
I don’t know what I would do without 
the Internet. I did practically all my 
Christmas shopping online, I research 
uniforms and historical events without 
recourse to the library, not to mention 
using it to keep in touch with friends and 
family. Generally, my Internet experience 
is rather positive overall, but I tend not 
to use “Social Media” and therein lays 
the rub. Those of you more familiar 
with “Bookface” and such like may 
well be aware of some recent incidents 
whereby wargames manufacturers and 
event organisers have been targeted on 
social media by users who are “offended” 
by some aspects of our hobby which 
they feel are either racist, misogynist, 
discriminatory or just plain wrong. But 
how, I hear you ask, can toy soldiers 
offend anyone? It seems that in this day 
and age, offence can be caused more 
easily than you might imagine.

Now before I broach this subject, I just 
want to be clear that I am talking about 
toy soldiers here and not the hobby 
in general or, indeed, the business of  
“playing at war”. I have written in this 
column before about the “Anti-War” 
protests outside Salute and no doubt we 
have all heard of incidents of complaints 
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disproportionately on small businesses 
that rely on the Internet to make sales. 
In addition, there have been cases of 
employees being targeted on their 
personal social media pages, forcing 
the business owner to take action to 
protect their staff. Now this might be 
manageable if it were just one or two 
disgruntled individuals, but unfortunately 
social media’s reach allows people, both 
in the UK and overseas, to also take 
“offence” and jump on the complaining 
band wagon. Many of these people are 
not wargamers and seem unconnected 
to the hobby, but before long they have 
whipped up what I understand the kids 
these days call a “twitter storm.”

THE FEMALE FORM

Rather than turn the rest of this column 
into a debate about social media, I 
thought I might instead have a closer look 
at our hobby to see exactly why people 
may be getting hot under the collar and 

96

TAKING THE 
OFFENSIVE…

about re-enactors dressed as German 
SS troops and so on.  More recently 
a show organiser I know received a 
complaint about their policy of charging 
men to enter but allowing women and 
children to come in for free, which was 
considered discriminatory and offensive 
to women. I do not envy the minefield 
that event organisers have to navigate 
when planning, advertising and running 
shows so as not to offend not only those 
attending the show but those passing by 
or simply those hearing about it through 
the local media or the internet. However, 
rather than disappear down that particular 
rabbit hole, I want to focus instead on our 
wargames and the miniatures we use. 

FEELING THE PRESSURE

Recently, some manufacturers have come 
under pressure through social media to 
withdraw or amend certain miniature 
ranges that were seen as “offensive.” Our 
first instinct would be to laugh these off 
as individuals who do not understand 
the hobby or to tell such complainants 
to take a running jump. Unfortunately, 
social media in this day and age has 
the capacity to drum up some very bad 
press very quickly, which can impact 

FIGHTING TALK!

“Bad Squiddo games 
have championed the 
more sensibly dressed 
and realistically 
proportioned ladies in 
their wargames figures”



to discuss if we, as wargamers, 
need to adapt to the changing 
social norms of the 21st century. 
I began by taking a look at 
some of the miniatures on the 
market at the moment to see if 
any of them could be seen as 
offensive. Let’s start with the 
naked ladies.

Now I am old enough to remember 
buying Military Modelling back in 
the day and seeing adverts for 54mm 
and 80mm models of partially clothed 
women, such as the “Phoenix Phollies” 
and so forth. Whilst there clearly must 
have been a market for such kits, to me 
they belonged in the realm of “model 
making” and not wargaming. However, 
it is not hard to find fantasy skirmish 
wargames today that use miniatures 
of similarly scantily clad ladies whose 
dress seems entirely impractical for 
combat. If your interested, check out the 
“Kingdom Death” miniatures range for 
example, but make sure you delete your 
browser history afterwards. Whilst these 
miniatures would not personally offend 
me, I can understand why these kinds of 
figures might upset some people. I would 
not be surprised if manufacturers of these 
figures get complaints and they need 
to be prepared to defend their design 
choices. After all, it’s a free country and 
if a market still exists for such models 
then it is only a question of supply and 
demand. However, I can’t help thinking 
that these sorts of figures are a bit of 
an “own goal” for wargaming and it 
is an easy win for those who want to 
be offended. Bad Squiddo games have 
championed the more sensibly dressed 
and realistically proportioned ladies in 
their wargames figures and I notice that 
the recent plastic boxed set of ‘Frostgrave 
Soldier II’ produced by Northstar for 
their Frostgrave range has also taken this 
approach. Perhaps change is on the way?

