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introduction

Dungeons & Dragons (D&D), the seminal  role- playing game (RPg) first
published in 1974 by Tactical Studies Rules, inc. (TSR), is now over forty years
old. D&D and its successors have spawned a vibrant industry and subcul -
ture. in the last decade, scholars from across the disciplinary spectrum have
explored the origins, characteristics, cultures, and player experiences of RPgs.
yet, little scholarly attention has been devoted to the meaningful ways RPgs
have shaped and transformed society at large over the last forty years. RPgs
were remarkably influential on the design of video games—perhaps in ways
unknown to many contemporary video game players—and became widely
represented in film, television, and other media. They have gone on to trans-
form other areas of society, as well, including education, corporate training,
and the military.

Three Decades of Scholarship on RPGs
The earliest major academic work on RPgs is gary Alan Fine’s Shared

Fantasy:  Role- Playing Games as Social Worlds (1983), a seminal ethnography
on the early RPg community.1 The majority of recent publications have fol-
lowed in this vein by focusing on the cultures and practices of gamers rather
than examining the cultural influences of RPgs outside the RPg community.
For instance, The Fantasy  Role- Playing Game: A New Performing Art (2001)
by Daniel Mackay expands upon Fine’s examination of the communal prac-
tices of  role- playing gamers, suggesting that the performative, theatrical, and
artistic aspects of RPgs as a means of creating shared imaginative spaces has
been largely overlooked.2 Sarah Lynne Bowman provides another sociological
study of  role- playing gamers in The Functions of  Role- Playing Games: How
Participants Create Community, Solve Problems and Explore Identity (2010),
exploring the social and psychological benefits of RPgs in terms of social and
 problem- solving skill development, community building, and identity for-
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mation, among other areas.3 Gaming as Culture: Essays on Reality, Identity
and Experience in Fantasy Games (2006) is a collection of essays exploring
gaming—including RPgs, among other types of popular games—as cultural
phenomena.4 Six of the ten essays in Immersive Gameplay: Essays on Partic-
ipatory Media and  Role- Playing (2012) focus directly on the cultural practices
of  role- playing gamers, covering such topics as the multiple layers of inter-
action between and among gamers, player immersion and agency, and the
creation of narrative via gameplay.5

Several studies have theorized on the significance of  role- playing and
narrative construction in RPgs, examining how these elements impact play-
ers and their communities. For instance, Second Person:  Role- Playing and
Story in Games and Playable Media (2007), a collection of essays by a mix of
scholars and RPg designers, examines two interrelated strands of activities
conducted by  role- playing gamers:  role- playing itself and story creation.6

Likewise, Jennifer grouling Cover’s study of RPgs, The Creation of Narrative
in Tabletop  Role- Playing Games (2010), seeks to explore the ways that RPgs
are used by gamers to create different kinds of shared narrative experiences,
as well as the linguistic structures they employ to create them.7 Chris Bate-
man’s Imaginary Games (2011) examines RPgs alongside video games, board
games, and collectible card games as examples of how props and rules are
used for different forms of participatory storytelling.8 Taking a unique
approach, Dungeons & Dragons and Philosophy: Raiding the Temple of Wisdom
(2012) offers a collection of essays that explore some of the philosophical
questions raised in and by RPgs, such as the morality of playing evil charac -
ters, the paradox of narrative games, and the relationship between D&D and
Aristotle.9

With the rise of video games, digital RPgs have received significant
scholarly attention in their own right. For instance, Dungeons, Dragons, and
Digital Denizens: The Digital  Role- Playing Game (2012) contributes to the
grow ing field of game studies and new media by theorizing the unique prop-
erties and cultures of digital RPgs.10 The edited collection The Players’ Realm:
Studies on the Culture of Video Games and Gaming (2007) includes essays 
on the cultures that develop around RPg video games and massively multi-
player online  role- playing games (MMoRPgs).11 Matt Barton’s Dungeons &
Desktops: The History of Computer  Role- Playing Games (2008) elucidates the
history of computer  role- playing games (CRPgs), highlighting the common
elements of CRPgs and distinguishing them from related genres, such as
MuDs and MMoRPgs.12 Conversely, R.V. Kelly 2’s Massively Multiplayer
Online  Role- Playing Games: The People, the Addiction and the Playing Expe-
rience (2004) focuses on the players and communities in and around
MMoRPgs.13

Apart from cultural studies and theoretical investigations, the field also
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includes histories and personal memoirs. The first major overview of the his-
tory of RPgs was Lawrence Schick’s Heroic Worlds: A History and Guide to
 Role- Playing Games (1991).14 it has since been followed by Jon Peterson’s com-
pendious study, Playing at the World: A History of Simulating Wars, People
and Fantastic Adventure, from Chess to  Role- Playing Games (2010), which
traces the wargaming origins of D&D.15 Additionally, Michael J. Tresca’s The
Evolution of Fantasy  Role- Playing Games (2011) explores tabletop RPgs as
part of a broader evolution of  world- building and collective storytelling.16

Finally, the rise of geek culture has precipitated a host of personal mem-
oirs reflecting on player experiences with RPgs. These include Mark Barrow -
cliffe’s The Elfish Gene: Dungeons, Dragons and Growing Up Strange (2007);
Shelly Mazzanoble’s Confessions of a  Part- time Sorceress: A Girl’s Guide to the
D&D Game (2007) and Everything I Need to Know I Learned from Dungeons
& Dragons: One Woman’s Quest to Trade  Self- Help for  Elf- Help (2011); ethan
gilsdorf ’s Fantasy Freaks and Gaming Geeks: An Epic Quest for Reality Among
Role Players, Online Gamers, and Other Dwellers of Imaginary Realms (2009);
and David M. ewalt’s Of Dice and Men: The Story of Dungeons & Dragons
and the People Who Play It (2013).17

What Is an RPG?
While the first RPgs were tabletop affairs set in elaborate fantasy set-

tings, RPgs have evolved into computer, online, and  live- action formats, as
well, and now encompass a variety of settings, including traditional fantasy,
 sci- fi, steampunk, and gothic. given the rich diversity of the genre, it can be
difficult to trace the lines of influence from RPgs without first defining the
genre and isolating the characteristics that make it unique.

The origin of the modern RPg can be traced back to 1974 with gary
gygax and David Arneson’s publication of Dungeons & Dragons, the very
first commercial tabletop  role- playing game (TRPg). D&D reflected its cre-
ators’ shared interests: a love of fantasy literature, with a particular fondness
for J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings (1954–1955) trilogy, which spiked in
popularity during the 1960s with the availability of inexpensive paperback
reprints; and a penchant for tabletop wargames, such as those produced by
Avalon Hill since the 1950s and enjoyed by small but dedicated communities
of gamers (through which gygax and Arneson met), which allowed players
to conduct complex battle simulations, historical or otherwise, using minia-
tures on a tabletop, with outcomes determined by the aid of statistical charts
and dice. The advent of D&D marked the historic convergence of these two
media, combining the setting, characters, and themes of the former with the
rule systems and accouterments of the latter. Players still gathered around a
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tabletop, with or without miniatures, and used statistical charts and dice to
determine outcomes, but, instead of playing armies, they played individual
characters engaged in a fantasy adventure. Accordingly, Daniel Mackay sums
up D&D and the RPg genre it later spawned with the simple formula: “Fan-
tasy Literature + Wargames =  Role- Playing games.”18

