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In tro duc tion
Dur ing the second half of 2022, I de veloped a work ing pro to type for a
board game on the theme of do mestic vi ol ence against chil dren in
Ire land. Black & Blue is set in the 1980s, a period which over laps with
my own child hood and, more im port antly, situ ates the ac tion of the
game after the global dis sem in a tion of re search on the Battered Child
Syn drome (Kempe, Sil ver man, et al., 1962) but prior to the pro fes sion‐ 
al iz a tion of so cial work in Ire land (Skehill, O’Sul li van & Buckley 1999),
in creased fund ing for child pro tec tion ser vices, and the child- centred
le gis lat ive re forms of the 1990s (Buckley, Whelan et al. 2008� 9-12) 2. It
also comes be fore child- focused amend ments to the Irish Con sti tu‐ 
tion and the cre ation of multi- agency safe guard ing struc tures in the
2010s 3. Such struc tures (Tusla in Ire land and Multi- Agency Safe‐ 
guard ing Hubs in the UK) emerged in re sponse to pub lic rev el a tions
of abuse and the re cog ni tion that dis pers ing child safe guard ing re‐ 
spons ib il it ies across in di vidual agen cies work ing in isol a tion and not
sys tem at ic ally shar ing in form a tion was en dan ger ing chil dren (DCYA
2017� 2-3).

1

My prin cipal ob ject ive was to meas ure the po ten tial of the long ex‐ 
per i mental pro cess of game design (as op posed to the re l at ively short
ex per i ence of ac tual game play) to ac tiv ate, re in force, guide or ac‐ 
com pany in some way the his tori ography of child mal treat ment. In tu‐ 
it ively, I felt that there could be be ne fits for the historian- designer in
per form at ively re search ing frame works for them at ic ally co her ent in- 
game choices and that the ex per i mental and ex per i en tial as pects of
the design pro cess it self could open up prom ising qual it at ive re‐ 
search path ways. ‘Per form at ively,’ in this con text, refers to con duct‐ 
ing re search and ex per i ment a tion in a man ner that act ively shapes
and gen er ates know ledge, high light ing the dy namic pro cess of doing,
en act ing, and em body ing the re search (Hase man 2006). My ex per i‐ 
ment (which in volved both con cep tion and playtest ing 4) was dir ectly
mo tiv ated by an in vit a tion to par ti cip ate in the Uni ver sity of Lille re‐
search pro ject “Le do mest ique comme lieu de (re)pro duc tion du poli‐ 
tique”, in the con text of which I had the op por tun ity to present the
game for the first time dur ing a work shop on do mestic space and vi‐ 
ol ence in Feb ru ary 2023 5.
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The no tion of trans lat ing real- world vi ol ence against chil dren into a
game will not ap peal to every one. Some will see it as an in ap pro pri ate
re sponse to a com plex and sens it ive issue 6, un eth ical, in bad taste,
highly of fens ive, a waste of time, or all of these at once. This is un der‐ 
stand able. In the 20  cen tury 7, board game de sign ers did not gen er‐ 
ally adopt a crit ical ap proach to the issue of vi ol ence. Com bat, death
and de struc tion are them at ic ally es sen tial to many games 8 but the
su per fi cial, designer- generated nar rat ives of the vast ma jor ity of
com mer cial titles have hindered rather than pro moted ser i ous,
player- generated con ver sa tions about vi ol ence 9. Out side the genre
of his tor ic ally ac cur ate war games which de pict battles in me tic u lous
de tail 10, there has been little en thu si asm for fa cil it at ing the trans fer
of in sights from the in- game ac tions of char ac ters to real- world,
flesh- and-blood play ers. In Cluedo (1949), for ex ample, games begin
after Dr Black has been murdered. Three of the six po ten tial murder
weapons (lead pipe, can dle stick and wrench) imply that he has been
bru tally beaten to death but the theme of ex treme vi ol ence is only
briefly present to provide a sen sa tional (and, thus, com mer cially at‐ 
tract ive) back drop for a straight for ward elim in a tion and de duc tion
game, and is not meant to be ex plored in any depth by play ers. The
de signer simply took ad vant age of the vogue for murder mys tery
games in the 1940s (Pilon 2015). To bias Allen’s Serial Killer: The Board
Game (1991) pushes the trivi al iz a tion of murder to even greater
lengths by hav ing play ers con trol char ac ters who travel around a map
of the United States killing as many in no cents as pos sible while try ing
to avoid get ting caught in states with the death pen alty (Shatzkin
1992). Games such as this do no more than provide sub vers ive, ir rev‐ 
er ent and cath artic en ter tain ment, and only pro mote a deeper un‐ 
der stand ing of what it is to be a vic tim or per pet rator of hor rible
crimes when they at tract the crit ical at ten tion of the media, politi‐ 
cians or con cerned cit izens, and a pub lic de bate en sues.

3
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The po ten tial of this me dium to pro mote crit ical think ing and stim u‐ 
late nu anced con ver sa tions about his tor ical and con tem por ary so cial
is sues has been lim ited by the per cep tion of play as a use less activ ity.
Ac cord ing to an thro po lo gist Thomas Malaby, “the his tory of West ern
thought has con struc ted a dis tinc tion between pro duct ive ac tion as a
con tri bu tion to so ci ety (ul ti mately in the ma ter ial sense) and un pro‐ 
duct ive ac tion, or play” (Malaby 2007� 100). 11 Board game de sign ers
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Jakub Wiśniewski and Michał Oracz cor rob or ate Malaby’s ana lysis
that play is not ex pec ted by the gen eral pub lic to lead to new in‐ 
sights:

We were told that board games can not and should not con front a
mean ing ful story, like a book does […] and that people don’t need
them to be thought- provoking. […] We heard that board games can ‐
not present any thing else but sheer fun. […] That the plot of board
games should be pre textual, flat and shal low so that it won’t draw the
at ten tion away from the rules, mech an ics and simply hav ing fun. And
if some thing more ser i ous was to ap pear, it should only be presen ted
by an in ter pret a tion of some ser i ous me dium such as a book or a
movie (Wiśniewski and Oracz 2017a).

In the past, ser i ous themes tack ling and teach ing con tem por ary so ci‐ 
etal is sues 12 were some times mapped onto (lit er ally screen- printed
or pas ted onto the sur face of) racetrack- style games with simple roll- 
and-move mech an ics. Polit ical, satir ical and moral vari ations of the
pop u lar Game of the Goose were used to gently in tro duce dif fi cult
sub jects to chil dren or cash in on cur rent af fairs 13.

5

More often than not, genu inely thought- provoking con tent has
ended up being sim pli fied to the point of mean ing less ab strac tion
(Snakes and Lad ders) 14, pushed into the back ground (Cluedo) or elim‐ 
in ated en tirely to meet the needs of the main stream mar ket place.
The prime ex em plar of the lat ter is Eliza beth Magie’s tax a tion board
game The Land lord’s Game (1904) 15. This was ac quired by Parker
Broth ers in 1935 and im me di ately shelved to make way for their
hyper- capitalist Mono poly (1935), which al most cer tainly pla gi ar ised
Magie’s concept but ex cised the anti- capitalist con tent (Orbanes
2006� 9-10).

6

In the 21  cen tury, artists, aca dem ics and de sign ers are in creas ingly
em bra cing the enorm ous nar rat ive po ten tial of boar games: “[t]he
fact that a cer tain trend is emer ging, one that car ries ex pan ded and
ser i ous stor ies, is un deni able and heart warm ing” (Wiśniewski, Oracz,
et al. 2017a). Fo cus ing more on what play ers carry away with them
when they re turn to the real world 16 than on short- term, in- game
thrills, cre at ors such as Brenda Romero in the US and 11-Bit Stu dio in
Po land have com pletely trans formed how we think about the me‐ 
dium, cre at ing vis ceral ex per i ences 17 which force play ers into
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paradigm- shifting moral di lem mas in scen arios that haunt them long
after the game is over. It is de sign ers like these who in spired me to
cre ate Black & Blue.

