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The author discusses how social scientists and psychologists in the late 1960s
and early 1970s devised the board games Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El
Barrio to teach students in college and high school about racism, racial seg-
regation, and poverty in American society. But, he also argues, these games
assumed that poor Black and Latino Americans bore some individual respon-
sibility for their poverty and could, with great effort, escape the ghetto or the
barrio. Rasmussen concludes that these games simultaneously encouraged
players to become more aware of racial inequality and replicated ideas about
race and segregation prevalent among social scientists and game designers
at the time, ideas that are considered questionable or even discounted today.
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HWOULD YOU BELIEVE that there’s a child’s game called Dirty Water?” the
New York Times asked in 1970. “Or other games with such equally descriptive
names as Generation Gap, Group Therapy, Blacks and Whites, Ghetto, Smog,
and Confrontation?” Reporter Leonard Sloane observed that America’s environ-
mental movement and Black freedom struggle had inspired game manufacturers
to create board games that were “not child’s play” Instead, he wrote, “many of
America’s children will be playing out their parents’ real-life problems.”* Social
scientists, educators, and game designers became enthusiastic about simulation
games in the 1960s, declaring that such games could enable players, scholars,
and students to model social problems and understand them more intuitively.
Enthusiasts predicted that simulation games would transform education because
games, unlike linear textbooks and lectures, offered students an interactive and
engaging way to learn about social problems, consider potential solutions to
them, and test these solutions. Games, according to their proponents, could do
more than interpret the world. They could help change it.”
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The simulation games Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El Barrio were pro-
duced in the late 1960s and early 1970s, when demands for racial equality com-
bined with innovations in gaming, social science, and pedagogy to inspire game
designers to create simulations of poverty and racial inequality. Commercial
and educational game designers created board games for college and high school
students and for consumers that focused on America’s social problems, includ-
ing the fault lines of race and class dividing American society. Ghetto, designed
by social worker Dove Toll in 1969, and Blacks & Whites, developed by two
psychology professors and Psychology Today Games in 1970, offered white col-
lege and high school students the chance to experience vicariously the poverty,
discrimination, and residential segregation endured by many African Americans
in the nation’s cities.” Ghetto confronted players with the difficulty of keeping
one’s head above water on an income below the poverty line; Blacks & Whites
focused on residential segregation and required white players to engage in role
play to foster empathy with Black Americans. Similarly, El Barrio—produced
by game designers at the University of California, Berkeley in 1971—attempted
to model the experience of poor and working-class Latino immigrants as they
struggled to make ends meet and adjust to life in the United States.

To understand fully a board game’s significance, media scholar Paul Booth
writes, we must understand the game’s creation, its rules and textuality, and
players’ response to it.* Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El Barrio appeared in the
wake of the Civil Rights movement and the urban unrest that occurred in many
American cities in the 1960s, when racial discrimination and poverty ranked
among the nation’s most urgent political issues and—as sociologists Mitchell
Duneier and Elijah Anderson observe—poverty had become a highly racialized
issue. Some white Americans identified poverty almost exclusively with Black
Americans, especially in urban ghettos. Anderson writes that the ghetto was “no
longer simply a physical space,” but a “mental construct” For many white Amer-
icans, the ghetto was “where the Black people live.”> Ghetto, Blacks & Whites,
and El Barrio attacked racial inequality, but the games’ focus on the ghetto and
the barrio reinforced some stereotypes about the urban poor.

The games also appeared at a moment when simulation games seemed
indispensable to the future of education and social science. Game designers
created simulations of racial inequality and poverty based on the social scientific
research and political currents of the 1960s and early 1970s. As sociologist Loic
Wacquant observes in his influential study of ghettos, social scientists in the
1950s and 1960s conceived of urban poverty as a residue of past discrimination
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or “the product of individual deficiencies” that would soon be remedied by eco-
nomic growth and a few government programs targeted to aid the poor.® Simu-
lation games created in the 1960s and 1970s focused on individuals’ behavior
and depicted the poor as steeped in a “culture of poverty;” anthropologist Oscar
Lewis’s influential concept that impoverished people held deeply internalized
values and behaviors that rendered them unwilling or unable to propel them-
selves out of poverty.” The games modeled some of the hardships confronted by
residents of the ghetto and the barrio, but they were also predicated on the
assumption that the poor bore some responsibility for their own poverty and
even more responsibility for lifting themselves out of it.* As a result, the games
sometimes faulted racial minorities for their plight and even reinforced stereo-
types about their behavior. Ultimately, these educational games suggested that
residents of the ghetto and the barrio could, albeit with enormous effort, shake
off the culture of poverty, make prudent economic decisions, and climb the
socioeconomic ladder.

Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El Barrio gave players vicarious experiences
of struggling to pay their bills, getting an education and a better job, and mov-
ing to a better neighborhood, but the games did not simulate the combination
of political power, economic stratification, and white supremacy that created
and maintained the ghetto and the barrio. Recent scholarship on race and pov-
erty and a resurgent social justice movement have focused on the system of
structural inequality that consigns impoverished Black and Latino Americans
to political powerlessness and economic deprivation.” Simulation games were
ostensibly designed to encourage players to consider policies for alleviating racial
discrimination and poverty, Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El Barrio instead
measured players’ success by their ability to earn more money rather than undo
systemic racial and economic inequality.”® The goal of players in these games
was not principally to change the ghetto and the barrio, but to escape them.

Gaming remains extremely popular but has changed enormously in recent
decades. Board games are a multibillion-dollar industry, and digital and online
gaming generated nearly $300 billion in revenue in 2022 and is still growing
rapidly."" Contemporary scholars, like their predecessors in the 1960s, believe
that games can challenge racism and racial inequality. The extraordinary popu-
larity and alluring interactivity of digital games has led enthusiasts to proclaim
that these games will supplant movies and television as the preeminent story-
telling medium of the twenty-first century. Games have become an important
form of education and entertainment that invariably shapes players’ ideas about
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race, whether by reinforcing racial stereotypes or rejecting them. Game design-
ers, most of whom are white, have sometimes created games that feature white
heroes, denigrate nonwhite characters, and prove hurtful to nonwhite players.
White players of online games have engaged in outbursts of blatant racism and
created an online environment hostile to players of color, especially to Black
players.'” But games can also contribute to undoing racial stereotypes and
encourage players to envision a more egalitarian society. In game designer and
scholar Mary Flanagan’s influential formulation, games can allow players to
engage in “critical play,” in which they see the world anew, analyze aspects of
human life or society, ask questions about a game’s content and rules, and per-
haps even subvert them."