The combination of these media produced the RPg, a brand new
medium replete with its own unique characteristics. Various scholars, game
designers, and enthusiasts have attempted to identify the core features of
RPgs, mostly overlapping in their classifications, but emphasizing different
elements. Taking a sociological perspective, Fine distinguishes RPgs by their
quality of being “shared fantasies” collectively constructed by the players.19

ewalt identifies three major innovations introduced by D&D and later
adopted by newcomers to the genre: “every player at the table controls just
one character. Those characters seek adventure in a fantasy landscape. By
doing so, they gain experience and become more powerful.”20 Schick empha-
sizes a different configuration of three core features in his definition of RPgs:
“[A]  role- playing game must consist of quantified interactive storytelling.”21

Peterson, who has written the most extensive history of D&D and its evolu-
tion from fantasy literature and wargaming, also breaks down the game’s
major features into three parts: setting, system, and character.22 in his history
of CRPgs, Barton lists several recurring features of the genre, such as high
fantasy settings, an emphasis on tactical combat, random encounters, a gen-
eral store, puzzles, riddles, and mazes; but he concludes that “the only com-
mon factor that stretches across the entire span of CRPgs is the statistical
system that determines how characters fare in combat (or whatever other
tasks they are asked to perform).”23 offering perhaps the most comprehensive
rubric, Tresca identifies six characteristics shared by all RPgs: fellowship,
narrative, personalization, risk, roles, and status.24 each of these classification
systems touches upon different aspects of RPgs: their evolution from fantasy
literature and wargaming, their emphasis on  role- playing and character devel-
opment, their reliance on rule systems involving statistics and randomizers
for simulating action (like combat), and their use of interactive and collab-
orative  story- telling to construct highly engaging narratives.

Based on the classification systems described above and our own expe-
rience as players, we have constructed a rubric for identifying RPgs using
the core game mechanics they share. These mechanics are:  role- playing, nar-
rative, quests, collaboration and specialization, statistical systems, experience
points and levels, and the game master. By using game mechanics to deter-
mine what is or is not in the family of RPgs, we are able to define the genre
with greater precision and identify more subtle lines of influence since many
cultural transfers from RPgs import only parts of these games into their
design.
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Role-Playing

Jon Peterson has noted that the original D&D product, a box containing
three rulebooks, never mentioned the word “role-playing” either on its cover
or in the rulebooks.25 The subtitle on the box cover describes the game as
“Fantastic Medieval Wargames Campaigns Playable with Paper and Pencil
and Miniature Figures.” Doubtless, gygax and Arneson were trying to market
the product to the small community of wargamers through which they met.
yet, as the market for the game grew and attracted a host of imitators, Peterson
explains, “Some reviewers began to note that the game didn’t play like a
wargame, and might better be classified as another sort of game entirely.”26

So, in mid–1976, TSR began to market D&D as a “role-playing game.”27 The
name stuck and a new game genre was officially born. As the name implies,
in a RPg, a player takes on a character distinct from his or her normal every-
day identity. Players typically refer to their characters as “player characters”
or “PCs” to distinguish these characters from the ones controlled by the game
master (more on this role later), which are called “non-player characters” or
“nPCs.”

Narrative

RPgs were the first to combine a complex game system with an inter-
active narrative. This merger eventually elicited a hotly contested debate
between  so- called “ludologists” and “narratologists” over the nature of RPgs
and the compatibility of games and narratives. greg Costikyan boils down
the problem to the issue of linearity: put simply, games must be  non- linear
in order to leave room for free will and agency, whereas narratives must be
linear in order to be meaningful.28 nonetheless, Costikyan and others have
conceded that engaging game systems and meaningful narratives can  co-
exist and even complement each other, with some, such as Adam Brackin,
arguing that it is precisely the unique fusion of game system and narrative
that has led to the success of RPgs.29 Taking a  player- centric approach, Cover
contends that whether or not theorists believe RPgs can possess true narra-
tive qualities, the fact remains that  role- playing gamers experience them as
such.30 RPg narratives possess unique properties. For one thing, they are
collaboratively created, which is why Fine calls them “shared fantasies.” Fur-
thermore, because the imaginary settings for these shared fantasies are often
adapted from  pre- existing materials, such as fantasy or  science- fiction novels,
myths, fables, and even folklore, they enable players to go beyond passively
reading about or viewing these imaginary worlds and actually inhabit them,
a quality that has led Mackay to dub them “imaginary-entertainment envi-
ronments.”31
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Quests

The overarching game narrative of an RPg, sometimes called a “cam-
paign,” is often broken down into smaller units called “quests.” Quests are
tasks with clear and actionable objectives that help prepare players for the
final adventure. Jeff Howard traces the origin of the quest to the tradition of
quest narratives in literature, which includes Homer’s The Odyssey, medieval
romances about the Holy grail, and, more recently, the writings of H. P. Love-
craft and J. R. R. Tolkien.32 The study of quest narratives was formalized in
the work of scholars like Joseph Campbell, who identified certain monomyths
found in quest narratives, such as the “hero’s journey,” and northrop Frye,
who outlined a basic quest structure consisting of an overarching “major
quest” comprised of a series of “minor” or “side” quests.33 Howard demon-
strates a line of continuity from the literary tradition of quest narratives to
quest games like D&D and World of Warcraft, which adopt the formal char-
acteristics of the quest to structure episodic play and provide players with
meaningful choices.34

Collaboration and Specialization

in addition to collaborating on narrative construction, most RPgs also
encourage players to collaborate in the game by forming adventuring parties
or guilds capable of completing dangerous quests. Tresca attributes the strong
collaborative elements of RPgs to their literary roots in Tolkien high fan -
tasy. in the Lord of the Rings trilogy, an epic cast of heroes is assembled into
a “fellowship” and tasked with saving the realm from great evil. Because of
Tolkien’s formative influence on the genre, Tresca argues that the idea of play-
ers working together as a party to accomplish epic feats has become “a fan -
tasy staple that has been consistent across gaming mediums.”35 The need to
cooperate is so strong that, as Fine has observed, it tends to cancel out the
natural tendency for players to report cheating because cheating by any single
player, say by  mis- reporting dice rolls to the game master, actually helps the
party improve its chances of success.36 Since effective party collaboration
often requires players to complement each other’s strengths and weaknesses
by specializing their characters, RPgs usually provide players with a pleth -
ora of ways to do so, including customization of character generation and
growth.

Statistics

Barton notes that the formal study of statistics boomed in the first half
of the twentieth century as the computational needs of rapid industrialization,
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an increasingly complex tax structure, and the administration of new social
programs like Social Security, as well as older activities such as the census,
required more sophisticated forms of analyses and the aid of computers.37

The normalization of statistical analyses in everyday life had surprising out-
comes for how people spent their leisure time, engendering such pastimes 
as fantasy baseball and wargames, both of which featured rule systems that
relied on heavy doses of statistics,  dice- rolling, and math to determine the
success or failure of any gambit.

Having evolved from wargaming, D&D and other RPgs down to the
latest MMoRPgs wedded their signature statistical systems to fantasy and
 science- fiction settings. However, a key difference between RPgs like D&D
and their wargaming predecessors is that instead of controlling armies, play-
ers control individual characters. As Peterson puts it, “Dungeons & Dragons
drew on the fundamental system concepts invented by the wargaming tra-
dition to create a novel and compelling simulation of reality that went beyond
modeling imaginary armies, and entered the new realm of modeling imagi-
nary people.”38 This requires that every character’s skills and abilities be quan-
tified on special character sheets (for TRPgs) or in  heads- up displays and
menus (for CRPgs and MMoRPgs). These character statistics determine the
probability for success in any given action, and this information conditions
players to favor certain choices over others depending on their characters’
strengths and weaknesses.