This art icle is neither a his tory of child safe guard ing in Ire land nor a
sug ges tion that board games can gen er ate such a his tory. It does not
aim to con trib ute to the in tel lec tual or con cep tual ar chi tec ture of
do mestic vi ol ence his tory. It is, rather, a re port on a single ex per i‐ 
ment and an ex pos i tion of how the think ing and prob lem solv ing that
takes place in the game design pro cess might trans fer over to the
early stages of do mestic vi ol ence his tori ography. As such it is con‐ 
cerned with “the im prove ment of prac tice, and new epi stem o lo gies
dis tilled from �…� un der stand ings of ac tion in con text.” (Hase man
2006). I will begin with an ex plor a tion of the im me di ate lit er ary
source for Black & Blue, a brief but per suas ive de pic tion of do mestic
vi ol ence against a child in R. F. Kuang’s 2022 novel Babel. Part two will
sur vey a game and a game sys tem which gen er ate the ex per i ences
and un der stand ing I am aim ing for. In the third part, I will apply Fre‐ 
deric Jameson’s con cep tion of ‘cog nit ive map ping’ to board game
design and argue that it is in the ca pa city of games to cre ate nav ig‐ 
able it in er ar ies through com plex and pain ful real it ies and po ten tially
cre ate pre lim in ary roadmaps for re search that their his tori ograph ical
value lies. And fi nally, in part four, I will de scribe and ana lyse Black &
Blue. His tor ical ana lysis will be offered through out where rel ev ant,
par tic u larly in the last sec tion.

8

1. Con ver sa tions with the fu ture
Pro fessor Lov ell […] did not look like a man in the throes of a tem ‐
pes tu ous rage. He was not shout ing; his eyes were not wild; his
cheeks had not even turned red. He seemed simply, with every hard
and de lib er ate blow, to be at tempt ing to in flict max imum pain with
the min imum risk of per man ent in jury. For he did not strike Robin’s
head, nor did he apply so much force that Robin’s ribs would crack.
No; he only dealt bruises that could be eas ily hid den and that, in
time, would heal com pletely (Kuang 2022� 39-40).

R. F. Kuang’s ac count of an adult coldly and ef fi ciently beat ing the
orphaned child in his care has the ring of truth about it. Many of
those who have suffered phys ical mal treat ment as chil dren will re ‐

9
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cog nize some or all of the ele ments of the scene. The fact that this is
spec u lat ive fic tion set in an al tern ate ver sion of 1830s Eng land rather
than a work of empirical- analytical his tory will not di min ish the force
of this re cog ni tion. Nor should it neg ate its value as a means of un‐ 
der stand ing our past. Aca demic his tori ography, or the struc tur ing by
university- trained spe cial ists of the bits and pieces of the past into
their pre ferred nar rat ives, is not the only way to en gage with that
past. As Delu er moz and Singaravélou have ar gued, “the study of past
pos sib il it ies and coun ter fac tual ana lysis may open one’s eyes and
provide new op por tun it ies for ac tion in the present [en abling] an ori‐ 
ginal form of ex change between aca dem ics and the lar ger pub lic that
breaks with a tra di tional ver tical dif fu sion of know ledge”. (Delu er moz
and Singaravélou 2021� x). As a form of non- academic know ledge,
board games also have the po ten tial to es tab lish “a more ho ri zontal
re la tion ship between the his tor ian and his or her pub lic”. (Delu er moz
and Singaravélou 2021� x).

The con tent of this short ex tract may very well strike us as true, but
it is a type of truth that is gen er ally in vis ible to his tor i ans. Un less
either of the people in the room leaves a per sonal doc u ment ary trace
of the en counter (in a diary or a let ter), or talks to a journ al ist who
then in cludes it in an art icle, or an eye wit ness (im plaus ibly look ing
through a win dow) pro duces an af fi davit which is in cluded in a po lice
file or court re port, or a doc tor writes up the child’s in jur ies in a re‐ 
port, there will be no archival ma ter ial for his tor i ans to en gage with.
Fur ther more, the po lice file and doc tor’s re port will not ne ces sar ily
be eas ily ac cess ible to the re searcher if they are not part of a lar ger,
more pub lic archive such as a court or com mis sion re port. The in cid‐ 
ent might be come oral his tory or testi mony ‘spoken into the re cord’
in the child’s fu ture if he chooses to share his memory with a re‐ 
searcher, a com mis sion, a po lice in vest ig a tion or an in vest ig at ive
journ al ist. Such memory, how ever, is often treated with sus pi cion by
in vest ig at ors, es pe cially in situ ations where it is one per son’s word
against an other. When one of them was a child at the time, the sus pi‐ 
cion is con sid er ably amp li fied 18.

10

Three as pects of Kuang’s text sig nal the sources of this his tor ical in‐ 
vis ib il ity: 1) the pro fessor is fully aware of the po ten tial scru tiny of his
peers and seeks to man age the risk of pat terns of mal treat ment
emer ging into the light by con trolling the force of his blows; 2) he is

11
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also fully aware and takes ad vant age of the lay ers of si lence and in‐ 
defens ible 19 phys ical space which in su late the mal treat ment of chil‐ 
dren from ex ternal over sight; and 3) he has a long term strategy in
place which bal ances the pur suit of his ob ject ives with the avoid ance
of dis cov ery by any one cap able of cre at ing a scan dal. I will un pack
these ob ser va tions below.

Firstly, pat terns of mal treat ment are cru cial. Since an cient times, so‐ 
ci etal per cep tions of chil dren have evolved sig ni fic antly—from view‐ 
ing them as mini ature adults to re cog niz ing child hood as a unique
and pro tec ted stage of life (Ariès 1960), and from si len cing to amp li fy‐ 
ing their voices (Shier 2019; Arch ard  & Uni acke 2021). By the 20th
cen tury, chil dren's rights gained global at ten tion, in flu en cing meas‐ 
ures to ad dress abuse (Staunton 2025). But, cru cially, it is only when
these pat terns are re cog nized and com mu nic ated to agen cies with
the au thor ity, means and will to in ter vene that child pro tec tion
meas ures and/or pro ced ures for pun ish ing mal efact ors are triggered.
What has be come clear since the late 20  cen tury is that while fam ily
mem bers, friends of the fam ily and neigh bours are often aware of on‐ 
go ing mal treat ment, this know ledge is not al ways passed on to or
heard by the right agen cies (Skehill, O’Sul li van & Buckley 1999). Even
when know ledge does suc cess fully pen et rate into the sys tem it does
not auto mat ic ally lead to ac tion. Until the 21  cen tury 20, po lice,
med ical prac ti tion ers, edu cat ors and so cial ser vices did not ef fect‐ 
ively share re sources, to the ex tent that the know ledge of mal treat‐ 
ment that did enter each in di vidual agency was some times only a
small piece of a lar ger un seen pic ture and did not trig ger the re‐ 
sponse that a more hol istic, inter- agency vis ion might have pro voked.

12
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Secondly, what we learn in the af ter math of the beat ing is that while
this vi ol ence is sur roun ded by si lence, it is far from secret (Kuang
2022� 41-2). Bruises and swell ing on the child’s face are vis ible to cer‐ 
tain adults as they heal but none of these adults is in a po s i tion to in‐ 
ter vene. The boy is an orphan brought to Eng land from Can ton in the
19  cen tury and, as such, already has less pro tec tion than the av er‐ 
age child. Sub sequently, he is kept away from neigh bours, and out‐ 
siders and edu cated at home. The staff of his guard ian see his bruises
and know how he got them but do not chal lenge their mas ter.

13
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Thirdly, this beat ing opens two sep ar ate con ver sa tions with the fu‐ 
ture. One is with the vic tim of the vi ol ence. Ac cord ing to Friedrich
Ni et z sche, pun ish ment burns memor ies into the body, (Ni et z sche
2007� 37-9). In other words, bod ily pain bur ies the memory of the law
and a prom ised ad her ence to so cial order deep in side (Draz 2018� 4).
This is a clearly con sidered a good thing by both Ni et z sche and the
pro fessor. In the case of Kuang’s orphan, the boy’s fu ture self, be ha‐ 
viour and, cru cially, his un ques tion ing re spect for the sys tem are
being shaped by the bru tal beat ing in the present. His body will re‐ 
mem ber and he will sub mit.

