human?. 
32 Hill, Peter Hill - True Lies and Superfictions, 13:50 



Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg, The Scatalog, 2009.

E.Chromi example of coloured poo.
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There are two categories that we get from the definition in the first part. We could 

separate the direction of the superfiction in inward facing reflection derived from Hill and 

outward facing reflection derived from Ingold. For design this means either to (1) reflect on 

design or to (2) reflect through design. (1) Playfulness, humour and the tension between 

fiction and reality make the perfect base for a self-reflection as designer. And this is what 

we need: Consciousness about what we do and the consequences. Not only for ourselves, I 

think it is also important to control and criticise other designers' methods and ethics to 

create a culture of discourse. (2) The possibility to copy and imitate systems through 

superfictions makes it also a powerful outward facing tool to reflect on everything that is a 

human ran system. In this context, being a designer can also be described as a filter. Design 

school recently teach a more academic and research-based practice. We learn to extract the 

essence of everything that confronts us, reconnect it and translate it into design concepts. 

Along the practical basics, students learn methods to discuss culture. It is about learning to 

observe the world and being an amateur in order to understand complex systems and the 

process behind them. In outward facing superdesignfictions designers can use this skill to 

approach a reflection of a system they are not familiar with.  

 A contemporary design tool for criticism is the designfiction, a piece of speculation 

that is mainly popular in the interface between design and science, where it is used to 

imagine the possible futures of new technologies, processes and findings. A good example is 

the E.Chromi (2009) project from a workshop led by Alexandra Daisy Ginsberg. The 

participants and Ginsberg took the manipulation of DNA on bacteria as basis in order to 

sketch a drink, that colours the excrements of the consumers depending upon whether they 

are ill or healthy. In order to imagine all possible usages of the technology, they developed 

several scenarios including the misuse by terrorists.33 

 This design criticism and the possibility to illustrate possible future scenarios only by 

designing an object enables us to build a super design fiction based on speculative objects. 

But how can we approach this fusion in the process? And how can we involve the designing 

of a speculative object? 

 

 

 
33 Ginsberg, ‘E.Chromi’. 
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Janosch Bela Kratz, RWB – Money Bills, 2016.

Janosch Bela Kratz in his Refugee World Bank office at HfG Karlsruhe Rundgang in 2016.

Bills of the R currency for Refugee World Bank with visualisation of 
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Process – RWB 

Basically, there are two possibilities here as well, on one hand (1) the 

superdesignfiction could be, as in Hill's case, the main focus of the project. On the other 

hand (2) superdesignfiction could be based on a critical (and speculative) design object to 

give it a possibility to be tested in a simulated reality. 

(1) Planning a project as superdesignfiction is basically like making a movie. It is 

determined that the outcome is a moving picture and the only thing the author must do is 

to design everything within the genre’s boundaries. This gives the designer the opportunity 

to focus on a specific field, go deep into the structures of a system and analyse it. 

Throughout the process it is possible that several design objects evolve, which are deeply 

connected to the superfictional world and able to contain the criticism. 

(2) In contrary, the superdesignfiction that evolves around an object precedes the 

development of a design concept, which is already a long process with its own methods. 

However, this way connects strongly to speculative design practice, where the object 

creates an alternative image of a future that is influenced by the design object. Where the 

design object in speculative design projects the scenario of its own accord, imaginatively so 

to speak, superfiction can directly confront visitors with speculation and challenge them to 

think critically. A performative approach is advisable and the character choice important. To 

demonstrate these points, I would like to introduce a project as example: 

As a communication design student in Karlsruhe, Germany, I myself made 

experiences with a project, that, in retrospective, I would call a superdesignfiction. In 2016 I 

worked with Ingo Günther and his idea of a landless nation of refugees that needed 

international recognition, also called Refugee Republic (RR) 34. The outcome: A democratic, 

humanitarian and anti-capitalist money system that would be able to communicate the 

story of each refugee movement. The RWB is designed as a proud and non-capitalistic 

organisation. The principles of the bank are creating awareness for the suffering that goes 

along with the flight, providing good circumstances that are worth to live in and initiating an 

open dialog between locals and refugees. It was the result of research currency systems and 

alternative ideas, which I was doing as a complete amateur. But key to this process was that 

for the final exhibition I designed and printed money bills for which I opened a currency 

 
34 Günther, ‘Refugee Republic 3.0’. 
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exchange booth. In my opening hours, customers could exchange Euros into R, the currency 

of the Refugee Republic with implemented expiration date to create an artificial inflation, to 

buy food and drinks at the kiosk. I was dressed in a shirt with a name tag attached to it and 

carried a suitcase filled with money. The fictitious scenario of the RWB was based on the 

design concept of the currency and evolved around the physical bill as a means of 

introducing the idea to a public as interactive and experienceable as possible. 