Experience Points and Levels
While RPgs innovated upon wargaming by having players control indi-

vidual characters rather than whole armies, they also added the ability for
characters to grow over time. RPg systems accomplish this by awarding play-
ers with experience points, often called “XP” for short, after each play session.
When players earn enough XP, their characters level up and unlock new pow-
ers. ewalt explains that the ability to grow one’s character makes RPgs a
“uniquely visceral experience” since players share the joy of victory as their
characters succeed and level up, but also experience the agony of defeat when
a character dies.39 According to Bateman, the opportunity to earn XP and
level up also “create[s] highly compulsive circumstances, encouraging players
to keep going, keep earning more points, keep getting more powerful.”40 XP
thus function as an addictive game mechanic, one that Mackay points out
can serve as a highly effective way for the game master to discipline player
behavior.41 XP can play yet another important role in the game: since RPg
narratives can go on indefinitely, Peterson notes that the accumulation of XP
can serve as a “substitute for victory”42 when a final win condition is absent
or indefinitely deferred.
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The Game Master

Wargaming relied on referees to arbitrate outcomes. TRPgs adapted this
feature by designating one player the game master (gM), alternatively called
the “dungeon master” (DM) or “storyteller.” The gM’s job is to organize the
“shared fantasy” of the game by authoring or selecting the game setting and
major plot lines, playing all nPCs, arbitrating outcomes in the case of fuzzy
rules, and awarding XP. A talented gM, as many players and scholars have
noted, is one who balances the demands of narrative cohesion with the desire
for player agency. Accordingly, legendary D&D writer Frank Mentzer has
stated, “The ideal game is a  player- driven game. They are not acting in a play
that you wrote. you are presenting a setting, you are doing the stage dressing
and letting them come up with the play.”43 CRPgs and MMoRPgs, which do
not rely on human gMs, utilize  pre- programmed algorithms to adjudicate
out comes. More recently, some indie RPgs, most notably Capes, Cosmic Patrol,
and Fiasco, have begun experimenting with  gM- less systems using a variety
of designs ranging from  gM- less, to  gM- full, to a rotating gM, to player vs.
player.

The Popular Influence of RPGs
Although the concept of  role- playing did not originate in 1974 with the

advent of D&D, nonetheless, many of the game mechanics, settings, and
themes introduced by D&D and adopted by subsequent TRPgs have proven
particularly enduring and influential, spawning a variety of other games and
applications that have adopted or appropriated these qualities. The fact that
traditional RPgs now need to be qualified as “tabletop” or “pen-and-paper”
to differentiate them from computer and other kinds of RPgs begins to sug-
gest the widespread embrace of RPg and  RPg- like qualities in other games.
RPgs have inspired board games, card games, computer games, and even  live-
action  role- playing games (LARPs). The enduring influence of TRPgs on the
development of computer games that focus on  role- playing is a case in point.
early computer RPgs like Wizardry and the Ultima series established many
of the new genre’s conventions in the early 1980s. The computer RPg industry
had a kind of golden age in the late 1980s and early 1990s with the develop-
ment of the  best- selling Might and Magic and Bard’s Tales series of games,
among many others. new games released in the late 1990s like Diablo and
Fallout, along with a variety of D&D spinoffs, continued the genre’s popularity
as it expanded into  multi- platform and video game console releases. The
increas ingly popular (and lucrative) MMoRPgs, which leverage both  role-
playing mechanics and settings as well as the gaming potential of the web,
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likewise owe their existence and foundational elements to TRPgs. The last
two decades, however, have brought new interest in RPgs from outside tradi -
tional gamer communities. groups as diverse as educators, the military, and
 private- sector corporations have appropriated RPgs and their core mechanics
to enhance the serious activities they oversee. Furthermore, RPgs have also
received considerable attention in popular culture, with depictions of RPgs—
usually D&D—and gamers in film, television, music, and popular literature.

educators have come to embrace the pedagogical potential of RPgs. The
use of  role- playing for educational purposes caught on in the 1970s around
the same time as the arrival of D&D, spawning a genre of manuals and mate-
rials for educators looking to improve how they teach. one of the earliest
examples, Taking Action: Writing, Reading, Speaking, and Listening through
 Simulation- Games (1975) by Lynn Q. Troyka and Jerold nudelman, features
sample  role- plays for generating student writing, such as a population control
simulation replete with detailed information about setting, roles, rules, goals,
and permissible actions.44 By the turn of the century, the idea that game design
had something to offer pedagogical and curricular design had become firmly
entrenched in the literature with seminal studies such as Marc Prensky’s “Dig-
ital natives, Digital immigrants” (2001), which argued that Millennials’ brains
had evolved to thrive in the multimodal, interactive environments of video
games, and James Paul gee’s What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learn -
ing and Literacy (2003, 2007), which derived  thirty- six valuable learning prin-
ciples embedded in the design of commercial video games that could be
copied to revamp education.45 From the beginning, RPgs were an explicit and
prominent part of the conversation about games and learning, as is evidenced
by the fact that gee draws many of his key learning principles from com-
mercial RPgs, including Arcanum, Deus Ex, the Elder Scrolls series, the Gothic
series, System Shock 2, Everquest, World of Warcraft, and D&D. RPgs have
entered the classroom in a variety of ways—from off the shelf applications
of commercial RPgs, to  so- called “serious games” designed with educational
rather than entertainment applications in mind, to numerous attempts to
“gamify” learning by importing key RPg mechanics such as XP, quests, and
 party- building into the curriculum. Lee Sheldon’s book The Multiplayer Class-
room: Designing Coursework as a Game (2012), which documents his own
and several other case studies involving the gamification of learning through
the application of RPg mechanics, offers a compelling case in point for the
incursion of RPgs into education.46

The private sector, too, has sought to harness the power of RPgs to aug-
ment many serious activities. A variety of corporations in different sectors
have embraced  role- playing as a form of interactive training, “particularly
for ‘soft skills’ such as interviewing, communication coaching, sales, and the
like.”47 Additionally, companies like Bunchball and Badgeville have utilized

Introduction 9



RPg mechanics such as  role- play, quests, XP, and leveling systems to gamify
work processes for corporate clients seeking to maximize employee engage-
ment and productivity. Meanwhile, a wide array of mobile apps have increas-
ingly adopted RPg mechanics to entice and retain customers; these include
social networking apps such as Foursquare and augmented reality games such
as google’s Ingress. other mobile apps, such as Klout, have focused instead
on quantifying user’s social influence by applying the RPg leveling mechanic
to social networking data, which is having a dramatic impact on hiring prac-
tices, among other things. on the other hand, some private organizations
and ngos have opted to harness RPgs as platforms for promoting political
agendas and social justice issues. For instance, A Closed World, a game mod-
eled after the gameplay aesthetics and mechanics of Japanese RPgs, puts play -
ers in control of a character of ambiguous gender in order to raise awareness
about the challenges faced by LgBTQ youth.