PROBLEMATIC VIGNETTES

Other complaints appear to the 
uninitiated to be much less cut and 
dried and seem to circulate around the 
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concept of the vignette. Personally, I 
love a vignette to the point that a recent 
Seven Years War game that I put on at 
the club was cluttered with farmers, 
livestock, camp scenes and wagons 
before a single fighting unit was placed 
on the board. Everyone has to purchase 
the run of the mill troops, the infantry, 
cavalry and artillery that will make up 
your force. I often find that the most 
interesting figures to collect and paint 
are the characters, the camp scenes or 
the civilians for the period in question. 
To me they serve two purposes. They 
ground the period in history, showing the 
other aspects of daily life for civilians 
and the military that the wargames will 
not tell, such as how the camp was laid 
out or how civilians dressed for example. 
Very often they also tell a story, showing 
something about the army or the period 
with which it may be synonymous. For 
example, I saw a great Roman game at 
Partizan, which I think was put on by 
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“We cannot allow our hobby to be bullied into making 
changes just because of “this week’s” popular cause  
or some fringe groups inflated outrage.”



Gripping Beast, that contained a vignette 
of Romans building a road. You only 
have to look at the great games put on 
by Aly Morrison and Dave Andrews (see 
previous and next page) or the Perry 
twins to see some great depictions of 
surgeons at work, signal units and so 
on. These vignettes play no role in the 
wargame but really set the scene and add 
great colour and interest to the game.

So what’s the problem? Well, it appears 
that some games and the vignettes they 
may contain are not considered to be 
suitable subjects for model making 
or public display. For example, some 
believe that they contain images that 
reinforce attitudes to colonialism, or 
present views that condone violence 
toward women. Let me explain.  

I have a small North African Corsair 
army based around the pirates that used 
to operate in the Mediterranean during 
the 17th and 18th centuries. To go with 
this army, I put together a vignette of a 
“slave market” scene, something that 
I felt was synonymous with the army I 
was collecting. After all, the Corsairs’ 
main aim was to abduct people to sell 
in North African slave markets or to 
work as slaves on their galleys and an 
estimated one million Europeans were 
sold into slavery between 1530 and 1780. 
A “slave market” seemed the obvious 
choice, although it does contain naked 
slaves in the vignette. However, playing 
devil’s advocate for a moment, I would 
not dream of making a similar scene 
containing Black Africans for my ACW 
collection, nor would any self respecting 
miniature manufacturer consider making 

Simply because something happened 
historically, does that mean its OK to 
make models and miniatures of it? After 
all, without being too graphic, I am sure 
we are all aware of terrible things that 
were done in our favoured historical 
wargaming period which we would 
never dream of putting on the table! 
Should we be surprised if our ECW “bear 
baiting” vignette offends someone? Or 
our depiction of flaming pigs used by the 
Romans? Is it necessary to depict animal 
cruelty and suffering in our models? 

CHANGING TIMES

Attitudes are changing and “offence” is 
taken much more easily these days than it 
ever used to be when I was growing up. It 
is not only manufacturers who will have 
to take this on board but also those of us 
intending to put on demonstration games 
and participation games at shows. After 
all, if we are going to invite the public in 
to look at, and join in, our games, we will 
have to be aware of anything that has the 
potential to offend. Whilst you may say 
that what you do in the privacy of your 
own home is up to you, if manufacturers 
are prevented from making these 
miniatures you will no longer be able to 
buy them. 

The BBC receives many complaints 
every time it shows the film Zulu as it, 
apparently, reinforces out-dated attitudes 
to Empire and has an undercurrent of 
racism in its depiction of the Zulu people. 
Could your Zulu game be similarly 
offensive? Could any of our Darkest 
Africa or Colonial games be guilty of 
the same things? I have seen changes 
within the hobby as a result of changing 
attitudes. As well as the changes in the 
depiction of women mentioned above, 
in days gone by it was common to see 
figures depicting civilian refugees, fleeing 
with their belongings in wheelbarrows 
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one. Is a slave market in any era a 
suitable subject for miniature modelling? 
Although it happened historically, it 
was cruel and oppressive and so should 
we be making models of it? Should 
manufacturers sell models of it?