Other gaming scholars have urged the creation of games that undermine
racism instead of replicating it. In Black Game Studies, Lindsay D. Grace urges
players to engage in “critical gameplay,” question the stereotypes built into games,
and imagine games free from racial prejudices. Grace praises the growing num-
ber of analog and digital games, many of which are created by Black game
designers, that offer a more sensitive and accurate depiction of Black life. Some
of these games depict fantasy worlds that have little direct bearing on contem-
porary racial and social issues, but others simulate poverty, racial protest, and
the juvenile justice system." Games, like novels, songs, or movies, can reproduce
prevalent ideas about race or challenge them. As Kishonna L. Gray and David
J. Leonard write in Woke Gaming, games typically express the injustices and
prejudices prevalent in society but “gaming also offers a potential space for
change”" The mixture of prejudice and hopefulness that has typified gaming
for decades can be traced to the simulation games created to address racial
inequality in the 1960s and 1970s.

The Future’s Language: Gaming

Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El Barrio were products of an era in which social
scientists believed that simulation games could help understand and improve
Americas economy, politics, and society. Hungarian mathematician John von
Neumann introduced game theory in his 1928 article, “On the Theory of Parlor
Games,” in which he demonstrated that mathematical models derived from the
study of games could be used to explain many aspects of human behavior. In
1944 von Neumann and economist Oskar Morgenstern published their monu-
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mental Theory of Games and Behavior, which analyzed poker and other games
to understand how players sized up rival players, calculated potential risks and
rewards, and made strategic decisions.’® Game theory revolutionized the dis-
cipline of economics, and scholars soon applied von Neumann and Morgen-
stern’s ideas to psychology, politics, diplomacy, and war. As the New York Times
explained, game theory promised to yield “new knowledge of man’s struggle for
existence,” because “[g]ames are simple forms of basic struggles in the everyday
competitive world” Conversely, everyday life was a game."”

Social scientists, strategists, policy makers, and business people quickly
seized on game theory’s potential and devised sophisticated games to simulate
decision making in business, government, and war. Games, such as poker or
chess, are contests bound by rules in which players attempt to achieve a specified
objective, but simulation games, which model some aspect of society and are
typically more complex, are designed to be instructive."

In the 1950s, Pentagon strategists developed sophisticated war games to
simulate potential conflicts during the Cold War. Hans Speier and Herbert Gold-
hamer, sociologists employed by the RAND Corporation, recognized game
theory’s value and limits. Mathematics alone, they contended, could never fully
account for the complexity, unpredictability, and sheer irrationality of war. Speier
and Goldhamer created simulations used by RAND and the Pentagon to model
the historical, political, and psychological factors that provoked wars and shaped
military strategy.'” Business schools soon incorporated simulations into their
curricula, creating games to model decision making in finance and marketing,
and social scientists created games to model government and policy.*

Historian Jennifer Light’s analysis of the U.S. government’s use of analog
simulation games to develop and improve its Model Cities program, created in
1966 to redress urban violence, decay, and corruption, conveys gaming’s impor-
tance. “To understand the full extent of the dominance of systems thinking”
among scholars and policy makers in the era of the Cold War and the Civil
Rights movement, she writes, “scholars must attend to the history of games.”*

Social scientists were enthusiastic about the potential for simulation games
to transform scholarship and social policy. Sociologist Daniel Bell predicted in
1967 that computer-based simulations would revolutionize social science by
enabling scholars to conduct “large scale ‘controlled experiments’ in the social
sciences” that “will allow us to plot ‘alternative futures.”” Sociologist James S.
Coleman, creator of the widely used simulation, Democracy (1966), which used
rational-choice theory to model the U.S. Congress, wrote in 1969 that social
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scientists must create and use simulation games, because ultimately, “life is a
game” in which people strive to achieve their objectives within political, eco-
nomic, and societal constraints.”® Surveying the development of gaming two
decades later, Coleman called games “essential to the enterprise of social theory
construction,” because simulations were sociologists’ counterpart to natural
scientists’ experiments and enabled them to test and refine their paradigms for
understanding society. “If I had one prescription for those who would aspire to
the creation of social theory,” he concluded, “it would be a heavy dose of the
construction and use of simulation games.”*

Gaming—the word was virtually unknown in 1960—quickly gained wide-
spread influence in the social sciences and education in the coming decade.”
The Western Behavioral Sciences Institute, founded in 1958 in La Jolla, Califor-
nia, became a center of game design, and R. Garry Shirts emerged as one of
gaming’s leading designers and scholars. The Johns Hopkins Game Program,
launched in 1962, included sociologists James S. Coleman and Sarane S. Boocock
and created a series of widely used educational games—such as Ghetto, Democ-
racy, Economic System, Life Career, and Generation Gap—that enabled students
and players to simulate aspects of America’s economy, politics, and society.”
Another influential gaming program was developed at the University of Mich-
igan under the leadership of Richard D. Duke, who designed a series of games
to simulate complex policy making and environmental problems. An urban
planner, Duke created Metropolis in 1964 to model the budgeting process for
the city council in Lansing, Michigan, and the game was adopted by officials in
many cities.”’

A scholarly journal, Simulation & Games, debuted in 1970 to publish research
on the burgeoning field. The East Coast War Games Council, founded in 1962,
became the National Gaming Council in 1968, changed its focus from war games
to business simulations, and became the North American Simulation and Gaming
Association (NASAGA) in 1975.% European scholars also recognized gaming’s
potential, and the International Simulation and Gaming Association (ISAGA)
held its inaugural meeting in Germany in 1970. ISAGA grew rapidly, attracting
scholars who believed that simulation games, rather than lectures and textbooks,
was the future of social scientific research and education.”

Game manufacturers had marketed commercial board games since the
nineteenth century, but game designers created a new genre of sophisticated
simulation games based on war, strategy, and business for educators and con-
sumers in the 1950s. The Avalon Game company (later Avalon Hill Games)
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introduced the first commercially successful war game, Tactics, in 1954. Games
Research Inc. began marketing Diplomacy, which simulated the calculations,
deceptions, and blunders that culminated in World War 1.*

Executives at the 3M corporation noticed the rapidly growing market for
board games and hired game designers Sid Sackson and Alex Randolph to launch
its games division in 1962. Sackson designed one of the company’s most suc-
cessful games, Acquire (1964), in which players competed to amass wealth by
building hotel chains. 3M Games developed several notable “bookshelf games”
in the 1960s and 1970s but was unprofitable, and the company sold its gaming
division to Avalon Hill Games in 1976.”