Role-playing of various kinds has also come to be used for training and
recruitment by the u.S. Defense and State Departments, as well as by a variety
of federal law enforcement agencies. These developments build upon a long
his tory of military simulations dating back to the early nineteenth century with
the Prussian wargame Kriegsspiel (1811), which prompted many Western militar -
ies to adopt tabletop and  live- action wargames for training and tactical develop -
ment. Military simulations also inspired the development of tabletop wargames
for civilian hobbyists, beginning with H.g. Wells’ Little Wars (1913); these, in
turn, eventually spawned the modern RPg in the 1970s. Modern mili tary simu -
lations now draw upon the RPgs that they previously inspired. For instance,
specialized military contractors provide governments with cadres of experi-
enced  role- playing actors who offer “realistic,”  scenario- based training, often
in unfamiliar environments. in the wake of u.S. operations in places like iraq
and Afghanistan, entire villages populated by speakers of Ara bic and other
Middle eastern languages have been constructed across the united States for
military training purposes so that military personnel can participate in  role-
playing exercises designed to increase cultural familiarity with u.S. thea ters
of war.48 Furthermore, the u.S. Army’s hit video game, Amer ica’s Army (2002),
which provides civilians with a sense of the experience of soldiers, draws upon
many of the conventions of popular CRPgs to aid with recruitment efforts.49

RPgs have also received considerable attention in popular culture,
though many depictions of games and gamers have revolved around stereo-
typical or comedic portrayals of gaming and gamers. Perhaps the earliest
depiction of an RPg in film was in Steven Spielberg’s E.T. the  Extra- Terrestrial
(1982) in which the protagonist elliott, his friends, and older brother are
shown enjoying playing D&D. it is important to note that playing D&D here
bears no sense of social ostracization or awkwardness; it is simply shown as
a fun group activity for a group of boys. The next filmic depiction of RPgs
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would not be so positive, but it set the tone for many of the 1980s depictions
of RPgs in popular culture: the  made- for-television movie Mazes and Mon-
sters (1982), starring Tom Hanks in his first major role, is loosely based on the
infamous James Dallas egbert iii case, in which RPgs were initially blamed
for the disappearance of a  mentally- ill college student.50 The film treats  role-
playing as indicative of deep psychological disturbance, with players only
able to achieve maturity and adulthood once they abandon RPgs altogether.
This negative depiction of  role- playing as the product of harmful delusions
by troubled youth, perhaps with connections to Satanism and the occult,
would become a common trope in the 1980s as D&D became embroiled in
the  so- called Satanic panic of the period, which sought to blame popular
media for the moral corruption of American youth.51

Despite some of the increasingly negative media attention for D&D in
the 1980s, TSR, the original publisher of D&D, created the Dungeons & Drag-
ons animated television show, which was broadcast for three seasons on CBS
as part of its Saturday morning cartoon  line- up from 1983 to 1985. in 2000,
the animated series would finally be followed up by a (unrelated) film, also
titled Dungeons & Dragons. Though poorly received by fans and critics alike,
the film was followed by two sequels: Dungeons & Dragons: Wrath of the
Dragon God (made-for-television, 2005) and Dungeons & Dragons: The Book
of Vile Darkness (direct-to-video, 2012). Following TSR’s example, other RPg
developers have also sought to parlay their games into film productions. This
includes the  short- lived Fox television show Kindred: The Embraced (1996)
based on White Wolf ’s Vampire: The Masquerade, an RPg that focuses on the
machinations of feuding vampire clans. All of these productions adopt char-
acter archetypes, nomenclature, settings, plots, and themes from the original
games.

Beyond these franchised productions, a variety of shows—mostly situ-
ation comedies—have referenced RPgs. For example, an episode of the ani-
mated Dexter’s Laboratory (1996–2003) showed the diabolical Dexter playing
an unnamed RPg with a character named “gygax.” in an episode of the  long-
running The Simpsons (1989–present), Homer Simpson played a game of
D&D with some new geek friends, explaining that he played “for three hours
… then i was slain by an elf.” Similar kinds of brief scenes of people playing
RPgs have popped up in NewsRadio (1995–1999), Buffy the Vampire Slayer
(1997– 2003), That ’70s Show (1998–2006), and The Sarah Silverman Program
(2007–2010), among others.

other TV shows have featured lengthier portrayals of  role- playing games
and gamers. For instance, the cult classic Freaks and Geeks (1999–2000), which
focused on the experiences of social misfits in an early 1980s high school,
included a positive scene of gaming in its final episode in which the character
Daniel is punished by school authorities by having to join the Audio/Visual
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Club, but soon comes to find himself enjoying playing D&D with the other
club members. There were D&D references in several episodes of the ani-
mated Futurama (1999–2013)—gary gygax appeared in one episode, pro-
viding his own voice—and the Futurama  tie- in film Bender’s Game (2008)
referenced D&D extensively and was dedicated to gygax, who died during
the film’s production. All of the major characters of The Big Bang Theory
(2007– present) are  role- playing gamers, as well as inveterate geeks, and ref-
erences to D&D are common; in the episode “The Love Spell Potential,” the
characters play D&D for the entire episode and introduce their girlfriends
to gaming. While The Big Bang Theory has been alternatively praised and criti -
cized for its complicated depictions of the show’s geeky protagonists, the sit-
com Community (2009–present) has featured D&D prominently, and perhaps
more positively, in two episodes, “Advanced Dungeons & Dragons” and
“Advanced Advanced Dungeons & Dragons,” which emphasize the game’s
social and collaborative qualities by depicting it as a venue for building per-
sonal relationships and a vehicle for emotional healing.

Role-playing gamers themselves have been the focus of a number of
films, as well, mostly comedic but generally providing positive views of gam -
ers while gently poking fun at their foibles. For example, the  geek- friendly
independent film company Dead gentlemen Productions has created three
films that revolve around the adventures of several groups of D&D–style
adventurers (and their players): The Gamers (2002), The Gamers: Dorkness
Rising (2008), and The Gamers: Hands of Fate (2013). The comedy film Zero
Charisma (2013), the Fear of Girls (2006–2014) series of short mockumentar -
ies, and even the documentary The Dungeon Masters (2008) all tend to depict
gamers as infantilized, socially awkward outcasts struggling to differentiate
their TRPg interests from reality, a common trope in popular depictions of
gamers. it is no coincidence that almost all filmic depictions of  role- playing
games and gamers are comedies.

The inclusion of RPgs in film and television is not a uniquely American
phenomenon. D&D made appearances in the British sitcom The IT Crowd
(2006–2013) and the Canadian sitcom Corner Gas (2004–2009). The icelandic
film Astrópía (2007) offers a remarkably positive depiction of gaming culture
when an attractive socialite takes a job at a gaming store and learns that the
stereotypes of gamers she has absorbed are inaccurate.

it seems clear that RPgs have come to have significant influence over
the last forty years, impacting areas as diverse as education, business, politics,
the military, entertainment, and popular culture. To what can we attribute
the extensive and enduring influence of RPgs? in part, RPgs are simply fun,
offering  highly- engaging mechanics, settings, and themes, but also a grati-
fying chance to socialize with other people. The appeal of fantasy for escapist
purposes also cannot be ignored, especially since  role- playing invites active
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participation rather than passive consumption of entertainment by spectators.
To be sure, some of the continued influence of RPgs must also be attributed
to nostalgia, as former gamers turned professionals, such as writers in the
entertainment industry like Joss Whedon and george R. R. Martin, reflect
fondly on the experiences of their youth and incorporate elements of their
old gaming activities into their current work.52 Relatedly, some of RPgs’ influ-
ence is also likely a product of the increasing mainstreaming of geek culture
in the last fifteen years. So, while there are probably not as many active  role-
players in the  twenty- first century as there were during the hobby’s heyday
in the early 1980s, there now exist a multiplicity of different RPgs, kinds of
RPgs—some increasingly experimental in nature—and spin-offs from RPgs
that offer a broad potential appeal.

