
Aporia, a game

playtest document by Hans Chung-Otterson

you'll need:

-blank notecards, more than 20.
-pens/pencils

-a set of dice: 1d4/1d6/1d8/1d10/1d12/1d20
-3 to 5 people

In the beginning...

Everyone sit down in a circle. Put the d20 in the middle of the table or floor, wherever you are, 
with the 20 side facing up. Put the other dice in a circle around it, counterclockwise, in this order 

(1d4/1d6/1d8/1d10/1d12), with the 1 side facing up on all of them.

Everyone takes a notecard and, without sharing or chatting about it, writes down one of their 
very own personal doubts. Take your time.

• Doubts: This can be a doubt you have about your religious faith. It can be a doubt 
you have about a political party or politician you've sworn public or private 
allegiance to. It can be a doubt about science. It can be a doubt about your father. 
Whatever it is, here's what's important: it has to be a doubt that actually troubles 
you. That is, it has to matter to you. Writing “I doubt that Jesus was a real person 
and that faith in him gives salvation” is meaningless if you don't really care one way 
or the other about Jesus, or if you're sure he's a fraud. We're going to tell a story 
together about someone whose doubt means something in their life; whatever you 
write down should mean something in yours.

Shuffle the notecards together, face down. The person sitting in front of the d4 draws one and 
reads it aloud. This doubt is the one we will be dealing with for this game. If it's yours, no need to say: 
let everyone begin to own it. Set the card face up somewhere in the middle of the table, for everyone to 
see. Set the others aside, face down.

The person sitting in front of the d4 takes a fresh notecard. Beginning with them, and going 
counterclockwise around the circle, everyone will write an “I” statement, a statement of definition 
about the single character you are all going to portray together. Keep in mind that you will be exploring 
the previously spoken doubt in this character's life while you write your “I” statements, but there's no 
need to hard-code the doubt into this character's existence. You are simply collaboratively sketching the 
outline of the character who will be dealing with this doubt. We'll see how it affects her later on.

• “I” Statements: They should be a single sentence long. You will need five. If you 
have less than five players, keep going around the circle until you have five 
statements. They can be simple or detailed, matter-of-fact or provocative, internal or 
external. A mix works well. Example:

• I am a woman.
• I develop products for a pharmaceutical company.



• I live in a bad part of London.
• I go to Mass every Saturday night.
• I have two children, one of whom doesn't speak to me anymore.

Don't develop the statements after you're done—no questions, please (“what pharma 
company?” “What's the deal with her kids?”)! Leave them as they are, and let them 
develop naturally through play. The name is a freebie; after you're all done kibitz 
about a  name and write it at the top, or bottom, or wherever you have space.

There are five stages of play. They will play out the same way, procedurally, and then the 
epilogue will be different. Write each one down on a notecard, with the number too.

• Stages
1. Certainty/Old Community
2. Need/Discontent
3. Identity/New Community
4. Struggle/Skirmish
5. Doubt/Silence

In the first stage, we begin with the player sitting in front of the d4. She takes the card with all 
of the “I” statements and puts it in front of her, showing that for this stage she's playing the character 
we've all made. The person to her right takes the d4 and holds it in front of them for the time being. The 
person to her left takes the Stage 1 card, and using as inspiration the words on that card, the spoken 
doubt, and the character, comes up with a Question about the scene that is about to take place. This 
question is creating what the scene is about, what the player wants to find out about the character at this 
stage in her doubts. Write the Question down on a note card, and speak it aloud.

An example of a Question that one might ask in Stage 1 could be “Why do you still go to Mass 
even though the sermons don't resonate with you anymore?” See how this Question defines something 
about the character that we didn't know before (“the sermons don't resonate with you anymore”). That's 
totally fine!

Next, the player(s) across from the player holding the character card frame a scene around this 
Question while  keeping the Stage in mind: for example, Old Community is a part of Stage 1. Is the 
character surrounded by their community? Is their community just their father, so the scene takes place 
in the woodshed, working with dad?