Game designers’ enthusiasm verged on utopianism. Simulation games, they
claimed, offered a tool to model human interaction and society, a new method-
ology for conducting social scientific research, a new pedagogy, even a new
mode of communication. Simulation game designers predicted that gaming
would fundamentally transform education, especially in social studies, by offer-
ing a dynamic learning experience in which students interacted with one another,
made decisions, and received immediate feedback about the consequences of
those decisions.

Sociologist William A. Gamson’s enormously influential game, SimSoc
(Simulated Society), created in 1966, challenged students to grapple with the
social, political, and economic matters of governing a modern nation, and the
game inspired many imitators.* Social Education, the premier journal for teach-
ers of social studies, stated that education was being remade by a “game explo-
sion” and reported that it received more correspondence about simulation games
than any other topic.” James S. Coleman wrote in 1968 that “the use of games
constitutes a fundamental change in the process by which learning takes place,”
adding that games would prove especially useful for teaching social studies
because games engaged students in a way that conventional classes, textbooks,
and essay assignments did not.** Sarane S. Boocock recalled that simulation
games expressed the experimental spirit of the 1960s and resonated with many
students, including those who previously had been unenthusiastic about school.*”

Instead of reading a textbook about American government or econom-
ics, students could experience vicariously the give-and-take of politics or the
ups-and-downs of the stock market. Sociologist and game designer Cathy S.
Greenblat wrote that games encouraged players to develop a holistic vision of
society, liberated education from the hierarchical authority of professors, and
enabled students to participate in the learning process: “Games entail the active
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involvement of learners with the subject matter in autotelic activities that free
them from dependence on authority and offer them feedback and ways of mea-
suring their progress toward a goal”* Richard D. Duke similarly believed that
simulation games led students to understand one another’s point of view and
comprehend “the gestalt” of society and politics in a way that the “ancient” form
of linear text could not. Gaming, he wrote in 1974, was nothing less than “the

future’s language””’

Social Science and Race Relations in the 1960s

Race relations ranked among the most pressing domestic issues confronting
the United States in the decades after World War II. Upward of six million
Black Americans had moved from the South to northern and western cities in
the twentieth century, and racial segregation and poverty posed serious prob-
lems throughout the 1960s.”* As the Civil Rights and Black Power movements
challenged racial inequality in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s, social
scientists and policy makers confronted the urgent problems of racial discrimi-
nation, segregation, and poverty.

Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal's An American Dilemma (1944) criti-
cized racial inequality yet concluded hopefully that race relations in the United
States were on the cusp of significant improvement. St. Clair Drake and Horace
Cayton’s Black Metropolis (1945) was less optimistic, focusing on the use of
political and economic clout by white Chicagoans to consign Black residents to
inferior neighborhoods. The U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark 1954 ruling in
Brown v. Board of Education, which prohibited de jure racial segregation in
public schools, cited Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s psychological research on the
effects of racial inequality on children. In his studies of Harlem, Youth in the
Ghetto (1964) and Dark Ghetto (1965), Kenneth Clark described ghettos as “the
institutionalization of powerlessness,” arguing that poverty and segregation were
not inevitable but were created and maintained by laws and policies designed
to preserve white supremacy.

Michael Harrington’s enormously influential exposé of poverty, The Other
America (1962) espoused the culture-of-poverty thesis, developed by anthro-
pologist Oscar Lewis in Five Families, his 1959 book on Mexican poverty and
in La Vida, his 1966 book comparing the lives of Puerto Ricans in San Juan and
New York City. Simply put, the poor not only lacked money but did not share
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middle-class Americans’ values or their optimistic belief that they could improve
their lives. Harrington’s book was among the key inspirations for President Lyn-
don B. Johnson’s ambitious War on Poverty, launched in 1964.”

Some of the most influential scholarly research and journalistic accounts
of poverty in the 1960s assumed that poverty resulted from individuals’ dys-
functional behavior, rather than from a system of racial and economic inequal-
ity endemic to American society. Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s controversial but
influential 1965 report on the Black family faulted the “tangle of pathology” and
the “matriarchal” family structure for consigning a disproportionate number
Black Americans to poverty.” Television and newspaper reports commonly
depicted ghetto residents as the “undeserving poor,” whose poverty resulted
from their own choices, faulting their lack of education, unwillingness to work,
reliance on welfare, and decision to bear children they could not easily afford
to support. Journalistic accounts often blamed the poor for their troubles and
assumed that they could escape from poverty and begin climbing the socio-
economic ladder if they established a long-term goal and made more savvy
economic decisions."

The Civil Rights movement won historic victories for desegregation and
voting rights in the mid-1960s, yet many Black Americans still confronted pov-
erty, unemployment, substandard housing, and police brutality and responded
by protesting in dozens of American cities. Rebellions convulsed Harlem in 1964
and left more than thirty people dead in Watts the following year. During the
“long, hot summer” of 1967, protest erupted in more than 150 American cities,
and President Johnson responded by appointing the Kerner Commission, sup-
ported by a team of social and behavioral scientists, to study the causes of these
“civil disorders.” The commission’s bestselling report stated that the United States
was “moving toward two separate societies, one Black, one white, separate and
unequal.” The report’s most quoted and most controversial statement placed the
blame for racial segregation and inequality squarely on white Americans and
the structures of power they dominated, declaring: “White racism is essentially
responsible for the explosive mixture which has been accumulating in our cities
since the end of World War I1#

Black Americans protested again in cities across the nation after the assas-
sination of Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968.* Racial problems and opposi-
tion to the Vietnam War eroded Johnson’s popularity, culminating in Republican
Richard Nixon’s election as president in November 1968. In his influential 1969
book, The Emerging Republican Majority, Nixon campaign aide and political
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scientist Kevin Philips declared that millions of white voters had abandoned the
Democratic Party because of “its ambitious social programming, and inability

to handle the urban and Negro revolutions.”*

Temporary Ghetto Dwellers: Ghetto

Racial inequality, poverty, and urban rebellions led social scientists and game
designers to create games about race relations. Some of these games, such
as The Black Experience, sought to acquaint players with the many contri-
butions of African Americans to American history, while others simulated
contemporary social problems.* Game designer and social worker Dove Toll
consulted with professors of social work and sociology and members of the
Johns Hopkins Game Program to create Ghetto (1969), a game that modeled
urban Black poverty. The game’s name suggested that ghettos were “where the
Black people live” and the game board depicted pawnshops and bars, but no
churches, and, tellingly, no people. Ultimately, though, Ghetto was premised
on the belief that individual players could overcome hardship and gradually
climb into the middle class.