Instead of creating the object within the superfiction the speculative object asks for a 

scenario that it is put in. The confrontation with the public creates a critical moment and 

leads us to the question about who do we want to confront with the design and who 

confronts them? 

Character – Performance, audience & design 

In a superfiction the artist develops characters like in a novel to confront them with 

reality. In a superdesignfiction the characters are the users of the design. They simulate how 

the design effects behaviour or how it could be implemented into the world. We could also 

call it a test that reflects the concept of an object like Peter Hill the mechanisms of the art 

world. Within a superdesignfiction we need to decide who we want to confront with the 

design object. Indeed, one of the special features of superfiction is that the visitors 

themselves become characters of superfiction, as they are customers of a fictional 

institution, and therefore also fictional. Similar to the effect of the narrative stylistic device 

of "suspension of disbelieve", visitors can also ignore minor inconsistencies in order to give 

in to the superfiction and play along. The safeness of this role can offer enough confidence 

to the visitors that they express their critical view, something I could observe on all the 

visitors of the RWB. Each visitor could play along without exception and even voice criticism 

about the project.  

As in the concept of superfiction, we can also speak about perspectives which I as 

designer can take. We can choose of (1) an active position as the performer in the 

superfiction or (2) a passive position as the author or director of the superdesignfiction, with 

only virtual characters and artefacts. (1) If the designers decide to be the performer in their 

own superdesignfiction, they get the possibility to get reflections of the design object or the 

concept. There are three ways to engage a critical confrontation with the design.  



Tim Bowditch, Hollidays of being a human, 2015.

Thomas Thwaites as GoatMan in action.

Bas Muda, I Like You And You Like I, 2019.

Dion Soethoudt in his performance I Like You And You Like I with a Roomba.
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(1.1) The superdesignfiction as performative contact and evaluation, like in Ingold’s 

superfiction, allows the designers to present their design concept or object to the audience 

themselves. The design thus forms the interface between designer and visitor. One of the 

biggest advantages is that as a designer I can get direct feedback. The biggest eye-opener 

when I went public with the RWB currency were all the conversations that I had as a 

representative of the fictitious bank.  In a kind of survey I could gather feedback and 

evaluate the impact on other people. So they could change my perspective on the project. 

(1.2) The designer Thomas Thwaites on the other hand uses a performative practice 

in the design process itself as research tool. In A holiday from being human (GoatMan) 

(2015)35 he transforms himself into a goat with the help of a wood-metal structure to 

experience what it is like to be another living being. In his case performance becomes a 

research tool, a way for designers to experience the design and the question behind it on 

themselves. A way to choose when building up a superfiction. Put a design object in a 

scenario to experience it on yourself and thereby for others.  

(1.3) The superdesignfiction as performative tool to test existing design 

One project that pushed performative design to its logic extreme is I Like You And 

You Like I (2019) 36. The conceptual designer Dion Soethoudt lived together with a Roomba, 

a vacuuming robot, in one room for seven days. Inspired by the 1974 performance by 

Joseph Beuys, where he lived with a Coyote in one room, Soethoudt wanted to discover the 

dynamics between robotic and organic life. Since robots are part of our reality, he explored 

the relationship between those two entities. Other aspects like the room, objects and the 

concepts are specifically designed for the investigation. Visitors of the Dutch Design Week 

(2019) could observe the intimate situation through a window in the exhibition or online 

through a livestream. In this case the designer would involve a strange design object into 

the superdesignfiction to create a scenario that uncovers every aspect of the object and the 

system that is associated with it. This approach is particularly suitable for reflecting the 

design decisions of other designers and, if necessary, criticising them by interacting with the 

object in a strange situation. 