This Collection
This collection contains a variety of essays that illustrate RPgs’ broad

appeal and impact. it is organized into four parts. Part i looks at some of the
broader cultural and psychological influences of RPgs. in the first essay,
Andrew Byers looks back at the  so- called “Satanic Panic” of the 1980s and
early 1990s in which RPgs—among other popular media—were blamed for
encouraging adolescents to engage in antisocial and even violent activities
while under the “occult” influences of RPgs like D&D. A great deal has been
written asserting that RPgs are capable of exerting tremendous psychological
effects—positive and negative—on players, and, in the next essay, Andreas
Lieberoth and Jonas  Trier- Knudsen examine the competing claims of this
body of literature. in the third essay, Tim Bryant explores the issues of uncer-
tainty and contingency—critical components of every RPg—through the
context of the Cold War and nuclear war planning, as well as the parallel and
intertwined connections between the development of RPgs and the Choose
Your Own Adventure books of the 1970s and 1980s.

Part ii examines the growing pedagogical significance of RPgs in edu-
cation. in the first essay here, Timm Woods focuses on the use of RPgs to
improve communication skills in the eSL classroom and draws attention to
several TRPgs that are being used to do so. in the next essay, Jonathan M.
Bradley shifts the focus to the efficacy of RPgs for promoting literary studies.
He explores how RPgs develop empathy, engagement, and identification
through  role- play, and presents an application of RPgs designed to improve
character analysis in a literature course. Taking an interdisciplinary and  design-
based approach to teaching and learning, Reneta D. Lansiquot, Candido
Cabo, and Tamrah D. Cunningham next identify the advantages of using
 RPg- inspired virtual worlds (e.g. OpenSimulator and Second Life) and game
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design software (e.g., Alice and RPG Maker VX Ace) for teaching computer
programming and creative and technical writing skills by having students
design their own RPgs.

Part iii takes a different approach by looking at the kinds of social trans-
formations that RPgs can help promote. Antero garcia compares the roles
of teacher and game master, and argues that the concept of teacher as game
master facilitates radically new modes of learning engagement that sustain
democratic interactions in the classroom, enhances learning and literacy, and
provides students with potentially “real world” contexts for learning. not all
RPgs are intended purely for entertainment or pedagogical purposes, and
Troy Leaman explores the potential that some “serious” TRPgs have for pro-
voking their players to begin thinking about radically new ideas and explore
avenues for social change. Joseph B. Meyer then examines the effects of Klout,
which rates individuals on their online social influence, and the emergence
of the idea of “social leveling,” which takes a cue from RPgs that also attempt
to quantify individuals’ abilities, suggesting a transfer of RPg mechanics and
cultural logics into broader cultural norms and social control.

Finally, Part iV focuses on the ways that RPgs have shaped and engen-
dered new avenues of gaming.  Kai- uwe Werbeck draws attention to google’s
popular augmented reality game, Ingress, which utilizes new media and
mobile devices to turn reality into an epic RPg adventure with competing
camps. Conversely, Cathlena Martin and Benton Tyler examine RPgs’ influ-
ence on the design and aesthetics of more conventional game media—RPg-
inspired board games and card games, such as Descent and Munchkin. Lastly,
Francesco Crocco explores the rise of gamification in education, business, and
elsewhere, highlighting its reliance on core RPg mechanics. emphasizing the
gamification of education in particular, he provides several examples that
demonstrate how gamification is bringing the hallmark features of RPgs to
traditional and online learning.

The essays in this collection scratch the surface of the broad, popular
embrace of RPgs and their cultural logics that has taken place over the past
forty years. While there is a need for greater attention to illuminate the myriad
subtle and  not- so-subtle ways that RPgs have infiltrated popular culture—
either in whole or in part through the appropriation of RPg mechanics to
modify and enhance serious activities, or through symbolic representations—
this collection at least begins to raise awareness about the increasing normal -
ization of  role- playing values, concepts, and practices. it suggests that what
is emerging is nothing short of a  role- playing society.

notes
1. gary Alan Fine, Shared Fantasy:  Role- Playing Games as Social Worlds (Chi -

cago: university of Chicago Press, 1983). Fine’s iconic study was recently revisited 

14 Introduction



in Katherine Castiello Jones, “gary Alan Fine Revisited: RPg Research in the 21st
Century” in evan Torner and William J. White, eds., Immersive Gameplay: Essays on
Participatory Media and  Role- Playing (Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2012), 87–107. A
scattered array of cultural studies on RPgs followed Fine’s study over the next decade
and a half, including Terri  Toles- Patkin’s “Rational Coordination in the Dungeon,”
Kurt Lancaster’s “Do  Role- Playing games Promote Crime, Satanism, and Suicide
Among Players as Critics Claim?,” and Michele Valerie Ronnick’s “Classical Mythology
in the ‘Dungeon.’” These pieces reflect broad interest in the nature of RPgs as well
as an attempt to address (and debunk) the concerns of social critics of D&D, who
became especially vocal in the 1980s as fears of Satanism and suicide among teenage
gamers began to circulate. Terri  Toles- Patkin, “Rational Coordination in the Dun-
geon,” Journal of Popular Culture 20:1 (1986): 1–14; Kurt Lancaster, “Do  Role- Playing
games Promote Crime, Satanism, and Suicide Among Players as Critics Claim?” Jour-
nal of Popular Culture 28:2 (1994): 67–79; and Michele Valerie Ronnick, “Classical
Mythology in the ‘Dungeon’” The Classical Bulletin 73:2 (1997): 111–118. Lancaster’s
subject was taken up again in 2005 in David Waldron, “Role-Playing games and the
Christian Right: Community Formation in Response to a Moral Panic,” Journal of
Religion and Popular Culture 9 (Spring 2005).

2. Daniel Mackay, The Fantasy  Role- Playing Game: A New Performing Art (Jef-
ferson, nC: McFarland, 2001).

3. Sarah Lynne Bowman, The Functions of  Role- Playing Games: How Partici-
pants Create Community, Solve Problems and Explore Identity (Jefferson, nC: McFar-
land, 2010).

4. J. Patrick Williams, Sean Q. Hendricks, and W. Keith Winkler, eds., Gaming
as Culture: Essays on Reality, Identity and Experience in Fantasy Games (Jefferson,
nC: McFarland, 2006).

5. evan Torner and William J. White, eds., Immersive Gameplay: Essays on Par-
ticipatory Media and  Role- Playing (Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2012).

6. Pat Harrigan and noah  Wardrip- Fruin, eds., Second Person:  Role- Playing
and Story in Games and Playable Media (Cambridge: MiT Press, 2007).

7. Jennifer grouling Cover, The Creation of Narrative in Tabletop  Role- Playing
Games (Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2010).