The number of young Americans attending high school and college boomed
in the decades after World War II, an era in which higher education was seen
as the avenue to a middle-class income and lifestyle. In 1960, 43.2 percent of
white adults and 21.7 percent of Black adults had graduated from high school;
in 1970, those figures had risen to 57.4 percent of white adults and 36.1 percent
of Black adults. College graduation rates for white adults were 8.1 percent in
1960 and 11.6 percent in 1970; 3.5 percent of Black adults had graduated from
college in 1960 and 6.1 percent had a college degree in 1970. The belief that
education could propel poor and working people into the middle class is evident
in Ghetto's instruction manual, in which Toll explained the premises on which
the game was based: opportunity for upward mobility in American society
depends largely on the amount of education one has; most kinds of legitimate
work available to those who have not graduated from high school are financially
unrewarding; responsibility for children greatly affects a woman’s economic
potential, especially among low-income people; finally, neighborhood conditions
affect each individual differently, depending on whether he or she has a family
and on the type of activities in which he or she has chosen to engage.

Players” options were constrained by their poverty and by their neighbor-
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hood environment. (figures 1 and 2). Ghetto rated the neighborhood according
to four “neighborhood conditions:” safety, recreation, education, and housing,
each of which affected a player’s life chances. At the start of the game, the neigh-
borhood was in bad shape—high rents, crowded apartments, dilapidated build-
ings, poor schools, few recreational activities, and antagonistic relations with
the police. If neighborhood conditions improved, players’ opportunities
improved with them. Ostensibly, neighborhood conditions suggested the ghetto
environment’s enormous impact on players’ lives, but these conditions were
shaped principally by the choices residents made, as though they—rather than,
say, government, redlining, zoning, white flight, and landlords—bore collective
responsibility for the ghetto’s problems. At the beginning of each round, neigh-
borhood conditions either improved or deteriorated in response to players’ prior
decisions about how to use their time and resources, compounded by the vaga-
ries of spinning the game’s wheel (11) [The numbers in parentheses refer to the
page numbers of the game’s rule book]. Although players were allowed to coop-
erate with one another and to invest in neighborhood improvement to enhance
safety, recreational opportunities, schools, or housing, poverty left players with
scant resources to devote to bettering their neighborhood (11).

Ghetto focused its attention on players’ subjective experience of poverty’s
hardships, and the game’s rulebook explicitly endorsed the culture-of-poverty
thesis, inviting players to “become temporary ghetto dwellers, and, at a safe
remove, ‘live out’ the life of a fellow man who has been trapped in the culture
of poverty” (5). The game was “not really designed for residents of inner-city
ghettos,” who hardly needed a board game to learn about poverty, but for white
college and high school students who had not experienced poverty or racial
segregation (5). Toll wrote that playing the game would “sensitize its players to
the emotional, physical, and social world the poor inhabit” as they struggled to
pay their bills and provide for their children (4). At the game’s outset, each player
was assigned a “profile;” which resembled a social worker’s case file for a ghetto
resident (Willie Mae, Isabelle, Lorenzo, and others). These profiles were designed
to encourage players to empathize with the plight of an individual ghetto resi-
dent. None of the residents had a high school diploma. Some worked
low-paying jobs, and others were unemployed and received welfare. Eight of ten
were unmarried. Most had at least one child, and some as many as six.”’

Ghetto forced players to cope with some of the hardships that poverty
imposed on the poor but suggested that they could gradually climb out of pov-
erty through sacrifice, prudence, and hard work. Escaping from poverty, how-
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Figure 1. Ghetto game box. The image on the box is from “The Block” by photographer Herb
Goro, who photographed a poor neighborhood and its residents in the East Bronx in 1968-
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Figure 2. Ghetto gameboard. A neighborhood without people. Photo by Mason Resnick.
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ever, was far from easy. Each player received a specified number of “hour-chips”
representing free time at the beginning of each round. Players with spouses or
children had as few as four hours of free time daily, while those who were single
and childless had upwards of twelve (8). Strapped for both time and money,
players had to choose whether to work, go to school to qualify for a better job,
care for their children, hang out, attempt to improve their neighborhood, rely
on welfare, or turn to crime (6). The game encouraged players to devise a strat-
egy for using their available time to improve their economic standing. By com-
pleting high school, trade school, or courses at the city college, players could
move from unskilled to semiskilled to skilled jobs, but getting an education
proved extremely difficult for players with children to care for and rent to pay.
Although players devised strategies about how to spend their time and money,
the game, like life itself, was also shaped by luck, which could suddenly upend
a player’s plan. Some outcomes were determined by rolling dice, spinning a
wheel, or drawing chance cards, which could result in players being expelled
from school or losing their jobs and slipping into destitution (9).

Female players faced far more impediments than males. The game’s depic-
tion of women echoed Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s controversial claim that Black
Americans” high poverty rate resulted from “the deterioration of the Negro
family,” typified by absentee fathers and single mothers.* Players who were
assigned the profile of a woman faced far greater impediments than men because
most female profiles were single mothers with extremely low incomes who were
compelled to devote much of their time and money to child care and could work
or go to school only if they paid for babysitting. They also ran a significant risk
of becoming pregnant and could do little to reduce that risk, because the game’s
instructions prohibited players from using birth control (10). If birth control
were introduced into the game, designer Dove Toll explained, players would opt
not to have children, which “would not be realistic and would provide less
opportunity for learning about the economic effects of having children” (14).

Dim job prospects tempted some players to become a “hustler” and turn
to crime. The game’s inclusion of hustlers expressed a notorious stereotype of
Black criminality, but Black Nationalist Malcolm X lionized the hustler in his
1965 autobiography, calling him “the most dangerous Black man in America”
because of his utter contempt for the white power structure.”” Some social sci-
entists in the 1960s contended that criminal behavior was not pathological, but
a rational strategy for coping with poverty. Sociologist Richard Cloward and
criminologist Lloyd Ohlin invoked opportunity theory in their 1961 book on
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juvenile delinquency to explain delinquency and criminality as understandable
responses to extreme inequality.”® In Ghetto, hustlers made considerably more
money than low-wage workers but also ran significant risk of being injured,
arrested, fined, jailed, and gaining a criminal record that permanently hampered
their employability. Hustlers also harmed other players, who became the victims
of robbery, and caused neighborhood conditions to deteriorate, making life
more difficult for all players (10). Notably, if neighborhood conditions improved,
the likelihood of a hustler being arrested rose markedly, from a low of 3 percent
in the worst ghetto to 89 percent if the neighborhood’s schools, housing, and
policing became significantly better. After players completed six rounds of the
game, a player who had been a successful hustler throughout the previous six
rounds could become a “big-time hustler,” engage in crime on a much larger
and more lucrative scale, and be insulated from many of the risks that frequently
sent small-time hustlers to jail (11).

