


Games can be used to model systems because they are themselves sys-
tems. Video games handle this under the hood and teach you as you play, 
but because board games are operated manually, and require the player 
to understand the system beforehand, they can be a valuable tool for rec-
ognizing, understanding, and critiquing real-world systems, including 
systems of oppression. These systems, often unseen and misunderstood, 
haunt our world. Board games turn these ghosts into pieces of cardboard 
we can see, touch, and manipulate.

Cardboard Ghosts: Using Physical Games to Model and Critique Systems 
explores both the capabilities and limitations of overtly political board games 
to model systems and make arguments. Two major approaches are considered 
and contrasted: one, built around immersion and identification, creates empa-
thy. The other, applying the Verfremdungseffekt to distance the player from 
the game, creating space for reflection. Uncomfortable questions of player 
roles and complicity when modelling oppressive systems are examined.

Throughout this book, board game designer Amabel Holland draws 
connections to computer games, literature, theatre, television, music, film, 
and her own life, framing board games as an achingly human art form, 
albeit one still growing into its full potential. Anyone interested in that 
potential, or in the value of political art in today’s world, will find many 
provocative and enriching ideas within.

Key Features:

	•	 Surveys the history of commercial board games as a polemical and 
persuasive form.

	•	 Explores games existing at the edges of the industry that push the 
boundaries of what games can do and be.

	•	 Grapples with the ethical and moral considerations of simulating 
real-world horrors.

	•	 Provides a case study of the author’s influential game This Guilty 
Land.

	•	 Lively prose and personal anecdotes makes complicated theory 
digestible for a wide audience.
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Series Preface

The history of games goes back at least 5,000 years, and game materials 
are routinely found in archeological digs around the world. They are an 
integral part of what makes us human.

And yet the scholarly study of games as a craft, tabletop games in par-
ticular, is a relatively recent development. Their study has gone hand in 
hand with an explosion of creativity in tabletop games, and increasing 
cultural penetration and acceptance in all their forms.

Because of their centrality to the human experience, it is unsurprising 
that the study of games touches on many spheres. Art, science, philosophy, 
storytelling, psychology, math, social dynamics, and system engineering 
are just some of the disciplines that inform and guide the design of games, 
and our reaction to them.

The goal of this book series is for each volume to take a tightly focused 
look at a single topic within this spectrum, authored by an expert in the 
field. The diversity of topics demands a diverse set of authors, each of 
whom brings their particular knowledge, experience, and perspective to 
the realm of game design.

It is in this spirit that we are very pleased to bring you this volume of the 
CRC Press Guides to Tabletop Game Design.

Geoff Engelstein
Series Editor
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C H A P T E R  1

Stories and Systems

Years ago, I read something that changed how I thought about games. In a 
roundabout way, it changed my life.

I would love to share it with you, but it’s gone. It was a post on a trashy 
trans Tumblr blog,1 and it was scrubbed away in late 2018 along with all 
the other joyously unclean things in an attempt to make the site more 
palatable to investors, advertisers, and credit card processors. Maybe the 
most important thing I have ever read, a real On First Looking Into 
Chapman’s Homer sort of thing, and it’s gone forever because a cell phone 
company thought the weird horny website would finally become profitable 
if it wasn’t weird and horny.2

The post was written by a trans woman who was a board game designer, 
and it was about how badly games model romance and intimacy. Games 
are really good at modeling combat, she argued. You can measure some-
one’s hit points or exhaustion or morale, and you can whittle that down – 
track someone’s willingness to continue fighting. But when games try to 
model something as ineffable as attraction or affection, it is rendered as a 
kind of combat: whittling down the opposing side’s “emotional hit points”, 
or doing enough tasks (giving gifts, choosing the right dialogue options) 
to increase their mathematically-measured affinity for you. It’s a clumsy 
model at best, a clear example of everything looking like a nail when all 
you have is a hammer. At worst, it plays into the toxic idea of someone 
being “owed” affection or intimacy because they’ve spent x number of 
dollars or spent y amount of time with you.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1201/9781003500834-1
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Her conclusion, as I remember it, was that games don’t yet have the 
tools to model such things, and they might never get them. Because games, 
and board games especially, reduce everything to something tangible and 
measurable. Something as slippery as political influence becomes a 
wooden cube in your color. Happiness is a piece of cardboard scooting up 
a track. Games are blunt, obvious things, a collection of yes/no binary 
states and strict rules. A game cannot hold a poem’s shades of meaning, 
metaphors melting into each other, contradicting, expressing, reaching: it 
strips all that away, literalizes it, turns it into a single thing that can be 
counted and held.

She expressed it as anguish and frustration. I shared in that, and still 
do. But I also saw a tremendous amount of potential in that process of lit-
eralizing. Games are bad at mechanically modeling love, grief, and melan-
choly because it must give those incorporeal things a physicality. But what 
if you wanted to give something incorporeal a physical form? What if that 
very act transformed something inscrutable into something comprehen-
sible and observable?

At the time that I read this, I had designed a few dozen published games. 
Many of them were in the tradition of historical conflict simulations – 
games that sought to model history and make arguments about it. But 
until I read that Tumblr post, it hadn’t yet clicked that I could use games 
to literalize, model, and understand systems, particularly political systems 
and systems of oppression. Like I said, it changed how I thought about 
games.

I also said it changed my life. In what I could only characterize as a 
cosmic coincidence, some time later its author, Erin Escobedo, sent me an 
email. The lady who rewired my brain wanted my company to publish her 
first board game, Meltwater: A Game of Tactical Starvation. Afterwards, 
we became friends. In this trashy, crabby trans woman I recognized a lot 
of myself, or, to be more precise, I recognized things I had always wanted 
for myself. Erin didn’t crack my egg,3 but when it did crack, she gave me a 
direction to run toward instead of from.

The story of how my egg cracked isn’t particularly interesting, and I’m 
not going to share it here. The short version is that I recognized myself in 
other trans people who shared their experiences, and who gave me the 
language and concepts I needed to understand myself. That information 
was not available to me throughout most of my life. If I saw depictions 
of  trans people in media, it wasn’t trans people sharing their own 