8. Chris Bateman, Imaginary Games (Winchester, uK: Zero Books, 2011).
9. Jon Cogburn and Mark Silcox, Dungeons & Dragons and Philosophy: Raiding

the Temple of Wisdom (Chicago: open Court, 2012).
10. gerald Voorhees, Josh Call, and Katie Whitlock, eds., Dungeons, Dragons,

and Digital Denizens: The Digital  Role- Playing Game (new york: Continuum, 2012).
11. J. Patrick Williams and Jonas Heide Smith, eds., The Players’ Realm: Studies

on the Culture of Video Games and Gaming (Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2007).
12. Matt Barton, Dungeons & Desktops: The History of Computer  Role- Playing

Games (Wellesley, MA: A.K. Peters, 2008).
13. R.V. Kelly 2, Massively Multiplayer Online  Role- Playing Games: The People,

the Addiction and the Playing Experience (Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2004).
14. Lawrence Schick, Heroic Worlds: A History and Guide to  Role- Playing Games

(Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1991). erik Mona’s brief “From the Basement to the Basic
Set: The early years of Dungeons and Dragons” in Second Person:  Role- Playing and Story
in Games and Playable Media, sought to expand on the history of the development
of D&D. erik Mona, “From the Basement to the Basic Set: The early years of Dungeons
and Dragons,” in Second Person:  Role- Playing and Story in Games and Play able Media,
eds. Pat Harrigan and noah  Wardrip- Fruin (Cambridge: MiT Press, 2007), 25–30.

Introduction 15



15. Jon Peterson, Playing at the World: A History of Simulating Wars, People and
Fantastic Adventure, from Chess to  Role- Playing Games (San Diego: unreason Press,
2012).

16. Michael J. Tresca, The Evolution of Fantasy  Role- Playing Games (Jefferson,
nC: McFarland, 2011).

17. Mark Barrowcliffe, The Elfish Gene: Dungeons, Dragons and Growing Up
Strange (new york: Soho Press, 2007); Shelly Mazzanoble, Confessions of a  Part- time
Sorceress: A Girl’s Guide to the D&D Game (Renton, WA: Wizards of the Coast LLC,
2007); Shelly Mazzanoble, Everything I Need to Know I Learned from Dungeons &
Dragons: One Woman’s Quest to Trade  Self- Help for  Elf- Help (Renton, WA: Wizards
of the Coast, 2011); ethan gilsdorf, Fantasy Freaks and Gaming Geeks: An Epic Quest
for Reality Among Role Players, Online Gamers, and Other Dwellers of Imaginary Realms
(guilford: Lyons Press, 2009); and David M. ewalt, Of Dice and Men: The Story of
Dungeons & Dragons and the People Who Play It (new york: Scribner, 2013).

18. Mackay, The Fantasy  Role- Playing Game, 17.
19. Fine, Shared Fantasy, 12.
20. ewalt, Of Dice and Men, 65.
21. Schick, Heroic Worlds, 10.
22. Peterson, Playing at the World, xvii.
23. Barton, Dungeons & Desktops, 5.
24. Tresca, The Evolution of Fantasy  Role- Playing Games, 21–22.
25. Peterson, Playing at the World, xiii.
26. Ibid., xix.
27. Ibid., 80.
28. greg Costikyan, “games, Storytelling, and Breaking the String,” in Second

Person:  Role- Playing and Story in Games and Playable Media, ed. Pat Harrigan and
noah  Wardrip- Fruin (Cambridge: MiT Press, 2007), 6.

29. Adam Brackin, “you got your gameplay in My  Role- Play!,” in Dungeons &
Dragons and Philosophy: Raiding the Temple of Wisdom, ed. Jon Cogburn and Mark
Silcox (Chicago: open Court, 2012), 252.

30. Cover, The Creation of Narrative in Tabletop  Role- Playing Games, 86.
31. Mackay, The Fantasy  Role- Playing Game, 29.
32. Jeff Howard, Quests: Design, Theory, and History in Games and Narratives

(Wellesley, MA: A.K. Peters, 2008), 2.
33. Ibid., 5–10.
34. Ibid., 10–19.
35. Tresca, The Evolution of Fantasy  Role- Playing Games, 23.
36. Fine, Shared Fantasy, 99.
37. Barton, Dungeons & Desktops, 15.
38. Peterson, Playing at the World, 204.
39. ewalt, Of Dice and Men, 22.
40. Chris Bateman, “The Rules of imagination,” Dungeons & Dragons and Phi-

losophy: Raiding the Temple of Wisdom, ed. Jon Cogburn and Mark Silcox (Chicago:
open Court, 2012), 235–36.

41. Mackay, The Fantasy  Role- Playing Game, 94.
42. Peterson, Playing at the World, xiv.
43. Cited in ewalt, Of Dice and Men, 237.
44. Lynn Quitman Troyka and Jerrold nudelman. Taking Action: Writing, Read-

ing, Speaking, and Listening Through  Simulation- Games (englewood Cliffs, nJ:  Prentice-
Hall, 1975).

16 Introduction



45. Marc Prensky, “Digital natives, Digital immigrants,” On the Horizon 9, no.
5 (october 2001): 1–6; James Paul gee, What Video Games Have to Teach Us About
Learning and Literacy, Rev. ed. (new york: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).

46. Lee Sheldon, The Multiplayer Classroom: Designing Coursework as a Game
(Boston: Cengage, 2012).

47. Marc Prensky, Digital  Game- Based Learning (St. Paul, Mn: Paragon House,
2007), 160.

48. See for example, Alexandria Zavis, “u.S. Diplomats use Military  Role-
Playing to Prepare for iraq Assignments,” Los Angeles Times, July 8, 2009, accessed
June 26, 2015, http:// articles. latimes. com/ 2009/ jul/ 08/ local/ me- diplomats- at- war8,
for a discussion of one such program developed at the u.S. Army’s national Training
Center at Fort irwin, California.

49. America’s Army and similar games,  co- developed by the u.S. Department of
Defense and  private- sector computer game companies, have been described as being
part of the “military-entertainment complex,” suggesting that these games contribute
to a militarization of civilian society. See nick Turse, The Complex: How the Military
Invades Our Daily Lives (new york: Metropolitan Books, 2008). For a history of the
development of America’s Army and the u.S. military’s foray into  game- based recruit-
ment efforts, see Corey Mead, War Play: Games and the Future of Armed Conflict (new
york: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013).

50. William Dear, The Dungeon Master: The Disappearance of James Dallas
Egbert III (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1984) and Rona Jaffe, Mazes and Monsters (new
york: Delacorte Press, 1981).

51. For an overview of the Satanic panic and D&D’s role within it, see Jeffrey S.
Victor, Satanic Panic: The Creation of a Contemporary Legend (Chicago: open Court,
1993), among other accounts. For the most infamous claims of Satanic influences of
D&D, see Patricia Pulling, with Kathy Cawthon, The Devil’s Web: Who Is Stalking
Your Children for Satan? (Lafayette, LA: Huntington House, inc, 1989).

52. on the nostalgic appeal of  role- playing games, see Darren Allan Crouse,
“There and Back Again: The Construction of nostalgia in Advanced Adventures”
(M.A. thesis, Brock university, 2010).

Bibliography
Barrowcliffe, Mark. The Elfish Gene: Dungeons, Dragons and Growing Up Strange. new

york: Soho Press, 2007.
Barton, Matt. Dungeons & Desktops: The History of Computer  Role- Playing Games.

Wellesley, MA: A. K. Peters, 2008.
Bateman, Chris. Imaginary Games. Winchester, uK: Zero Books, 2011.
_____. “The Rules of imagination.” Dungeons & Dragons and Philosophy: Raiding the

Temple of Wisdom, edited by Jon Cogburn and Mark Silcox. Chicago: open
Court, 2012, 225–238.

Bowman, Sarah Lynne. The Functions of  Role- Playing Games: How Participants Create
Community, Solve Problems and Explore Identity. Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2010.