Game designers sometimes encouraged players to alter the game’s rules
and experiment with ideas for modeling and improving society, and Ghetto’s
instruction manual suggested that players could introduce a variation into the
game in which unemployment and poverty provoked a riot, like the hundreds
of rebellions that convulsed dozens of American cities in the 1960s. The game’s
instructions cautioned that a riot could either improve the neighborhood by
focusing national attention on the ghetto’s problems or harm it by destroying
property (14). Players were also invited to experiment with possible remedies
for poverty by amending the game’s rules to introduce a guaranteed annual
income, more generous welfare support for children and parents, or urban
renewal (15).

Ghetto was designed to be educational rather than competitive and to foster
interaction among players, and the game’s rules encouraged players to consider
long-term strategies for improving their lives and to measure how well their
strategies succeeded. Players kept a score sheet on which they recorded their
use of time and money, their expected returns, and their actual returns. After
playing eight to ten rounds, each of which represented a year in a player’s life,
players tallied their resources and calculated their “projected future reward”—
that is, their prospective earnings over the next forty years, because “life is a
game of about forty to fifty economically productive years” (13). Ghetto's first
premise was that education was the pathway to a good job, and players who
adopted a long-term strategy of getting an education and a higher-paying job
could expect much greater future earnings than unskilled workers. Although
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players kept score by totaling their assets and their projected earnings, the game
was intended to foster conversation about poverty, and its instruction manual
included a bibliography of scholarship on poverty and urban problems. The rule
book included questions about the problems that confronted ghetto residents
to foster postgame discussion about players’ choices: What effect did age, chil-
dren, and education have on their ability to get ahead? Did the poor have any
incentive to engage in collective action to improve their neighborhood? What
were the risks and rewards of hustling? Why was the ghetto’s crime rate so high?
To what extent did players feel the frustrations of life in the inner city as they
struggled to get ahead but sometimes suffered setbacks through no fault of their
own (12-14)? Ultimately, Ghetto’s depiction of the lives of poor Black Americans
was sometimes stereotyped, but the game expressed the belief—widely shared
in the 1960s—that gaining an education and a better job would enable the poor
to pull themselves up out of poverty and out of the ghetto.

A Taste of Helplessness: Blacks & Whites

While Ghetto invited players to become temporary ghetto dwellers, Blacks &
Whites (1970) even more explicitly asked white players to engage in role play (a
therapeutic technique used by many psychologists) and to adopt the persona of
a Black ghetto resident. The game also borrowed heavily from Parker Brothers’
Monopoly to model residential segregation, and the objective of “Black” players
was to better their lives by moving from a segregated neighborhood into a more
affluent, integrated one. Blacks & Whites stated this goal succinctly: “Experience
the ghetto. Live on welfare. Try to buy into a white suburb.™"

Ghetto relied principally on sociological research; Blacks & Whites was
created by psychologists. The field of psychology grew rapidly after World War
11, and psychologists, like social scientists, were deeply concerned about racism
in the 1950s and 1960s. As I noted, Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s studies of the
psychological consequences of racism supplied part of the intellectual founda-
tion for the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 landmark ruling in Brown v. Board of
Education, which declared segregated public schools unconstitutional. Kenneth
Clark’s 1965 book, Dark Ghetto, issued a sweeping indictment of racism’s injuri-
ous effects on Black Americans. Psychologists and sociologists contributed to
the Kerner Commission’s study of the “civil disorders” that erupted in more than
one hundred cities in 1967 and strove to identify the factors that caused some



26

AMERICAN JOURNAL ofF PLAY

Black Americans to hit the breaking point and engage in rebellion and violence.*

Eager to make psychological research accessible to a broad readership,
psychologist, publisher, and entrepreneur Nicolas Charney launched the maga-
zine Psychology Today in 1967, positioning its content between the scholarly
articles in academic journals and the superficial coverage of psychology in the
mass media.” Troubled by racism’s toll on individuals and society, Charney
devoted considerable attention to race relations in Psychology Today, publishing
articles by Kenneth Clark and on the response of Americans to the rebellions
that convulsed cities in 1967 and 1968.>* Charney also founded a company,
Communications/Research/Machines (C/R/M), which launched Psychology
Today Games to create educational games and disseminate psychological tech-
niques and insights to students and consumers. The new gaming company cre-
ated Blacks & Whites and several other role-play games in the early 1970s.”
C/R/M acknowledged that a board game about segregation could not cure
America’s poisoned race relations but believed the game could teach students,
especially white students, about racism.*

Blacks & Whites was developed by Robert Sommer and Judy Tart, profes-
sors of psychology at the University of California, Davis. Sommer and Tart
believed that their role-play game would “give middle-class whites a taste of the
helplessness that comes from living against implacable odds” by allowing play-
ers to adopt the role of a Black person trying to escape poverty and segregation
or the role of a white person who benefited from racial inequality (2) [The
numbers in parentheses refer to the page numbering of the game’s rule book].
Players were allowed to choose a “Black” or “white” identity, but the rules stip-
ulated that “white” players must be a majority in the game, just as whites were
a majority in the U.S. population (1). Players in Blacks & Whites sought to amass
property, but the game relied principally on the technique of role playing and
focused on the individual player’s response to poverty and segregation rather
than to the structure of racial and economic inequality.”” As the game’s instruc-
tions conceded: “Nobody pretends to know what it is like to live in another’s
skin” But it hoped the game could sensitize players to some of the indignities
and inequality that white supremacy inflicted on Black Americans (3).

In Sommer and Tart’s prototype for Blacks & Whites, “Black” players were
so disadvantaged economically that they simply could not win, and many play-
ers became frustrated by the game. When Sommer and Tart tested the game
with groups of students, players responded by rewriting its rules and introduc-
ing “Black Power politics” that enabled Black players to band together to defeat
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Figure 3. Blacks & Whites game box. The psychologists who designed the game believed that
role play could ameliorate racism. Photo by Mason Resnick.