14

The second con ver sa tion is with fu ture re search ers and in vest ig at ors
(in clud ing his tor i ans) who might in terest them selves in the case of
this child. The adult is being care ful to leave no evid ence. We are al‐ 
most a cen tury be fore Kempe, Sil ver man et al. pub lished their re‐ 
search on the ‘battered- child syn drome’ (Kempe et al. 1962� 17-24) and
there is as yet (in the 1830s) no way to identify re peated phys ical
abuse in a liv ing child. Ar thur Danto ar gues that we can not know
what his tor i ans will say about us in the fu ture (Danto 1985� 155-81) but
Jacques Der rida loc ates a loop hole in the meth od o logy of his tor ical
prac ti tion ers: our un der stand ing of how archives will be ex ploited in
the fu ture in flu ences how we pro duce and stock archives in the
present (Der rida 1995� 17). If we know that his tor i ans (and other re‐ 
search ers and in vest ig at ors) are com ing, we can keep them in the
dark by leav ing no trace of our activ ity. We can know what they will
say about us by mak ing sure they have noth ing at all to say.

15

Writers of ima gin at ive lit er at ure as di verse as Kuang, Fy odor
Dostoyevsky (The Broth ers Kara mazov), Ur sula K. Le Guin (‘Those
Who Walk Away from Om elas’) and J.K. Rowl ing (the Harry Pot ter
series) have al lowed us to pen et rate into sim ilar spaces, for ging a vis‐ 
ceral con nec tion to the past so that we wit ness do mestic vi ol ence
from an oth er wise im possible per spect ive and ex per i ence the emo‐ 
tional and psy cho lo gical di men sions of past events. This artistic work
is part of our in tu it ive un der stand ing of the moral prin ciples of our
so ci ety (the nat ural law) which is de veloped col lect ively, as C. Fred
Alford ar gues, in the so cially and cul tur ally ne go ti ated nar rat ives we
weave as com munit ies over time (Alford 2010� 14). These nar rat ives
give mean ing and dir ec tion to our lives, bench mark good be ha viour
and provide cau tion ary ex amples of what hap pens when hu mans lose

16
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their way (Alford 2010� 64). They per meate our artistic cre ations and
keep our stat utory le gis la tion from stag nat ing. As Alford puts it, “the
best an swer to those who are not sure that it is wrong to nap alm ba‐ 
bies is to tell stor ies,” (Alford 2010� 121).

He also ar gues that it is “im port ant to con sider whether all who are
par ti cipants in the story have had a role in telling the story. Is the
story told, at least in part, by every one con cerned, and not just for
and to them?” (Alford 2010� 19). Chil dren have long been ex cluded
from this story- telling pro cess and it wasn’t until the ad op tion of the
UN Con ven tion on the Rights of the Child in 1989 that the child’s right
to ex press their views and have them taken ser i ously in ac cord ance
with their age and ma tur ity was re cog nized (on paper at least). Ar gu‐ 
ably, the voices of chil dren were al ways aud ible in the work of artists,
in clud ing the au thors of fic tion lis ted above, who can look through
any win dow, in sert them selves into any room or dis mantle the walls
of the house al to gether to get at the truth of what is hap pen ing in‐ 
side. This is also true of board game design and in my second part I
will con sider a game and a game sys tem that force us into mo ments
of vis ceral un der stand ing.

17

2. Vis ceral Gam ing
Hap pily, in the 21  cen tury, the en vir on ment, work ing con di tions and
ex pect a tions of game de sign ers have greatly im proved. Easier ac cess
to design, pro duc tion and mar ket ing tools has made it pos sible to by- 
pass large cor por a tions and dis tri bu tion net works, and pub lish ‘in de‐ 
pend ent’ games treat ing ser i ous, non- mainstream themes. Thanks to
crowd fund ing op por tun it ies and the net work ing of geo graph ic ally
dis persed con sumers, it is now pos sible to pub lish games which avoid
trivi al iz a tion and ste reo typ ing. On line plat forms such as itch.io 21

have al lowed de sign ers to share non- commercial games 22 and foster
a gregari ous com munity of like- minded gamers and de sign ers work‐ 
ing out side com mer cial chan nels. There is in creas ing en thu si asm for
mak ing and shar ing games that allow play ers to en gage in play ful but
mean ing ful ways with the real world via non- commercial in ter act ive
storytelling ex per i ences that delve into so cial themes, provide edu ca‐ 
tional in sights, or in vite them to en gage with their sur round ings cre‐ 
at ively. In this sec tion I will con sider de signer and player ex per i ences

18 st



‘The Mechanic is the Message’: Board Game Design as a Performative Research Tool in the
Historiography of Domestic Violence Against Children

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

which re flect this more am bi tious, in clus ive and narrative- rich ap‐ 
proach to game design.

2.1. Train

I have not yet had the op por tun ity to play Brenda Romero’s Train
(2009). Few people have. It has the status of an art ob ject rather than
a com mer cial product. The only copy is gen er ally kept in Romero’s
house in Cali for nia but some times makes ap pear ances at ex hib i tions,
con fer ences and game design courses in uni ver sit ies. And yet, the
ideas it em bod ies are so strong that simply read ing about other
people play ing it has in flu enced my own prac tice more than any
other game.

19

Train is part of a grow ing series of games called ‘The Mech anic is the
Mes sage’ launched in 2008, which, ac cord ing to Romero,

20

cap tures and ex presses dif fi cult ex per i ences through the me dium of
a game. Much like pho to graphs, paint ings, lit er at ure and music are
cap able of trans mit ting the full range of the human ex per i ence from
one human to an other, so too can games. Due to their in ter activ ity,
[…] games are cap able of a higher form of com mu nic a tion, one which
act ively en gages the par ti cipant and makes them a part of the ex per ‐
i ence rather than a pass ive ob server. (Romero 2019a)

Ex per i ence (which Romero men tions three times in this short ex‐ 
tract) is the key to un der stand ing what these games are all about. As
Wolfgang Leidhold has taught us, ex per i ence is “the way in which we
are part of the world” (Leidhold 2023� 9). When we be come con scious
of our par ti cip a tion (ob ject ively via our senses or sub ject ively via our
ima gin a tion) with some thing in the world (i.e., when we be come
aware of our grasp of a part of real ity), this con scious ness trans forms
par ti cip a tion into ex per i ence. (Leidhold 2023� 9-13). Romero, as we
will see below, cre ates op por tun it ies for mo ments of in tense aware‐ 
ness. Her games are, there fore, gen er at ors of ex per i ence.

21

‘Par ti cipants’ (the rules make no men tion of ‘play ers’ or even a ‘game’)
who sit down without any fore know ledge of Train are faced with
what looks like a straight for ward racetrack game for two or three
play ers. A board with three par al lel train tracks sits on top of a glazed
win dow frame with sev eral broken panes of glass. 60 yel low, styl ized,
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wooden pas sen gers wait in line and par ti cipants are given one box car
each to trans port them. Ac cord ing to the rules, each pas sen ger “is
worth 100,000” and the goal is to get them “to the sta tion until no
more pas sen gers can be de livered” (Romero 2009). Play is de term ined
by rolling a yel low 6- sided die and draft ing ac tion cards. Die- rolls
trans late into either the num ber of pas sen gers that can be loaded
onto a box car or the num ber of stages the box car can be moved along
the tracks to wards its ter minus. Ac tion cards offer pos sib il it ies such
as de rail ing cars, switch ing a car from one track to an other, com bin‐ 
ing cars into a single train, block ing a line or doub ling move ment
speed (Romero 2009).

There are hints that some thing dark might be going on here: the
com pon ents in clude broken glass, an op tional part of the set- up pro‐ 
cess in volves break ing glass panes with a ham mer, the value of
100,000 doesn’t seem to in dic ate a cur rency or a num ber of points,
there is an old Ger man type writer on the table, and the col our yel low
(of both the die and the pas sen gers) is surely try ing to tell us some‐ 
thing.