 

 
35 Thwaites, ‘A Holiday from Being Human (GoatMan)’. 
36 Soethoudt, ‘I Like You And You Like I’. 



Bless, Bless no. 32 Frustverderber, 2007.

Friends of Bless playing football in their performance Bless no. 32 Frustverderber
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These three aspects of performative design are good examples for an intensive 

examination of design and concept. A confrontation that is needed for a critical design 

practice. (2) It is also possible to let others act in the superdesignfiction. In this case the 

designer can keep some influence on the course of the fiction but mainly pass the 

responsibility of the interaction to someone else. It can be useful to use unbiased actors to 

confront them with the design and some instructions. A good example for design in 

performance is the show Bless no. 32 Frustverderber by German design studio Bless. They 

use performance to present their clothing to the public. Thereby they ask especially friends 

to perform daily tasks that let them forget that they perform in front of an audience. For 

their show at the Paris Fashion Week in 2007 the two designers asked their friends to 

perform a football match dressed in the designed cloth. The decision to put only friends in 

these situations is quite simple: Because they are “normal people with all their positive and 

negative sides, who are not always easy to dress.” 37 But also professional performers can 

be the right choice when it comes to exposing the design object to a skilled force that is able 

to keep the imitation much more alive, since the line between fiction and reality should still 

be blurred. A task that untrained actors may not be able to perform. 

In all variations of performance in superdesignfiction the central part is the object. 

The object is what the superdesignfiction circles around, carrier of critic, values and 

message. The objects create the scenario as much as the performance does. It shapes the 

behaviour of the characters and the visitors and is able to influence social life. It is the key in 

this method, but what exactly does the term cover? 

 

Object – Hyper objects, MacGuffins & identities 

The term object has several dimensions but in a superdesignfiction only three are 

relevant. We can use (1) the physical design object as a carrier of speculation or criticism, 

like the Money of the RWB, (2) non-physical objects as connection to the real world to 

maintain the illusion, like the websites and lectures of the Yes Men and (3) the object as the 

total of non-physical and physical objects that make a system that seems to be one, like the 

museum in Hills MoCI.  

 
37 Marchetti and Bless, ‘Objects for an Active Audience’, 273 
 





 Superdesignfiction  
 

 23  
 

(1) The object or thing can be physical and designed piece of material and embodies 

the design, idea and concept. It is a cultural artefact, and it has the power to shape 

behaviour. It is part of the worldbuilding, as a tool but also as the world itself. The physical 

object has a long history in fiction already. But especially since science fiction exists, there 

are weird physical objects, relicts of a possible future from a strange place that shape the 

story, how characters evolve and the world they are acting in. We could say these objects 

are the reason of those worlds and the story initially is based on them. These fictional 

objects are called McGuffins38 and they are plot devices. Like the R: As representative of the 

economic system the bills are the centre object in the superdesignfiction. They transport the 

narrative of the scenario. The stranger the object the better, because this uncertainty 

creates the tension for the superdesignfiction. The audience will ask themselves: What is 

this object, why does it look so strange and what is it for?  

(2) With non-physical objects we enter the world of websites, TV shows, interviews 

and lectures, everything that works as a medium for content. Those objects are mainly 

cultural influenced and follow thereby specific principles. They have their own syntax, in 

visuality, form and content, and reproduce the same effect when copied. If I would like to 

open a shop the market requires that I have a logo to stand out and represent the values 

and ideologies of my product. Mass production and globalisation have the consequence that 

the logo landscape is flat. For example, social media companies all used to have similar, 

round shaped logos, mainly coloured blue, with names that are either two worded or 

invented. It is a common practice but one will paradoxically never reach uniqueness by 

copying visual languages of others. In all cases decisions about symbols, shapes and colours 

are not important in itself but in context to past and present culture and association with 

values.39  Objects that can be used to create the illusion of Institutions.  

(3) These institutions are also objects and a non-physical construct of non-physical 

and physical things, rather “a bunch of things that are loosely, semi-symbiotically affiliated, 

with all kinds of fragilities and funny little spots”40.  Timothy Morton calls them hyper 

objects and says “we’re sort of in them and we sort of are them”41 in an interview with 

 
38 Toran, ‘The MacGuffin Library’. 
39 Vishmidt, Groys, and Metahaven, Uncorporate Identity. 
40 Löve, ‘Nebulous Heaps’. 
41 Löve, ‘Nebulous Heaps’. 
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Kolbrún Þóra Löve about relations between objects, humans and non-humans. What he 

means is that for example Hill’s museum is a heap of things that make the museum. The 

staff, the press releases, the artist groups, the artist names, photographies, websites. 