Figure 4. Blacks & Whites gameboard. As in Monopoly, players aimed to buy real estate but
also sought to move out of the ghetto and end racial residential segregation. Photo by Mason
Resnick.
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the whites (3). An account of the game’s development in its rule book recounted
in 1960s lingo that players “shook up the rigidities of the past and introduced
free-form alternatives” so that “Black people, though still victims of discrimina-
tion, became the agents of change in a game that came to emphasize the absur-
dities of living in different worlds while playing on the same board.” David
Popoff, an editor at Psychology Today, further revised the game’s rules after con-
sulting with Black Nationalist and pan-Africanist Maulana Karenga, founder of
the US Organization.”® Blacks & Whites, like Ghetto, was designed to encourage
players to improvise and devise solutions to social problems, and the game
invited players to alter the rules and experiment with strategies for promoting
racial equality (3). “Don’t get hung up reading the rules,” the rule book began.
“You'll soon be changing them anyway” (1).

Unlike Ghetto, in which successful players might gain jobs with higher
wages and slowly make their way out of poverty, Blacks & Whites dangled the
prospect of earning enough money to leave the ghetto and move to an affluent
suburb. The game modeled inadequate housing and residential segregation in
American cities, which became important issues during the Civil Rights strug-
gle.” The game’s simulation of segregation borrowed extensively from Monop-
oly, the enormously popular real estate board game introduced by Parker
Brothers in 1935. Monopoly’s game board contained properties ranging from
Mediterranean Avenue to Boardwalk; Blacks & Whites substituted Harlem,
Watts, Levittown, and Grosse Pointe. As in Monopoly, players rolled the dice,
landed on properties, bought them if they could afford to do so, and amassed
wealth (2).% (See figures 3 and 4.)

Black players strove to escape from poverty and move to one of the more
affluent neighborhoods on the game board, but the game burdened them with
almost insurmountable disadvantages. Black players started the game with
$10,000 in cash and white players began with $1,000,000. Income, like wealth,
was unequal, and Black players collected $10,000 each time they passed the
game’s Start square; Whites, however, collected $50,000 (1). (The game’s dis-
parities of wealth and income exceeded America’s economic inequality in this
era. One group of economists calculated average household wealth in 1968:
white, $70,786; Black, $6,674; the U.S. Census Bureau reported mean household
incomes in 1972: white, $11,861; Black, $7,501.)%

Real estate prices posed a significant barrier to Black players. The least
expensive properties, Harlem and Watts, cost $50,000; the most expensive,
Grosse Pointe, cost $1,000,000. Residential segregation also created a barrier for
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Black players. The game board was divided into four housing zones—the ghetto
zone, integrated zone, suburban zone, and estate zone, each of which comprised
two separate neighborhoods (inner ghetto and outer ghetto, for example). At
the start of the game, Black players could buy property only in the ghetto and
integrated zones and were barred from owning property in the suburban zone
unless they persuaded a white player to sell it to them, purchased the property
at a bankruptcy auction, or drew an “opportunity” card that permitted them to
buy it. Black players were also prohibited from buying into the wealthy estate
Zone unless they amassed $1,000,000 in assets, a nearly unattainable sum. But
if a Black player succeeded in moving into either the suburban zone or the estate
zone, the prohibition of Black ownership in that zone ended and other Black
players could also purchase property in it. If Black players acquired half of the
properties in a neighborhood, the value of the remaining properties plummeted,
and white players were required to sell their property and engage in so-called
“white flight” (3).

Even luck was racially segregated in Blacks & Whites, as the game contained
one deck of opportunity cards for Black players and another for whites. These
cards, like Monopoly’s “chance” and “community chest,” injected sheer unpre-
dictability into the game and alluded to contemporary issues in race relations.
A lucky white player might draw a card announcing that the federal government
had purchased his or her ghetto properties at an inflated price for its Model
Cities program, while an unlucky one might draw a card warning of impending
race riots and forcing him or her to sell his or her properties in mixed-race
neighborhoods. Black militants could win control of the city council and levy
whopping fines on white property owners in the ghetto and mixed-race neigh-
borhoods.

Opportunity cards for Black players similarly resulted in both windfalls
and disasters. Rioting could slash real estate values in the ghetto and integrated
neighborhoods, allowing a Black player to snap up property at a discount. Court-
ordered desegregation could enable Black players to move into previously seg-
regated white neighborhoods. Urban renewal or being drafted and deployed to
Vietnam could force a player to sell his ghetto properties at a loss. Or Chicago
Mayor Richard J. Daley could order Black players arrested and hauled to the
police station for interrogation.

Some opportunity cards, intended as humor, were cringeworthy. One card
informed white players that they fantasize about being a Black Panther and must
pay $30,000 for psychoanalysis. Another stated, “You have contracted a strange
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skin disease. For your next three turns make your moves as a Black player” A
card for Black players announces the invention of a skin-lightener that enables
them to take three turns passing as white.

The game’s rules also included the racist stereotype of Black Americans’
dependence on the welfare system: white players who went broke were simply
out of the game, but Black players who went bankrupt became eligible for wel-
fare and received payments of $5,000 from each white player (3).°> Despite the
game designers’ commitment to racial equality, Blacks & Whites expressed some
of the racial attitudes prevalent among white Americans in the 1960s and 1970s.

Life in the Barrio Is Not Easy: El Barrio

The Chicano movement grew rapidly in the 1960s, especially among young
Latinos and on university campuses.” Demographers projected that millions
of Latinos, many of them impoverished and from rural areas, would migrate
to the United States in the 1970s, and social scientists sought to anticipate the
problems that new immigrants would encounter as they adapted to life in their
new country.

In 1971, game designers at the University of California’s Berkeley Project
on Gaming Simulation produced El Barrio, a game designed to model the dif-
ficulties of life in a “Chicano ghetto” (7)** [The numbers in parentheses refer to
the page numbers of the games’ rule book]. The word el barrio (the neighbor-
hood) was commonly used to refer to the Puerto Rican neighborhood in New
York’s East Harlem, but, as the nation’s Latino population grew, it was applied
broadly to Latino neighborhoods across the country. Game designers used
research by social scientists on Latino communities in Denver, San Antonio,
Albuquerque, San Francisco, and Los Angeles to create El Barrio. They especially
relied on the work of sociologists Ozzie Simmons, Robert Hanson, and Jules
Wanderer of the University of Colorado’s Institute of Behavioral Science, which
identified four character types among Latino immigrants: the “loser;” “stumbler;’
“struggler;” and “achiever” (9) and contended that migrants from rural areas
needed to be resocialized and embark on the right role path to assimilate into
American society, become an achiever, and attain “fulfillment of the American
Myth that is shared by immigrants and the multitude in the suburbs alike” (9).%°
That is, Latino immigrants were presumed to aspire to the goals of home own-
ership and a middle-class standard of living.
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The game’s designers acknowledged that El Barrio did not simulate Chicano
culture or urban life in detail but focused on some of the biggest challenges that
Latino immigrants confronted living in a poor, segregated neighborhood (13-
14). Players struggled to earn an income, avoid trouble with the police, obtain
legal documentation or become citizens, learn English, and cooperate for their
mutual survival. The game’s instructions put it succinctly: “Life in the barrio is
not easy” (15).