23

When the first box car ar rives at its ter minus, what has only been hin‐ 
ted at sud denly leaps into the fore ground, com pletely chan ging the
nature of the game. With the flip of a hitherto face- down card, the
first des tin a tion is re vealed to be one of 12 his tor ical death camps 23.
This means that each of the 60 wooden char ac ters is equi val ent to
100,000 Jews killed dur ing the Holo caust. Play ers are, non ethe less,
still tasked with trans port ing them as quickly as pos sible to their
deaths. Re por ted re ac tions to this paradigm shift are often phys ical.
“People be come naus eated. Their faces flush. People have cried,”
(Brophy- Warren 2009). The jar ring in ter play between toy box cars,
tracks and wooden people and the anxio genic aware ness of being
com pelled by a matter- of-fact rule set to per form an ut terly re pug‐ 
nant task pro vokes strong emo tions and last ing memor ies.

24

At this point par ti cipants can, if they wish, con tinue to load box cars
and race to see who de liv ers the most pas sen gers, but this is not
what usu ally hap pens. Par ti cipants tend to im me di ately start ne go ti‐ 
at ing with each other and with the rules, “metagam ing, rules law yer‐ 
ing, hack ing and mod ding” (Wake 2023� 50) and ap ply ing real- world
moral prin ciples to the in- game nar rat ive. As Romero says, Train asks
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two ques tions, “Will people blindly fol low the rules?” and “Will people
stand by and watch?” (Romero 2019b). For those who re fuse to be “the
well- mannered player, the player who ac cepts the con tract in sti tuted
by the rules and com pon ents” (Wake 2023� 50), there are loop holes
and am bi gu ities aplenty: par ti cipants can re fuse to load pas sen gers
and just move empty trains along the tracks, box cars can be de railed,
lines blocked and pos it ive out comes in ser ted into grey areas or gaps
in the rules. Of fi cially, the game ends either when all the pas sen gers
have ar rived at a ter minus or it simply “ends when it ends,” (Romero
2009). The lat ter pos sib il ity means that par ti cipants can put a stop to
the game as soon as they learn its true nature or even, if they have
dis covered this in ad vance, as soon as the game be gins.

Train is not a his tory of the Holo caust. It is an op por tun ity for par ti‐ 
cipants to ex per i ence (i.e., be come con scious of their par ti cip a tion
with) a part of its real ity. Col lect ively, they are forced into an aware‐ 
ness of the un ex cep tional (but non ethe less ex treme) com pla cency
ne ces sary to con tinue the task after the truth has emerged. If the
“mech anic is the mes sage”, if rules, com pon ents, sys tems and player
in ter ac tions can tran scend en ter tain ment to gen er ate epi phanies,
then the mes sage is em bod ied in the phys ical act of wrest ling moral
po s i tions out of a re pug nant sys tem and many come away with an
un ex pec ted ex per i ence of the ‘banal ity of evil’ 24.

26

2.2. ‘Wretched and Alone’

This hur ricane was al ways going to be un sur viv able for you. This isn’t
a game de signed to be won. Only played, and re membered. So, here,
at the end, take a mo ment if you wish to un spool your thoughts, take
some deep breaths, and let the ten sion out of your body. Make any
last notes you would like to in your journal or other note keep ing
method. Clear up the tower and the cards. It’s over. (Sum mer wood
Games 2021)

‘Wretched and Alone’ is a ro le play ing game sys tem rather than a
game. It provides the basic frame work for de sign ers to cre ate solo
tab letop gam ing ex per i ences which tend to ex plore themes of “re si li‐ 
ence in the face of over whelm ing odds” 25. The sys tem evolved out of
Chris Bis sette’s solo, journ al ing game The Wretched (2020) 26 in which
the lone sur vivor of a hor rific at tack must cling to life as long as pos ‐
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sible on a fail ing space ship while the player fleshes out the nar rat ive
around prompts sup plied by the de signer and re cords it in a writ ten
journal or voice- recorded log. As in Bis sette’s ori ginal design,
‘Wretched and Alone’ games use a stand ard deck of cards as an ‘or‐ 
acle’ (i.e., each card cor res ponds to a story prompt), a die to in tro‐ 
duce an ele ment of chance, and an un stable tower of wooden blocks
(sim ilar to Jenga) to cre ate ten sion by guar an tee ing a sud den and dra‐ 
matic but un pre dict able end. Be cause of the struc ture of the game,
the player is forced to focus on telling the story of their char ac ter’s
re si li ence rather than fo cus ing on the pre destined cata strophic end‐ 
ing. As the above quote from Dis aster makes clear, this is not the sort
of game that we try to win. It is an ex per i ence.

This par tic u lar style of nar rat ive play emerged and flour ished dur ing
the first Covid- 19 lock down period, res on at ing power fully with
gamers who found them selves isol ated and vul ner able in the real
world and took ad vant age of the simple mech an ics of ‘Wretched and
Alone’ to work through these feel ings in- game or by cre at ing their
own game. So suc cess ful did this prove that there are cur rently more
than 80 games using the sys tem lis ted on the itch.io plat form 27.

28

Dis aster (2021) by Sum mer wood Games is an ex cel lent ex ample of the
genre. The in tro duct ory text tells us how it was con ceived and what
the de signer ex pects of play ers:

29

This is a game about liv ing through a nat ural dis aster. Some thing is
com ing, some thing that may not be sur viv able, but you have no way
to es cape, not now. It is too late. […] I wrote most of the first draft of
this game in the hours and days fol low ing Hur ricane Ida, the cat ‐
egory 4 hur ricane (nearly cat egory 5) that slammed into south east
Louisi ana on Au gust 29th, 2021. This game was writ ten by gen er ator
powered flick er ing lamp light while I was feel ing the re lief of liv ing
through the eye wall of a hur ricane passing just miles from my house
[…]. I wrote this game to pro cess the fear, hor ror, re lief, and grief
that an event like this brings. I in vite you to put your rain boots on
and ex per i ence a little of the fear and hor ror of a hur ricane bar rel ing
through your state to wards you (Sum mer wood Games 2021).

Dis tinc tions between de signer, player and char ac ter are de lib er ately
blurred here. The un stable tower of wooden blocks sim ul tan eously
rep res ents both the de signer’s real house and the char ac ter’s fic tional
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house. If the player has faced real- world ex treme weather events in
their own lives, the ex per i ence may well in clude real memor ies. The
de signer is cur at ing a com pos ite ex per i ence. This in volves com press‐ 
ing an image of their own real- world ex per i ences into a series of
prompts which will then be un packed and ex pan ded into a unique
and in tim ate nar rat ive by the player. Both the real ex per i ence of the
de signer and the ima gin ary (or memory- inspired) ex per i ence of the
player pass through the prism of the game mech an ics. De signer and
player face each other from their po s i tions at either pole, struc tur ing
each other’s vis ion, learn ing about each other’s lives as they con tem‐ 
plate their own via the ima gin ary con nec tion of the game.

While Dis aster in vites us (in the present) to write a real per sonal
journal of a fic tional event, it is also clearly the fic tion al isa tion of a
real event in the past. Or, as I will argue below, it is like a map of a
per sonal it in er ary through a com plex, ali en at ing space handed to a
stranger so that they can begin to nav ig ate through the space them‐ 
selves and have their own ex per i ences.

31

3. Cog nit ive map ping
Kevin Lynch be gins his clas sic 1960 study The Image of the City, with
the ob ser va tion that to be come com pletely lost in the mod ern city in
which “at every in stant, there is more than the eye can see, more
than the ear can hear, a set ting or a view wait ing to be ex plored”, can
pro voke anxi ety and even ter ror (Lynch 1960� 1-4). This re veals the
ex tent to which “our sense of bal ance and well- being”, our sense of
emo tional se cur ity and in di vidual growth is linked to our abil ity to
main tain a clear image of our sur round ings in our heads (Lynch 1960�
4). He de scribes how this image is built as fol lows:

32

En vir on mental im ages are the res ult of a two- way pro cess between
the ob server and [their] en vir on ment. The en vir on ment sug gests dis ‐
tinc tions and re la tions, and the ob server—with great ad apt ab il ity and
in the light of [their] own pur poses—se lects, or gan izes, and en dows
with mean ing what [they] sees. The image so de veloped now lim its
and em phas izes what is seen, while the image it self is being tested
against the filtered per cep tual input in a con stant in ter act ing pro ‐
cess (Lynch 1960� 6).
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Ob vi ously, each in di vidual sub ject will have their own men tal pic ture
and this will sig ni fic antly vary between ob serv ers.