Brackin, Adam. “you got your gameplay in My  Role- Play!” in Dungeons & Dragons
and Philosophy: Raiding the Temple of Wisdom, edited by Jon Cogburn and Mark
Silcox. Chicago: open Court, 2012, 239–254.

Cogburn, Jon, and Mark Silcox. Dungeons & Dragons and Philosophy: Raiding the
Temple of Wisdom. Chicago: open Court, 2012.

Costikyan, greg. “games, Storytelling, and Breaking the String.” in Second Person:

Introduction 17



 Role- Playing and Story in Games and Playable Media, edited by Pat Harrigan and
noah  Wardrip- Fruin. Cambridge: MiT Press, 2007, 5–14.

Cover, Jennifer grouling. The Creation of Narrative in Tabletop  Role- Playing Games.
Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2010.

Crouse, Darren Allan. “There and Back Again: The Construction of nostalgia in
Advanced Adventures.” M.A. thesis, Brock university, 2010.

Dear, William. The Dungeon Master: The Disappearance of James Dallas Egbert III.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1984.

ewalt, David M. Of Dice and Men: The Story of Dungeons & Dragons and the People
Who Play It. new york: Scribner, a Division of Simon & Schuster, inc., 2013.

Fine, gary Alan. Shared Fantasy:  Role- Playing Games as Social Worlds. Chicago: uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1983.

gee, James Paul. What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy,
Rev. ed. new york: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.

gilsdorf, ethan. Fantasy Freaks and Gaming Geeks: An Epic Quest for Reality Among
Role Players, Online Gamers, and Other Dwellers of Imaginary Realms. guilford:
Lyons Press, 2009.

Harrigan, Pat, and noah  Wardrip- Fruin, eds. Second Person:  Role- Playing and Story
in Games and Playable Media. Cambridge: MiT Press, 2007.

Howard, Jeff. Quests: Design, Theory, and History in Games and Narratives. Wellesley,
MA: A. K. Peters, 2008.

Jaffe, Rona. Mazes and Monsters. new york: Delacorte Press, 1981.
Jones, Katherine Castiello. “gary Alan Fine Revisited: RPg Research in the 21st Cen-

tury.” in Immersive Gameplay: Essays on Participatory Media and  Role- Playing,
edited by evan Torner and William J. White. Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2012,
87– 107.

Kelly, R.V., 2. Massively Multiplayer Online  Role- Playing Games: The People, the Addic-
tion and the Playing Experience. Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2004.

Lancaster, Kurt. “Do  Role- Playing games Promote Crime, Satanism, and Suicide
Among Players as Critics Claim?” Journal of Popular Culture 28:2 (1994): 67–79.

Mackay, Daniel. The Fantasy  Role- Playing Game: A New Performing Art. Jefferson,
nC: McFarland, 2001.

Mazzanoble, Shelly. Everything I Need to Know I Learned from Dungeons & Dragons:
One Woman’s Quest to Trade  Self- Help for  Elf- Help. Renton, WA: Wizards of the
Coast LLC, 2011.

Mead, Corey. War Play: Games and the Future of Armed Conflict. new york: Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt, 2013.

Mona, erik. “From the Basement to the Basic Set: The early years of Dungeons and
Dragons.” in Second Person:  Role- Playing and Story in Games and Playable Media,
edited by Pat Harrigan and noah  Wardrip- Fruin. Cambridge: MiT Press, 2007,
25–30.

Peterson, Jon. Playing at the World: A History of Simulating Wars, People and Fantastic
Adventure, from Chess to  Role- Playing Games. San Diego: unreason Press, 2012.

Prensky, Marc. Digital  Game- Based Learning. St. Paul, Mn: Paragon House, 2007.
_____. “Digital natives, Digital immigrants.” On the Horizon 9, no. 5 (october 2001):

1–6.
Pulling, Patricia, with Kathy Cawthon. The Devil’s Web: Who Is Stalking Your Children

for Satan? Lafayette, LA: Huntington House, inc, 1989.
Ronnick, Michele Valerie. “Classical Mythology in the ‘Dungeon.’” The Classical Bul-

letin 73:2 (1997): 111–118.

18 Introduction



Schick, Lawrence. Heroic Worlds: A History and Guide to  Role- Playing Games. Buffalo:
Prometheus Books, 1991.

Sheldon, Lee. The Multiplayer Classroom: Designing Coursework as a Game. Boston:
Cengage, 2012.

Toles-Patkin, Terri. “Rational Coordination in the Dungeon.” Journal of Popular Cul-
ture 20:1 (1986): 1–14.

Torner, evan, and William J. White, eds. Immersive Gameplay: Essays on Participatory
Media and  Role- Playing. Jefferson, nC: McFarland, 2012.

Tresca, Michael J. The Evolution of Fantasy  Role- Playing Games. Jefferson, nC: McFar-
land, 2011.

Troyka, Lynn Quitman, and Jerrold nudelman. Taking Action: Writing, Reading,
Speaking, and Listening Through  Simulation- Games. englewood Cliffs, nJ:
 Prentice- Hall, 1975.

Turse, nick. The Complex: How the Military Invades Our Daily Lives. new york: Met-
ropolitan Books, 2008.

Victor, Jeffrey S. Satanic Panic: The Creation of a Contemporary Legend. Chicago:
open Court, 1993.

Voorhees, gerald, Josh Call, and Katie Whitlock, eds. Dungeons, Dragons, and Digital
Denizens: The Digital  Role- Playing Game. new york: Continuum, 2012.

Waldron, David. “Role-Playing games and the Christian Right: Community Forma-
tion in Response to a Moral Panic.” Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 9
(Spring 2005).

Williams, J. Patrick, and Jonas Heide Smith, eds. The Players’ Realm: Studies on the
Culture of Video Games and Gaming. Jefferson: McFarland & Co., 2007.

Williams, J. Patrick, Sean Q. Hendricks, and W. Keith Winkler, eds. Gaming as Culture:
Essays on Reality, Identity and Experience in Fantasy Games. Jefferson, nC:
McFarland, 2006.

Zavis, Alexandria. “u.S. Diplomats use Military  Role- Playing to Prepare for iraq
Assignments.” Los Angeles Times, July 8, 2009. Accessed June 26, 2015. http://
articles. latimes. com/ 2009/ jul/ 08/ local/ me- diplomats- at- war8.

Introduction 19



This page intentionally left blank



Part I

The Player’s Guide: 
The Psychological and 
Cultural Impact of a 

Game Genre



The Satanic Panic 
and Dungeons & Dragons

A  Twenty- Five-Year Retrospective

Andrew Byers

Introduction: Panic and Fears of Satanism and 
Popular Entertainment

From fears of Beatniks and rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s to fears of hippies,
drugs, and the sexual revolution in the 1960s, to the urban law and order
panic of the 1970s, the second half of the twentieth century was a period of
intense concern about moral subversion and degradation in American soci -
ety. Never was this more in evidence than in the host of moral panics in the
1980s that collectively focused on the allegedly deleterious effects of new cul-
tural phenomena—heavy metal and rap music, drugs, drunk driving, and
the new fantasy  role- playing game (RPG) Dungeons & Dragons (D&D),
among others—on American youth.1 First published in 1974, by the early
1980s D&D was an extraordinarily popular pastime, especially among teenage
boys in the United States. Exact figures of players are impossible to determine;
though it seems clear that the game peaked in popularity during the 1980s,
at least 7.5 million players were still gaming at least once a month in 1990
and 5.5 million in 2000.2 Superficially, D&D was simply a new kind of game
that used elements of the fantastic to encourage players to create their own
adventures with friends,3 so what was it about D&D that elicited so much
concern? Undoubtedly, some parents and religious leaders were uncom -
fortable with the magical elements of the game that capitalized on the rise of
the fantasy genre in the wake of the popularization of Tolkien’s The Lord of
the Rings beginning in the late 1960s. Concerns peaked when the suicides of
two troubled players of the game—James Dallas Egbert in August 1980 and
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Irving “Bink” Pulling in June 1982—were blamed on D&D. The host of other
problems both young men were battling—social ostracization by their peers,
problematic relationships with parents and family, drug abuse, and mental
illness—was largely ignored in favor of blaming the strange, unfamiliar game
of D&D for wreaking havoc on the bodies, minds, and souls of American
adolescents.