El Barrio, like Ghetto and Blacks & Whites, was designed to educate white
players about the lives of poor minorities. “The main purpose of this game,” the
rule book explained, “is to give people who do not live in the barrio some under-
standing of how it feels to be a Chicano in an American city” (13).

Players could choose to be a Chicano, the “system,” the police, the judge,
or the “game overall director” (G.O.D.), an umpire who enforced the rules (0,
2, 14). Players who chose to be Chicano players (Roberto Rojo, Victor Verde,
Nestor Negron, and others) were instructed to “take the role of Latin migrants
to the city;” refer to one another by these Hispanic names, and “act as though
we are the Spanish speaking residents themselves” (1, 13). All the Chicano roles
were male because, according to the game’s gender-stereotyped instructions,
“the sex is presumed to be male because women in the family tend to follow
males in typical Chicano society” (9). Some of the Chicano roles were native-
born, U.S. citizens, and others were immigrants from Mexico, Nicaragua, or
Cuba (Chicanos, of course, are Mexican-Americans). Some had more education
or greater fluency in English, while others had no formal education and spoke
Spanish exclusively (1).

Players sought to acquire the economic and social capital necessary to
adjust to life in a Latin ghetto (9). El Barrio was not produced commercially,
and its DIY aesthetic required teachers and players to create their own game
board and purchase the marbles, dowels, and other materials used to play the
game (see figure 5). Oddly, instead of rolling a die or spinning a wheel, players
shot marbles to hit other marbles that represented jobs and other resources and
tried to avoid hitting police marbles and other trouble marbles. The game’s
instructions explained that the children’s game of marbles modeled life in the
barrio because most Latinos were laborers, and playing marbles mimicked
manual labor (10).%

By acquiring marbles that represented economic, political, and social cap-
ital, players earned more advantageous positions from which to shoot their
marbles in subsequent rounds of the game. Becoming more proficient in English,
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Figure 5. Instructions for making the game El Barrio. A do-it-yourself game to learn about
Latino immigrants to cities in the United States.

which could be purchased for three marbles, also gave players a more advanta-
geous position from which to shoot marbles onto the homemade game board
(4, 21), and attaining fluency in English, which cost nine marbles, along with
documentation of legal residency or citizenship, enabled players to get a driver’s
license and purchase a used car. Cars gave players access to more jobs but also
exposed them to the risk of accidents and repair bills (5). Chicano players with-
out documentation of legal residency or citizenship (papers cost five marbles)
ran considerable risk of trouble with the police (5). Players, whether Chicanos
or whites, also accumulated political capital, represented by wooden dowels of
various lengths, because the barrio invariably had a power structure, whether
dominated by gangsters or the city planning department (18). Interestingly,
some players represented the “system,” the police, or the judge. The “system”
comprised employers, social welfare agencies, businesses, universities, hospitals,
and government and embodied upper-middle-class “white Anglos with deper-
sonalized institutions” (11, 18). Playing El Barrio was designed to “reflect the
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arbitrariness and power of the system relative to the majority of the players”
(15), and the system allocated jobs and resources and deployed the police in
ways that often appeared capricious to Latinos.

El Barrio, like Ghetto and Blacks & Whites, allowed players to cooperate
rather than compete against one another and to consider community one of the
hallmarks of Latino culture. The game’s rules explained that Chicanos attached
more value to family, friends, and community than did white or Black Americans
and that the game modeled Latinos’ social cohesion: “the aim of life in El Barrio
is to build up one’s social network as rapidly as possible” (10; emphasis in original).
Players who pursued their self-interest faced long odds, while those who coop-
erated with other players increased their likelihood of improving their economic
and social well-being. The rules specified that some players were compadres with
one another, and these friends were penalized two marbles if they refused to
lend a few marbles or use of their car to a compadre (1, 5). The game’s instruc-
tions explained that Chicanos typically had less education than Black Americans,
lacked the influebce of the Civil Rights movement, and were not prominent in
American music and popular culture, and so “have not yet been able to drama-
tize their built-in conflicts with the System” in same way as African Americans
have (8).

Although the game was designed principally to be educational rather than
competitive, a player could win the game by amassing fifty marbles, which made
the player wealthy enough to build a house in the barrio or move to a home in
the suburbs (5, 24). For a game ostensibly designed to teach players the impor-
tance of cooperation, saving enough money to build a home or move out of the
barrio was, ironically, a highly individualistic and material measure of success,
but reflected social scientists’ beliefs that Chicanos desired to assimilate into
American society and become property owners.

El Barrio offered a rudimentary model of the economic and cultural imped-
iments that Latino migrants and immigrants faced as their numbers grew and
they adapted to urban life in the United States. As in most simulation games,
though, players were encouraged to alter the game’s rules, devise new roles for
players, and suggest ways to create a more egalitarian society (17). After the
game concluded, players were encouraged to discuss what they had learned from
playing it (13-14), and the game’s instructions included four pages of questions
to stimulate conversation. Ultimately, players were asked to consider whether
the game had changed or confirmed their view of American society and the
place of Latinos in it (26-29). El Barrio, which demonstrated the difficulties
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Latino immigrants faced in American cities, was predicated on the assumption
that Latinos wanted to assimilate and share in the vaunted American dream.

Responses: Pro and Con

Proponents of games promised that they would remake education, engage stu-
dents, and render textbooks and lectures obsolete. As Paul Wake and Chloe
Germaine point out, to understand fully a game’s meaning, scholars must con-
sider “the embodied experience of game play” as players interact with the game
and with one another.”