33

Lynch was an urban plan ner and his ul ti mate ob ject ive was to cre ate
cit ies that would be more eas ily ‘im age able’ and less ali en at ing for
those who moved around in them. Marx ist the or ist Fre deric Jameson
broadens the scope of Lynch’s idea from the re l at ively nar row frame‐ 
work of daily life in the phys ical city to an Althus serian “rep res ent a‐ 
tion of the sub ject’s ima gin ary re la tion ship to his or her real con di‐ 
tions of ex ist ence” (Jameson 1991� 50) so that it can en able “a situ‐ 
ational rep res ent a tion on the part of the in di vidual sub ject to that
vaster and prop erly un rep res ent able to tal ity which is the en semble of
so ci ety’s struc tures as a whole” (Jameson 1991� 51). For Jameson, this is
a po ten tial re sponse (or a pre par at ory ges ture be fore at tempt ing a
re sponse) to the im possib il ity of con ceiv ing our situ ation within the
global net work of mul tina tional cap ital (or post mod ern hy per space).
In his view, Lynch’s model pro duces per sonal dia grams or it in er ar ies
“or gan ized around the […] ex ist en tial jour ney of the trav el ler”
(Jameson 1991� 51). These are the ‘pre- cartographic’ an cest ors of a
broader prac tice of cog nit ive map ping that com bines the co ordin a‐ 
tion of ex ist en tial data (via com pass and sex tant) with “un lived, ab‐ 
stract con cep tions of the geo graphic to tal ity” (Jameson 1991� 51).

34

My in tu it ive re sponse to Lynch and Jameson is to read Train or This
War of Mine as cog nit ive maps of ab sent, un rep res ent able and un‐ 
grasp able pasts. To re pur pose Jameson’s meta phor, they are ‘pre- 
historiographical’. They are men tal im ages centred on the ex per i en‐ 
tial en coun ters of the de sign ers with the bits and pieces of the ab sent
past which have sur vived into the present in the form of archival ma‐ 
ter ial, ob jects and stor ies. These im ages are en coded in the rules and
com pon ents and mak ing the games avail able to play ers is like draw‐ 
ing a map of the neigh bour hood for a stranger who asks for dir ec‐ 
tions. Armed with the map (the game), this per son can have their own
(in- game) ex per i ences and fill in the gaps on the map with their own
stor ies as they move around.

35

4. Black & Blue
Now that I have in tro duced the no tion of board gam ing as a form of
cog nit ive map ping and, po ten tially, a his tori ograph ical tool, I will
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focus on my own ex per i mental game design for the re mainder of this
art icle.

Black & Blue com bines some of the game mech an ics and con cepts we
have seen above into a solo board gam ing ex per i ence. Sim il arly to
Train, This War of Mine and the ‘Wretched and Alone’ sys tem, it of‐ 
fers struc tured, them atic play without any ex pect a tion of fun. The
mech an ics of the game will (hope fully) shed light on the in ter lock ing
real- world sys tems in which do mestic vi ol ence was per pet rated and
give play ers some thing to grasp, ex per i ence and re mem ber so that
they can gen er ate their own cog nit ive maps of this real ity. These
maps can then be come pre- historiographical pro logues to his tor ical
re search and pro duc tion in this do main.

37

The game is played with custom- made cards and a stock of col oured
wooden cubes. The cards de pict styl ized draw ings of adult and child
char ac ters, con texts (either in side or out side the fam ily home), in sti‐ 
tu tions (school, po lice, hos pit als etc.) and events. To gether, these
cards cre ate an image of the so cial en vir on ment in which do mestic
vi ol ence oc curred. The cubes are a visual and tact ile rep res ent a tion
of the dif fer ent cur ren cies of this en vir on ment: black and blue for
bruises and in jur ies, yel low for so cial in flu ence and red for stress and
anger. The eco nomy of the game re volves around the ac cu mu la tion
and ex change of these cur ren cies in and between con texts, char ac‐ 
ters and in sti tu tions. Bruises build up on the per son of a child, for ex‐ 
ample, until they are trans ferred to the doc tor’s sur gery or the hos‐ 
pital and trans lated into med ical files. Stress and anger are ex‐ 
changed for bruises and in jur ies in side the home and so cial in flu ence
can can cel out the per cep tion of this vi ol ence when it be comes vis‐ 
ible in the legal sys tem.

38

It should already be clear that the work of con ceiv ing and design ing
the rules, com pon ents and mech an ics (i.e., of get ting a play able pro‐ 
to type to the table) in volves a pro cess of cog nit ive map ping. To‐ 
gether, the ele ments I have just presen ted con sti tute the equi val ent
of a hand- drawn ‘map of the neigh bour hood’ of do mestic vi ol ence,
not a blank page on which to draw a map from scratch. This is the
sort of in tu it ive know ledge we bring into the archive with us be fore
we begin our re search in earn est. I have done the pre lim in ary ima‐ 
ging work of isol at ing key ‘land marks’ around which play ers can nav ‐
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ig ate and (hope fully) dis cover it in er ar ies and land marks of their own.
Find ing the most ef fi cient way to ex plain how the game works and
present ing it (as I am now doing), also con trib ute to the pro duc tion of
my own per sonal map.

4.1. Theme
Them at ic ally, I have chosen to situ ate the ac tion of the game in Ire‐ 
land in the early 1980s. My cog nit ive map is spe cific to this place and
time. This has im port ant im plic a tions for how vi ol ence is per ceived
in- game. Per cep tion, as Kuang’s pro fessor is aware, is the linch pin of
so ci etal en gage ment with do mestic vi ol ence. When the pin is pulled
and vi ol ence is hid den from sight, the ma chinery of his tory, law and
so cial ser vices grinds to a halt.

40

Be cause the game is set in the early 1980s, the char ac ters exist (as we
do today) in a world which has di ges ted the pi on eer ing work of
Kempe, Sil ver man et al. on the ‘battered child syn drome’. This means
that med ical prac ti tion ers know how to de tect the signs of re pet it ive
phys ical mal treat ment in liv ing chil dren 28 by col lat ing x-ray res ults
and med ical files. But this can only hap pen when the child is ex‐ 
amined, so keep ing chil dren away from med ical prac ti tion ers can
short cir cuit the pro cess of pro tect ing chil dren from harm.

41

The geo graph ical con text is just as im port ant. If we are in Ire land
then we are in a centuries- old com mon law jur is dic tion with a 1930s
con sti tu tion heav ily in flu enced in its art icles on fun da mental rights
by Roman Cath olic so cial teach ing. Anne Mc Gil li way has traced the
in filt ra tion of the Roman doc trine of Pat ria Pot estas (the source of a
par ent’s power to phys ic ally chas tise their chil dren) into the Eng lish
com mon law sys tem in the 12  cen tury (Mc Gil li way & Dur rant 2006)
and Paul Brand has pin pointed the ar rival of this sys tem in Ire land not
long af ter wards (Brand 1992� 445). Com pat ible with the nat ural law
and the fam ily val ues of the Roman Cath olic Church, this power re‐ 
mained in force until it was crim in al ised by stat ute in 2015 29. In
Black  & Blue, then, phys ical chas tise ment is still a constitutionally- 
protected 30 nat ural and civic duty for par ents. More im port antly, the
rights of chil dren in side the fam ily unit are bey ond the reach of stat‐ 
utory law makers and all choices con cern ing the health, edu ca tion
and up bring ing of chil dren are left to their par ents. Un less the fam ily

42
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is in ser i ous dis tress or evid ence of ex treme neg lect or abuse spills
out into the street in spec tac u lar fash ion, the State will be re luct ant
to in ter vene (Staunton 2025).

4.2. Con texts
To re duce Irish so ci ety to the scale of a small game with few rules
and only a hand ful of com pon ents, I had to de cide which ele ments
were ab so lutely es sen tial (the land marks) and which could be safely
left out of the frame.