To frame scenes, they describe where our main character is and what's happening, with an eye 
toward putting her in a place where the Question can eventually be answered for us, the players, on the 
backdrop of the Stage. If the Question is the one above about Mass, maybe it's not so good to frame a 
scene like this: “Okay, so you're at a bar after work, and this real clean-cut guy comes up to you, 
business suit and everything, and hands you a martini.”. Is that scene going to address the question? It 
seems unlikely. Perhaps he's the character's boyfriend, and while dancing he asks our character, “Why 
do you keep going to church, anyway?” In that case, it could address the Question. A word of caution, 
though: If all of your scenes address the question by having the character literally discuss the question, 
that can get tiresome quickly. Remember, we as players want to answer the question through the scene. 
The character isn't at all concerned with the question (necessarily).

The scene framers, sitting across from the Character player, also say which other characters 



we'll see in this scene, and give them to other players at the table to portray during the scene—they can 
throw out names, identities, or both, but it should be (mostly) clear who these people are before we 
start the scene. If we have a scene right after evening Mass, the scene framers might say, “Ok, we have 
Father Jim, your boyfriend Miles, and that little old lady who you help do yardwork from time to time
—Harriet.” [pointing to other players at the table]-- “Wanna be Father Jim? Ok, you be Miles, and that 
makes me Harriet.” And then they start the scene.

During scenes, you portray your given character, whether the main one or one of the ones we 
made for this scene—say what they do, what they say, speak in their voice. Even tell us how their 
expressions and body language communicate: “She's nodding and saying 'uh huh, yeah', but she's 
saying it a little too quickly, and her eyes are shifting back and forth like this. You can tell she's lying.”

Always play with an eye toward the Question, and your mind on the Doubt. Let the Doubt 
linger over your heads while you play, and let it seep in as it's appropriate to addressing the Question 
and keeping things on Stage. You don't need to rush to answer the question, but keep in mind that that's 
where you're headed.

When the player who's holding the d4, the player on the Character player's right, decides that 
the Question has been answered, he places the d4 in front of the Character player. The scene is over, it's 
time to wrap it up. If it's an awkward place, the player to the Character player's right can narrate a little 
endcap to wrap the scene in a more natural way.

With the scene over and the d4 before the Character player, the Character player picks it up and 
rolls it, leaving it with the number rolled face up, and pushing it back into its place in the circle.

Next, we shift to the right, move to the next Stage, and continue on. The player who previously 
held the die and ended the scene now takes the Character card and plays the main Character. The 

person on their right picks up the next highest die in sequence (1d6/1d8/1d10/1d12) and prepares to 
play any secondary characters given and end the scene when the Question's been addressed. The player 
who was previously the main Character looks at the next Stage and the Doubt and asks a new Question, 
then prepares to play any secondary characters given to her. The others frame a scene, and we play it 
out until we answer the Question.

1. Character player takes the Character card.
2. Player on their right takes the next highest die in sequence.
3. Player on their left asks a Question (keeping in mind Doubt, Stage, Character)
4. Other player(s) frame a scene and give characters (keeping in mind Doubt, Stage, 

Character)
5. Scene is played out: dialogue, monologue, description, expression, body language
6. Question is answered.
7. Die is given, scene is over.
8. Die is rolled.
9. Player on the right of the rolling player becomes the Character player
10. Stage is advanced.
11. Repeat

The last phase of the game is the Epilogue. After we've gone through all five stages, and rolled 
all five dice, we have to find out:



• Is our character at peace with her doubts?
• Or isn't she?

We add up the numbers on the dice we rolled, and look at the 20 in the middle of the table. If we 
have a number higher than that die (21+), yes, our character has come to terms with her doubts, she's at 
peace with them. If our number isn't higher than that die (20 or lower), no, our character hasn't come to 
terms with her doubts, and she isn't at peace with them.

We go around one last time, starting with the player next in sequence, and on a fresh card we 
write one new “I” statement each, until we have 5 statements, about our character. These statements 
don't repeat any of the previous “I” statements—they show us how our character has come to terms 
with her doubts, or how she hasn't, depending on our Epilogue outcome.

The end. Throw away the face down, set-aside doubts without looking at them.