Evidence about these educational board games is scant but suggestive. Some
instructors reported that Ghetto demonstrated the superiority of games to con-
ventional modes of instruction. Cathy Greenblat, a sociologist, recounted that
the murder of Martin Luther King, Jr., the growing influence of Black National-
ism, and urban rebellions had made race relations so tense in 1968 and 1969
that students in her course on race were reluctant to discuss the issue. Greenblat’s
colleague, Sarane S. Boocock, a member of the Johns Hopkins Game Program
that designed Ghetto, gave her a prototype version of the game, and Greenblat
discovered that gaming and interactive learning enabled students to understand
why people with little money, inadequate education, and dismal job prospects
struggled to make ends meet, let alone rise to the middle class.®®

Empirical studies of Ghetto conducted among teachers, college students,
and high school students indicated that the game sensitized students to the plight
of the poor but did not increase their knowledge about poverty. L. Warren Nel-
son, Assistant Superintendent of Schools in Highland Park, Michigan, arranged
for students and teachers from a poor neighborhood to play the game and
reported that even students typically uninterested in school were enthusiastic
about the game and considered it an accurate simulation of crime, pregnancy,
and education. Reviewing Ghetto in Simulation ¢ Games, Nelson wrote that the
game taught students about poverty and enabled them to “see alternatives and
choices open to them.”® But other observers, including Sarane S. Boocock,
reported that playing Ghetto led some players to despair that trying to escape
from poverty was futile, causing them to become pessimistic about efforts to
eliminate economic inequality.”” Boocock stated that games could foster empa-
thy for others but warned that they could also tempt players to engage in selfish
behavior to “win” and even backfire by reinforcing “stereotypical attitudes about
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the poor and racial minorities.””’ Ghetto modeled some of the economic hard-
ships endured by the poor but also suggested that they were trapped in poverty
as a result of their own choices. If the poor wanted to improve their lives, they
would have to lift themselves out of the ghetto.

Responses to Blacks & Whites ranged from approving to withering. An
article in Time magazine touted the game, and Psychology Today Games boasted
that community action groups and business people in cities across the nation
were playing it to understand racial discrimination and segregation in their
community.”” Reviewing Blacks & Whites in Simulation ¢ Games, E. O. Schild,
a gaming pioneer, called it “a poor game which could have been a good one”
He acknowledged that the game contained some clever ideas, but considered it
too simple, its outcomes shaped excessively by luck, and its model of racial
segregation as inaccurate as Monopoly’s simulation of the real estate market in
Atlantic City. As for the game’s reliance on role playing, Schild stated that no
empirical studies had demonstrated that role-play games made players more
sensitive to the plight of others. Games, he explained, teach structure and strat-
egy, not empathy. In a parting shot at Charney’s magazine, Schild wrote, “this
may be psychology today, but it is gaming of five years ago.””?

R. Garry Shirts, a leading game designer, was also critical, charging that
the game’s emphasis on role playing ironically encouraged racial stereotyping,
because “white players act the way they think a Negro would act,” instead of
attempting to understand how racial discrimination restricted opportunities for
Black Americans.” In short, Blacks & Whites offered an oversimplified simula-
tion of racial segregation and the game’s emphasis on role playing led players
to assume a Black or white persona rather than confront the ways in which
economic and political structures maintained racial inequality and diminished
the life chances of Black Americans.

Simulating Race and Poverty

American politics veered rightward in the late 1960s as liberalism imploded
over the unpopular Vietnam War and embittered race relations, and some white
Americans pushed back against the gains made by the Civil Rights movement
and the growth of the welfare system.” Satirists created board games unsympa-
thetic to the plight of the urban poor and critical of the welfare system. Public
Assistance, developed by Ronald Pramschufer and Robert Johnson in 1980,
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relied on negative stereotypes of welfare and its recipients. Although images
on the game pieces and box avoided egregious racist caricatures (all the people
depicted on the game’s box were white), Public Assistance trafficked in racialized
stereotypes about “working persons” who were forced to support “able-bodied
welfare recipients” and their “illegitimate children.” The game sidestepped direct
reference to Blacks or Latinos by using instead the word “ethnic” Ghettopoly,
created in 2002 by David Chang, was even more harshly critical of the poor,
presenting a caricature of the ““hood,” filled with crack houses and peopled by
“playas,” “gangstas,” pimps, and “hos” The NAACP and other organizations
immediately denounced the game as racist, and most stores refused to sell it.”®

Social scientists continued to develop simulation games but focused on
games that modeled economics, government, and environmental problems
rather than race relations. Poverty rates in the United States declined in the
1970s, rose again during the Reagan presidency, and have remained stubbornly
high in recent decades.” Simulations of the hardships endured by poor people
in the United States and around the world remain useful tools for educators and
social activists. Simulation game designers continue to model poverty and ghetto
life to educate students and citizens about the difficulties that the poor confront
daily. Inequality-opoly, created by educator Perry Clemons, ambitiously seeks
to model structural racism and sexism in the United States.”® The persistence of
poverty and renewed political and scholarly interest in economic inequality over
the past decade, virtually guarantee that game designers will continue to model
poverty and explore ways to reduce it.

Simulation games that model society, whether played on game boards or
computer screens, remain an important tool for social scientists and educators.
Simulations of society, politics, war, history, and the economy—some of them
sophisticated products of social scientific research, others principally for enter-
tainment—remain popular in the classroom and outside it. Digitization and the
internet transformed gaming, combining complicated mathematical models and
dazzling computer graphics, resulting in a string of enormously successful fan-
tasy and role-playing games, including Dungeons & Dragons (1974), to World
of Warcraft (2004) and League of Legends (2009).” Educational simulation games
are still used in thousands of classrooms across the United States, and corpora-
tions and schools use computer simulations to train employees and encourage
students and employees to be more sensitive to cultural differences and implicit
discrimination.®

Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and El Barrio were produced in an era when
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rapidly changing race relations, combined with innovations in gaming, social
science, and pedagogy, inspired game designers to create simulations of pov-
erty and racial inequality. The structure and rules of these games undeniably
created a model of inequality that forced players to recognize how poverty and
discrimination posed significant barriers to achieving success for Blacks and
Latinos. Still, the games suggested that prudent choices and the sheer dint of
hard work would gradually enable individuals to escape poverty and become
integrated into American society. The rules for Ghetto, Blacks & Whites, and
El Barrio encouraged players to consider ideas for creating a more just society,
but the objective of players was to succeed against the odds in an unjust one. As
players struggled to pay their bills, get a better job, or move to a better neighbor-
hood, the games offered few alternatives to the system of political, economic,
and racial inequality that created and maintained the ghetto and the barrio.”!
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