43

I chose to cre ate an onym ous par ent and child char ac ters in the form
of styl ized im ages of people prin ted on cards, each with a dis tinct
per son al ity com posed of nu mer ical val ues. In the case of the par ent
char ac ters, the two most im port ant of these val ues in dic ate the po‐ 
ten tial for stress and anger. These val ues in ter act with en vir on mental
stressors and the per son al it ies of the child char ac ters mul tiply ing
and adding to gether until a break ing point is reached and vi ol ence
erupts.

44

The en vir on ment is rep res en ted by 20 con text cards. Ten of these are
typ ical do mestic situ ations like bed time, home work su per vi sion, get‐ 
ting ready for school or hav ing din ner. The other ten are ex ternal
con texts such as using pub lic trans port, shop ping, vis it ing the park,
going to church or walk ing in the street. All of these con texts con tain
stressors but it is only in the non- domestic sphere that this vi ol ence
can be seen by wit nesses. What hap pens in side the home is al ways
in vis ible to out siders.

45

These spa tial con texts re flect the res ults of an ex cep tional sur vey
pub lished in the UK in 1998 by Save the Chil dren and the Na tional
Chil dren’s Bur eau, in which 76 five- to seven- year-olds were asked
about smack ing (Wil low  & Hyder 1998). “Where do chil dren usu ally
get smacked?” was the fourth ques tion on their list. The re search ers
as sumed “par ti cipants would begin an swer ing this ques tion by talk ing
about where on the body chil dren are usu ally smacked, but al most all
of them im me di ately answered in terms of place” (Wil low  & Hyder
1998� 40). The places lis ted by the chil dren in clude “when par ents are
shop ping”, “kit chen”, “in a car/taxi”, “din ing room”, “in the bed room”
and “on the street/road”. What emerges from the sur vey is a defi n ite
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pat tern of stressed par ents, often pressed for time, re act ing with vi‐ 
ol ence to en vir on mental stressors, their im pa tience to be else where
and the be ha viour of their chil dren 31.

4.3. Mech an ics
In spired by the un stable tower mech anic in ‘Wretched and Alone’
games, I ar tic u lated the game around three sources of ten sion: 1) the
ten sion gen er ated by the grow ing stress/rage and anger of the par‐ 
ent; 2) the fun da mental socio- legal ten sion between in side and out‐ 
side the do mestic sphere which is at the heart of com mon law and
con sti tu tional vis ions of mal treat ment; and 3) the ten sion between
the doc u ment ary traces of vi ol ence and the ef forts of adults to hide
their be ha viour and avoid the legal re per cus sions of being found out.

47

The cent ral mech anic of the game is an un stable tower of red cubes
piled one on top of the other to visu ally rep res ent grow ing
stress/rage and the im min ent erup tion of vi ol ence. De pend ing on the
stead i ness of the player’s hand, this tower can grow quite tall. Dur ing
playtest ing our re cord was 15 cubes. When the tower col lapses, all
cubes which fall out side a des ig nated peri meter are trans lated into
bruises and in jur ies on the body of the child char ac ter. The higher the
tower the greater the chance that the vi ol ence will be ser i ous and
over a cer tain threshold, the child is hos pit al ized.

48

As in ‘Wretched and Alone’ games, the col lapse of the tower is in ev it‐ 
able. We can some times slow it down with event cards but it will al‐ 
ways fall in the end. The child will al ways be beaten. As with Train,
then, the ob ject ive of the game is en tirely re pug nant ac cord ing to
real- world moral prin ciples: the player’s goal is to man age the nar rat‐ 
ive of vi ol ence in the pub lic sphere and avoid the socio- legal re per‐ 
cus sions of being con victed of child bat tery. This means that vi ol ence
must be kept as much as pos sible in side the home and all ex ternal
traces neut ral ised. Trips to the swim ming pool and schooldays might
need to be can celled so that bruises do not come to light. Events
which imply in ter ac tion with po ten tial eye wit nesses (the park, the
street, pub lic trans port) might need be tackled earlier in the day than
cer tain stress- inducing house hold events so that the risk of pub lic
dis plays of vi ol ence is re duced. But cer tain events (break fast, for ex‐ 
ample) can not be dis placed so there is al ways a risk that even a walk
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in the park can turn ugly be cause of stress/rage caused earlier in the
day.

As the game pro gresses, traces of vi ol ence in ev it ably build up in the
pub lic sphere which is sym bol ized by the doc tor’s sur gery, the two
hos pit als, af fi davits pro duced by an onym ous eye wit nesses, the po lice
sta tion, the fam ily law yer and a cir cuit court judge. Des pite the play‐ 
ers best ef forts, a nar rat ive of vi ol ence will emerge in the form of
med ical files, eye wit ness state ments and po lice in vest ig a tion files. If
the book of evid ence is filled up, it will be presen ted to a judge. At this
mo ment, the char ac ter can take ad vant age of any so cial in flu ence
points they have not already used up to cover their activ it ies to get
evid ence thrown out with the help of a law yer and have the case
dropped.
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At any time dur ing the game, play ers can push their luck and draft an
event card. Some times, this will allow the char ac ter to ma nip u late
cir cum stances to avoid de tec tion and bet ter con trol the nar rat ive by
in tim id at ing a wit ness or get ting cor rupt po lice of ficers to make
com prom ising files dis ap pear. But there is also a change that the
char ac ter will dam age their repu ta tion by beat ing their child with an
ex cep tional level of vi ol ence or by at tract ing the at ten tion of a po lice
of ficer in the street.

51

De brief and Next Steps
As with the games dis cussed above, Black & Blue is not a board game
that we play to win. Char ac ters al most al ways get con victed and the
game ends there. But it is some times pos sible to identify an ugly
strategy that al lows a char ac ter to avoid ever being found out by bal‐ 
an cing the al gorithm (the struc tured se quence of rules and pro ced‐ 
ures, the flow of the game, how play ers in ter act with the com pon‐ 
ents, how out comes are achieved) and es sen tially ‘beat ing the sys‐ 
tem’. Dur ing playtest ing, I ‘dis covered’ some thing that I had in tu it ively
built into the game my self—that a reg u lar rhythm of con trolled, low- 
level vi ol ence can be sus tained for far longer than the un pre dict able
ex plo sions of ex treme rage which occur when a tower with 10-15
cubes in it col lapses. By de lib er ately knock ing over the tower be fore
it gets too high, the player can make sure that the adult char ac ter in‐ 
flicts less ser i ous harm on the child and leaves no phys ical evid ence
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to ac cu mu late in the dif fer ent agen cies out side the home. This is the
sus tain able vi ol ence that Kuang’s pro fessor prac tices in his sub urban
house hold. By wrest ling dark solu tions out of the game like this, the
player ‘stress tests’ the sys tem and iden ti fies its fail ings. The re pug‐ 
nant work of pro tect ing a vi ol ent char ac ter even tu ally pays an ex per‐ 
i en tial di vidend. This is the real ‘win’ I am look ing for.