This leads us to the conclusion that one design object can create the illusion of a 

whole world, a hyper object that we associate with it. Something that is used in speculative 

design, sci-fi or design fiction, because it has the power to tell the audience about the world 

it is in and evokes questions.  

The superdesignfiction is the copy of a hyper object and one itself. It is built around 

physical design objects and surrounded by non-physical objects that maintain the illusion of 

a real hyper object. It is important to keep the relations of objects in mind when conceiving 

a superdesignfiction. And so we end this draft to recall briefly what the last chapters have 

worked out and dare to look a bit into the future of superdesignfictions. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this thesis we could get an overview what superfiction is capable of terms, tools 

and possibilities. Superfiction is an interesting and exciting method for complex art pieces as 

a tool for criticism on complex systems. Its fundamental processes and the critical 

perspectives are perfect for expanding an activist design practice. No matter what we are 

looking at, superdesignfiction is the perfect procedure to uncover the structures and details 

of a system and additionally use design objects to put them in a new light and change the 

perspective of the audience. It is a simulation and the possibility to test design within those 

systems, where the design object can completely unfold its power in a strange environment 

of fictive reality. 

The power of superdesignfiction lies in the examination of the question of fake and 

reality, especially in current times of social distancing and isolation we seem to depend 

more than ever on communication channels we can trust. Fakes are part of our daily life and 

we probably don’t realize when we stumble upon them. The people that make dark fictions 

are the ones that edit the facts, they have a lot of power over information, opinion making 

and mental well-being. Superdesignfiction gives us a tool to play with those social 

phenomena. 
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Superdesignfiction offers an undefined space, it is a design method without 

dogmatism. Anyways, ways of working vary so much between subjects that the method 

itself does not allow strict rules. Hill and his fellow superfictionists show us that different 

approaches need different tools and different systems have different loopholes, there is 

now right way to go. 

In further steps I would like to transfer the draft of a method developed in this thesis 

into practice in my final project and test it on a concrete project in the field of design. In 

doing so I hope not only to maintain the dialogue with the method but ironically also to find 

its possible weaknesses and loopholes. 

The most difficult task will be to reach the point of logic extreme. It demands a huge 

willingness to take personal risks and to let the comfortable anonymity of design authorship 

go. I think this extreme will develop in time in a superdesignfictional practice, when the 

method step by step becomes more applied.  

There are already many examples for good superdesignfiction-like projects with 

activistic approach and playful fictions, something that I am excited to look at them with 

another perspective after this examination.  

Upcoming superdesignfictions could deal with issues in the field of design, as self-

reflection and open dialog about methods, institutions and mechanisms. An interesting 

topic would be, for example, the structures of design schools, which have recently come 

under increasing criticism. Gender equality and diversity in teacher bodies are still not 

implemented in many schools, sexism and patrician structures dominate the landscape. 

Superdesignfiction could help to hold up a mirror to these structures and draw attention to 

this complex issue. 

But also as outward facing topics like big data abuse, weapon industry, populism, 

conspiracy theories or scientific information flow are urgent topics that also tackle the field 

of design, since it plays a big role in every system. But superdesignfiction does not always 

have to aim at larger systems and political and social activism. Even a small-scale 

superdesignfiction can change local structures, create awareness and propose design ideas. 

Up to now, the individual superfictionists have intuitively approached their superfiction. The 

present thesis shows that they have many mechanisms and modes of action in common 

and, on this basis, develops a method that should allow a more targeted approach in the 

future. To further investigate this by means of practical application, but also by means of 
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deeper theoretical studies, it would be especially worthwhile in the current time of social 

upheaval. 

What remains is the question about the ethics. We can never know if it will harm 

somebody when our superdesignfiction crosses the line to reality. How do we know if it will 

turn out as dark fiction instead of play with fiction and reality? We will never even have an 

idea about the exact dimensions of the impact, and we will make mistakes. But instead of 

letting this knowledge die, we should learn from it in order to make superdesignfiction a 

powerful method for critical design.  
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