A similar argument has been made 
about scenes of looting and pillaging. 
Again, my Mongol collection has some 
converted and commercially bought 
figures that depict Mongols stealing 
livestock, burning buildings and making 
off with captives over their horses 
saddles. I think we can all agree that 
this did happen historically and it was  
something that the Mongols were famous 
for. After all, this was an army that wiped 
out entire cities and even cultures that 
got in its way and it seemed to me that 
the vignettes that surrounded it illustrated 
that in some way. The same is true of 
my Viking collection. Whilst I have no 
doubt that a vignette depicting Vikings 
trading goods or farming their land could 
look great, it is hardly what they are 
best known for! But do these vignettes 
normalise violence toward civilians and 
women in particular? 

“Is a slave market in any era a 
suitable subject for miniature 
modelling? Although it happened 
historically, it was cruel and 
oppressive and so should we 
be making models of it? Should 
manufacturers sell models of it?”

Should we be surprised if our ECW “bear 
baiting” vignette offends someone? Or our 
depiction of flaming pigs used by the Romans? 
Is it necessary to depict animal cruelty and 
suffering in our models? 



and handcarts. Roads lined with burned 
out vehicles and abandoned furniture 
and packed with refugees was an iconic 
image of early WWII and was often 
depicted on the tabletop. These days you 
rarely see anything like this in demo 
games or even games at local clubs and 
you will find yourself hard pushed to find 
manufacturers who make them. Perhaps 
the TV reporting of the recent refugee 
crisis in Syria has made such miniatures 
unpalatable, or maybe there is not yet 
too much historical distance between the 
events and our game. Perhaps the only 
difference between an American slave 
market and a corsair one is time? 

So, having asked the questions, let’s 
try to find some answers. Perhaps in 
the past certain figure ranges have been 
racist (1980’s pygmies anyone?) or have 
reinforced racial stereotypes (Arabs on 
flying carpets for example) but I have 
never seen a vignette in a wargame or 
demonstration game that has ever set out 
to be deliberately racist, misogynist or 
depict animal cruelty just for the sake of 
it. Most of us are keen historians and the 
scenes we want to portray have their root 
in history and although some people may 
not like it, that’s what happened. 

So long as our vignettes have a basis 
in history and are there to inform or 
genuinely add to our understanding of 
the period or the battle in question then 
I cannot see a problem. We cannot allow 
our hobby to be bullied into making 
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changes just because of “this week’s” 
popular cause or some fringe groups 
inflated outrage. If we don’t do this then 
there is the very real possibility that those 
who have no involvement with our hobby 
could end up dictating what we can and 
cannot put in our games. This is the thin 
end of the wedge my friends and we need 
to decide how we are going to address it. 

We all have to accept that part of living 
in a democracy, with the freedoms that 
allows, is that some people may hold 
views with which you disagree. You may 
find these views offensive, and whilst 
you don’t agree with them you have to 
accept that people have the right to hold 
them. What is unacceptable is to bully, 
harass and pressure people who have not 
committed any criminal act into changing 
what they are doing to simply to suit your 
way of thinking. And if we as wargamers 
do not get our act together and present 
a united front we may find our hobby 
destroyed by politeness. By presenting 

history, warts and all, we are always 
going to upset someone, but that does not 
mean we should shy away from doing 
so. Air brushing history to suit modern 
attitudes benefits no-one in my opinion 
and actually does more damage than 
good. We have to face up to the past, no 
matter how upsetting some people may 
find it. 

And if we choose to go out of our way 
not to offend, where will it end? Do you 
have to make SS figures? Couldn’t you 
just make figures of the nice Germans? 
And what about casualties? Do we need 
to see the dead and injured? Ultimately, 
our ACW games are going to look pretty 
odd without any Confederate flags. 

Both Pete and Wargames Illustrated 
would be very interested in your 
thoughts on this subject. Please email 
us at letters@wargamesillustrated.net 
and we will print as many responses as 
we can in the magazine and/or online.