Post mod ern philo sophies of his tory such as (Mun slow 2007; 2020)
and (Jen kins 1991; 2003) have ar gued that his tory is a “sub sti tute for
the past au thored in whatever ‘form and con tent’ the his tor ian wants”
(Mun slow 2020� 2). Any form that can be made to hold a nar rat ive,
from a stained- glass win dow to a pup pet show, can be a his tory.
Mun slow in cludes “the ‘writ ten’ and/or ‘spoken’ and/or ‘danced’
and/or ‘built’ and/or ‘dug up’ and many other forms that can le git im‐ 
ately claim to be a (re)present a tion of ‘the past’” (Mun slow 2020� 2). I
am sat is fied that board games too can make ex cel lent his tor ies. This
was not my ob ject ive in cre at ing Black & Blue, how ever. The choices
and com prom ises ne ces sary to com press the com plex it ies of do‐ 
mestic vi ol ence in the ab sent, un grasp able past into a play able game
in the present are pre- historiographical in nature. Black & Blue is not
a his tory of child mal treat ment or vi ol ence. As with Train (which is
not a his tory of the Holo caust), I wanted to cre ate a cog nit ive map
that would fa cil it ate an ini tial, in tu it ive un der stand ing of the mech‐ 
an ics of real- world mal treat ment. My hope was that dur ing the con‐ 
cep tion phase, these mech an ics would start to co alesce into map co‐ 
ordin ates which could later be ex plored in de tail, lead ing to the dis‐ 
cov ery of new sites, pat tern and net works. His tor ies might ul ti mately
emerge from the aug ment a tion of cog nit ive (pre- historiographical)
maps via re search.
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While work ing on the game I learned to pay par tic u lar at ten tion to
the strict bin ary struc ture im posed on chil dren’s lives by con sti tu‐ 
tional, nat ural and com mon law. From its po s i tion out side the fam ily,
the Irish State chose to con tinue the an cient prac tice of re ly ing on
the spon tan eous and nat ural be ne vol ence of fam ily mem bers bound
to gether by mu tual af fec tion, and did not at tempt to im pose rules on
how they should act. Love is nat ural, after all, and does not come with
rights and du ties at tached (Klein geld & An der son 2014� 320-36). The
ob vi ous prob lem with this (op tim istic) ar range ment is that without
being able to see what is going on in side the house hold, the State
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can not eas ily verify if all is well and de term ine if in ter ven tion (which
has al ways been pos sible if ab so lutely ne ces sary) is jus ti fied. This cre‐ 
ated an in defens ible ideo lo gical and legal space into which any sense
of ex ternal re spons ib il ity for in di vidual chil dren could not pen et rate.

In the com mon law jur is dic tion of the Irish Re pub lic, the sens it iv ity of
judges to con text and the (over-)pro tec tion of the fam ily unit ten ded
to in centiv ize those who phys ic ally mal treated chil dren to do as
Kuang’s pro fessor does and keep their vi ol ence hid den be hind closed
doors (Staunton 2025). If chal lenged by out siders (or po ten tially faced
with crim inal charges) they at temp ted to ma nip u late the per cep tion
of their ac tions, fore ground any mit ig at ing cir cum stances and con trol
the nar rat ive. In a sys tem where the voice of the child was (and is still
in many in stances) rarely heard, pat terns of be ha viour which pro‐ 
duced neither eye wit nesses nor hard evid ence were pri or it ized.
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In Black  & Blue play ers must de velop sim ilar in- game strategies to
avoid de tec tion. An im port ant in sight that emerged dur ing playtest‐ 
ing is that know ledge of mal treat ment—the black and blue cubes
sym bol iz ing po lice and med ical files—can be al lowed to build up here
and there in dif fer ent sites be cause this know ledge is not auto mat ic‐ 
ally shared between agen cies. It is only when a pre- defined threshold
of cubes in any one site is reached that files be come evid ence of
wrong do ing and it is only when the po lice have ac cu mu lated enough
of this that is it entered in the ‘book of evid ence’. When this, in turn,
is full, legal ac tion is triggered. It is, there fore, pos sible to ex ploit
know ledge of how the sys tem works and dis perse ne ces sary med ical
in ter ven tions between the doc tor and the two hos pit als, thus frag‐ 
ment ing the nar rat ive and pre vent ing any one agency from see ing the
whole pic ture.
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This is a com pressed cog nit ive map of an ur gent real- world prob lem.
“[F]ail ings in multi- agency ‘com mu nic a tion’ and ‘in form a tion shar ing’
have haunted pro fes sional child wel fare prac tices for over four dec‐ 
ades” (Thompson 2016� 2). Since the 2010s, this has res ul ted in in‐ 
form a tion shar ing be com ing “a moral and polit ical im per at ive for im‐ 
prov ing the wel fare and pro tec tion of chil dren” (Thompson 2016� 11)
and the cre ation of multi- agency safe guard ing hubs (MASH) in which
agen cies in health, wel fare, edu ca tion, crim inal justice and hous ing
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work more closely to gether to sup port fam il ies and safe guard chil‐ 
dren.

Design ing and play ing games can gen er ate pre- historiographical im‐ 
ages of vi ol ence in the past, of fer ing us some thing to grasp with our
ima gin a tions and emo tions while we ma nip u late sym bolic ob jects in
the real world with our hands.
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I am op tim istic that mem or able ex per i ences such as these can be
chan nelled into his tor ical re search. I have de scribed such board
games as cog nit ive maps of dif fi cult ter rit or ies. I will con clude with a
note on what is not yet clearly marked on my maps—the il legible, re‐ 
dac ted, blurred, as- yet-unexplored, out- of-the-frame, terra in cog nita
and terra nul lius which cry out to be in cluded in fu ture it in er ar ies
and pen cilled into the black spaces. I caught sight of four of these po‐ 
ten tial co ordin ates while play ing Black  & Blue and I will fin ish by
point ing you in their dir ec tion be fore I fold away my map.
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The first is the strategies ad op ted by chil dren to pro tect them selves.
In the game, the child char ac ters have no agency. Their iden tit ies are
re stric ted to those nu mer ical val ues which in ter act with the
stress/rage of the par ents and des ig nate their phys ical re si li ence. In
the real world it would not be until the end of the 1980s that chil‐ 
dren’s voices would begin to be heard in the legal sys tem. What did
chil dren do to bal ance the ‘al gorithms’ (the eco nomy of rage, bruises
and vis ib il ity) in their own house holds and man age, in their own way,
the dan ger ous situ ations in which they found them selves?
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Second is the com plex ity of the causes, trig gers and be ha viours
which lead to vi ol ence. In the game I com bined anger and stress into
a single un stable tower of red cubes. I added a mech anic for al co hol
con sump tion as a pos sible in- game mul ti plier of vi ol ence. But bey ond
these simple pat terns there is much ter rit ory to ex plore.
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Hid den from view in a frus trat ingly blank spot on the map are the
whistle- blowers in the school sys tem and the po lice of ficers, med ical
prac ti tion ers and other agents who per severed in the face of sys‐ 
temic fail ings and in sti tu tional self- defence mech an isms to pro tect
chil dren. Often, they were shunned and si lenced for their trouble.
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And fi nally, al though I have men tioned it sev eral times above, the role
of Eng lish com mon law and the nat ural law in mak ing chil dren more
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con vince the reader that this should not be the case.

7  I am talk ing about the last two dec ades here. There are older ex cep tions
but this is es sen tially a 21 - century phe nomenon.

8  From clas sic games like Battle ship, Risk and Dip lomacy to mod ern titles
like Gloom haven, Scythe, Dune and Blood Rage, com bat is om ni present but
al most never prob lem at ized.

9  Death is glossed over sur pris ingly quickly and dis cus sion avoided even in
historically- themed games about death on a massive scale such as Mess ina
1347 (a game ded ic ated to the black death), or treated in a ri dicu lous,
comedic way as in Richard Gar field's The Hun ger and The Bloody Inn treat
(both about serial murder). Often, death in volves simply re mov ing a piece
from the board (as in chess) and leaves no space for dis cus sion.

10  Richard Berg’s mo nu mental 10- player game The Cam paign for North
Africa (1979) re portedly takes 1500 hours to play and con tains de tailed rules
for every as pect of the mil it ary cam paign, in clud ing (no tori ously) the cook‐ 
ing of pasta.

11  See also the pi on eer ing work of Roger Cail lois (1958) to whom Malaby is
clearly in debted.

12  For ex ample, Pierre Mar ri ette's Jeu Chro no lo gique (1638) was de signed to
teach his tory. Later French vari ants covered sub jects such as geo graphy, the
art of war and her aldry. Anne Ab bott’s The Man sion of Hap pi ness (1843) pro‐ 
moted eth ical val ues based on Chris tian mor al ity. Reise durch Deutsch land
(1933) ex plored the di vi sion of Ger many after the Treaty of Ver sailles.

13  The Game of the Goose is a race game sym bol iz ing pro gres sion through
the years of a human life and gen er ally ar ranged in the form of a spiral. Dat‐ 
ing back to the 15  cen tury, it was one of the first board games to be com‐ 
mer cially man u fac tured.

14  Ori gin ally a ped ago gical game rep res ent ing the pro gres sion of a human
life com plic ated by vir tues (lad ders) and vices (snakes), Snakes and Lad ders

st

th



‘The Mechanic is the Message’: Board Game Design as a Performative Research Tool in the
Historiography of Domestic Violence Against Children

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

be came a simple race game for chil dren based on luck when it was im por‐ 
ted from India into the UK in the 1890s.

15  This game was based on the eco nomic prin ciples of Geor gism to demon‐ 
strate how rents un fairly en rich prop erty own ers and im pov er ish ten ants.
Magie hoped that play ing the game would pro voke chil dren’s nat ural sus pi‐ 
cion of un fair ness and lead to bet ter polit ical choices in adult hood.

16  This is ex actly the goal of Nar rat ive4, a global edu ca tional or gan iz a tion
foun ded in 2012 by Lisa Con siglio, Colum Mc Cann et al, which “uses per‐ 
sonal storytelling to build em pathy between young people so they can im‐ 
prove their com munit ies and the world to gether”, or as Mc Cann says, “to
step into the shoes of oth ers in order to be able to step back into our own.”
https://colum mc cann.com/narrative- 4- main-page/

17  My per sonal en coun ters with the phys ical spaces of Daniel Libe s kind’s
Jew ish His tory Mu seum Ber lin (2001) and the in terior of Chris toph Büchel’s
Spider Hole (2006) con vinced me that the design/cur a tion of vis ceral ex per‐ 
i ences is a power ful means of gen er at ing un der stand ing and em pathy.

18  Amer ican psy cho lo gist Eliza beth Loftus, for ex ample, has fo cused the
lat ter part of her aca demic ca reer on weapon iz ing skep ti cism about the
valid ity of memory in her pub lic a tions and as an ex pert wit ness for the de‐ 
fense in more than 300 court cases. See Loftus and Ketcham 1991 and 1994.

19  This is space into which people do not pro ject a sense of re spons ib il ity
and, there fore, do not feel com pelled to act if they see some thing wrong
hap pen ing there. See New man, O (1972). De fens ible Space: People and Design
in the Vi ol ent City. Lon don: Ar chi tec tural Press.

20  The need for Multi- Agency Safe guard ing Hubs (MASH) be came wide‐ 
spread in the 2010s after a suc ces sion of high- profile child pro tec tion fail‐ 
ures forced agen cies to begin ef fi ciently shar ing re sources and know ledge.
See Thompson, K., Strength en ing Child Pro tec tion: Shar ing In form a tion in
Multi- Agency Set tings. Bris tol: Policy Press, 2016.

21  itch.io is an ‘indie game host ing mar ket place’ and dis cus sion forum for
in de pend ent game de sign ers and play ers.

22  Many of the tab letop games on the plat form have a sug ges ted min imum
price but con sumers can opt to down load the game in struc tions for free or
pay more if they wish. There are also a lim ited num ber of ‘com munity cop‐ 
ies’ avail able for play ers who do not have the means to pay even a small
amount.
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23  I have re con struc ted game play from re views, in ter views and re ports
such as (Brophy- Warren 2009), (Totilo 2010) and from con sult ing Romero’s
own web site.

24  In tro duced by Han nah Arendt in Eich mann in Jer u s alem: A Re port on the
Banal ity of Evil, (1963), the concept of the ‘banal ity of evil’ refers to Adolf
Eich mann's claims dur ing his trial for vi ol at ing the Nazis and Nazi Col lab or‐ 
at ors (Pun ish ment) Law that he bore no guilt or re spons ib il ity for his ac‐ 
tions be cause he was not think ing for him self and was simply “doing his job”,
obey ing or ders and obey ing the law.

25  In the ‘Here’s what you need to know’ sec tion of the ‘Wretched and
Alone Jam’ page at https://itch.io/jam/wretched- jam.

26  https://loot theroom.itch.io/wretched. (Re trieved 7 Septem ber, 2024).

27  https://itch.io/c/862577/wretched- alone-games. (Re trieved 7 Septem‐ 
ber, 2024).

28  Be fore this de vel op ment, chronic mal treat ment was gen er ally only de‐ 
tec ted post mortem.

29  The Chil dren First Act 2015 (Act No. 36 of 2015) ab ol ished the com mon
law de fence of reas on able chas tise ment and amended the Non- Fatal Of‐ 
fences Against the Per son Act 1997.

30  Dur ing the pro cess of Irish in de pend ence, trans it ory con sti tu tional pro‐ 
vi sions in the Con sti tu tion of Saorstát Éireann (art. 73) and then in Bun reacht
na hÉireann (art. 50) al lowed it to con tinue un altered into the legal sys tem
of the new State.

31  To be clear, I am not sug gest ing that the chil dren are to blame for their
own mal treat ment. Rather, I am in ter ested in ex plor ing the pat terns which
emerge from talk ing to the chil dren them selves about where it takes place.

English
This art icle de tails and ana lyses the pro cess of design ing a solo board game
(work ing title: Black & Blue) in which play ers as sume the chal len ging role of
a per pet rator of do mestic vi ol ence 1 against chil dren. Play ers draft cards to
nav ig ate po ten tially ex plos ive do mestic con texts which force them to add
cubes to a tot ter ing tower rep res ent ing the im min ent erup tion of vi ol ence.
Placed in the un com fort able shoes of a mal efactor, they must man age repu‐ 
ta tional dam age (and ul ti mately con vic tion) by dis pers ing evid ence of this
vi ol ence across hos pit als, courts, schools and po lice sta tions so that it never

https://loottheroom.itch.io/wretched
https://itch.io/c/862577/wretched-alone-games


‘The Mechanic is the Message’: Board Game Design as a Performative Research Tool in the
Historiography of Domestic Violence Against Children

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

builds up in any one loc a tion. In spired by Brenda Romero’s ‘Mech anic is the
Mes sage’ board game series, Black & Blue is a tan gible thought ex per i ment
which lays out and works through the in ter re lated so ci etal sys tems struc‐ 
tur ing, re spond ing to and ob fus cat ing do mestic vi ol ence. After an over view
of rel ev ant his tor ical and con tem por ary games, the art icle will frame the
meth od o lo gies em ployed in such per form at ive, practice- based re search as
an ex per i mental and ex per i en tial pre lude to con ven tional qual it at ive his‐ 
tori ography, pair ing Fre deric Jameson's cog nit ive map ping strategies with
Romero's vis ceral epi phanies.

Français
Cet ar ticle dé taille et ana lyse le pro ces sus de concep tion d’un jeu de so cié té
(titre pro vi soire  : Black  & Blue) dans le quel un.e joueur.se as sume le rôle
pro blé ma tique d’un.e au teur.e de vio lence do mes tique à l’en contre d’en‐ 
fants. La par tie se dé roule à l’aide de cartes, qui placent les joueur.ses dans
des contextes do mes tiques po ten tiel le ment ex plo sifs, et de cubes qu’iels
doivent em pi ler et ajou ter à une tour in stable re pré sen tant l'érup tion im mi‐ 
nente de la vio lence. L’au teur.e de vio lence doit gérer le récit pu blic de sa
vie en dis per sant les preuves de cette vio lence entre les hô pi taux, les tri bu‐ 
naux, les écoles et les com mis sa riats de po lice afin qu’elles ne s’ac cu mulent
ja mais dans un seul en droit. Ins pi ré de la série de jeux « The Me cha nic is the
Mes sage » de Bren da Ro me ro, Black & Blue est une ex pé rience in con for table
de pen sée his to rique qui ex plore la struc tu ra tion de sys tèmes so cié taux in‐ 
ter dé pen dants in vi si bi li sant la vio lence do mes tique. L’ar ticle passe en revue
un échan tillon de jeux de so cié té pas sés et contem po rains pour en suite ex‐ 
po ser la mé tho do lo gie adop tée dans cet exemple de re cherche per for ma‐ 
tive, re cherche qui aborde la pra tique comme un pré lude ex pé ri men tal et
ex pé rien tiel à l'his to rio gra phie qua li ta tive conven tion nelle, as so ciant les
stra té gies de car to gra phie cog ni tive de Fre de ric Ja me son aux épi pha nies
vis cé rales de Ro me ro.
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