With the benefit of  twenty- five years of hindsight, this essay looks back
at the criticisms against D&D, examining the claims made about the alleged
Satanic influences of the game. It evaluates and analyzes the content of the
game as well as responses from within the RPG community and industry to
the allegations lodged against them, all the while situating the conflict
between opponents and proponents of D&D within the larger framework of
the Satanic panic of the 1980s. The essay also offers a reflection on the after-
math of the Satanic panic and the evolution of  non- gamer reactions to D&D
after the Satanic panic had (mostly) subsided.

Moral Panics, D&D and the Satanic Panic
Fears of D&D in the 1980s have been described as a kind of “moral

panic.” Sociologist Stanley Cohen popularized the term “moral panic” in his
classic study of youth culture and the media in the 1960s. For Cohen, a moral
panic occurs when a “condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges
to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests.”4 Mass media
helps promulgate the panic, often in sensationalistic fashion, as articulated
by media figures, religious and political leaders, and other members of the
public concerned about an apparent breakdown in the social order.  Self-
proclaimed but widely recognized “experts” diagnose the causes of the panic
and propose solutions, which are often used to produce new social and legal
policies. The problematic condition then disappears or becomes less visible
over time, sometimes suddenly and without warning, eventually reappearing
in a different form some time later when the cycle of moral panic begins
anew.

Yet, even if they are not accurately presented by the media, moral pan -
ics are always about something; they do not arise ex nihilo.5 Likewise, the
moral panic that arose over D&D did not arise in a social or cultural vacuum.
Rather, the D&D moral panic was part of a constellation of moral panics in
the 1980s originating from concerns about adolescents, either from dan gers
posed to them—fears of kidnappers, child molesters, and pornographers, 
for example—or problems caused by them, as in cases of misbehavior alleg -
edly inspired by dangerous entertainment media that encouraged drug and
alcohol abuse, violence, and suicide, among other such behaviors. Given 
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the anxieties of many Christian fundamentalists over the growing secular-
ization of American society, it is unsurprising that the panic over D&D also
became part of a much larger narrative of widespread Satanic influence and
conspiracy throughout the decade. Many of D&D’s detractors came to see
D&D as one strand of a larger Satanic plot to corrupt the nation’s youth, turn-
ing adolescents into a new generation of Satanists and devotees of the occult.
In some cases adolescent role-playing gamers themselves were perceived as
threats to their peers. As sociologist Kenneth Thompson has pointed out,
“No age group is more associated with risk in the public imagination than
that of ‘youth.’”6 Teenagers frequently exist in a marginal or liminal state in
American and other modern societies; no longer children but not yet adults,
they represent a problem of social order and a source of  cross- generational
conflict as their elders attempt to inculcate particular moral values and reg-
ulate teen behavior. In the case of the Satanic panic and associated concerns
over D&D, teens were perceived as being both at risk and as potential threats
to other teens who had not yet fallen under the sway of Satan ism. By fram -
ing their children’s suicides, drug use, behavioral problems, and criminal
activities as products of a wider Satanic conspiracy rather than as mental
health issues,  parent- child relationship problems, or simply as typical teenage
rebellion, at least some parental critics of D&D were able to abrogate their
responsibilities as parents of troubled teens and blame their families’ problems
on purely exogenous factors beyond their control. In the case of the moral
panic surrounding D&D, it may have been less about teens playing a game
that some adults and moralists found grotesque or offensive because of its
outré elements, like demons and magic spells, and more about teenage con-
tempt for parental and moral authority; abandonment of traditional organ-
ized religious beliefs,  middle- class values and normative behavior; and
parents and religious leaders attempting to reassert control over teenage
behavior.

The Satanic panic had at least three major, interrelated expressions.7 At
its heart was the belief in a powerful, hidden network of Satanic groups pres-
ent in Western society that was active in committing a variety of illegal and
taboo acts, including animal mutilations; kidnappings; sexual abuse of chil-
dren; ritual mutilation, sacrifice, and murder of children and adults; and
ritual ized cannibalism. Increasingly, many anti–Satanic crusaders (and mem-
bers of the public) came to believe that large numbers of Satanists with access
to children—parents, daycare workers, teachers, police, clergy, kidnappers—
had engaged in extreme forms of physical and sexual “ritual abuse” of chil-
dren, many of whom had been brainwashed to forget or had otherwise
repressed memories until they later remembered, often with the help of
 therapist- advocates of this epidemic of ritual abuse. Lastly came the belief
that Satanists had infiltrated various aspects of the entertainment industry
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and were using popular media—books, films, videogames, heavy metal music,
and RPGs—to influence the adolescents who consumed these forms of enter-
tainment. Because secret Satanic cabals of murderers and child molesters were
difficult to locate, and popular media by their very nature were readily avail-
able to the public, these forms of entertainment became particular sites of
criticism and attack by anti–Satanic groups.

Though it exploded into prominence in the early 1980s, the Satanic panic
had been building slowly since the 1960s, with anxieties about the rise of the
counterculture, increasing interest in the occult and “New Age” beliefs and
practices, and the growing number of new religious movements usually
described by the  short- hand term “cult,” which took on increasingly violent
and fanatical connotations after Jim Jones’ People’s Temple mass  murder-
suicide in Jonestown, Guyana, in 1978.8  Post- Jonestown, the threat posed by
“cults” seemed very real and very dangerous to many Americans, with all
cults being perceived and understood through the lens of Jonestown. Begin-
ning in the late 1970s, the  so- called Christian Right—mostly socially conser-
vative Protestants, with some traditional Catholics—became increasingly
politically, socially, and culturally influential in American life, and many such
individuals were profoundly concerned with the state of American morality.
The embrace of the Satanic panic by various sects of Pentecostal, fundamen-
talist, and evangelical Protestant Christianity should probably not be surpris -
ing: in an increasingly secularized American society, these religious groups
often discussed the tangible presence of evil, as embodied in Satan and other
demonic forces, frequently describing themselves as being engaged in con-
tinuous “spiritual warfare.”9 These beliefs included a perception that these
demonic forces were in league with human worshipers—Satanists—who
sought to enlist others to their cause, particularly impressionable youths.
Indeed, Gallup polls since the 1960s have shown a growing belief among
Americans in the existence of Satan: from just 37 percent in 1964 to 50 percent
by 1973 and 55–60 percent by 1990.10 The percentages are far higher among
fundamentalist Protestants, with mainline Protestants and Catholics much
likelier to believe that Satan, if he exists, is an impersonal force or personi-
fication of evil rather than an actual being.11

Fears of the scope of Satanic activities continued to expand throughout
the 1980s, ultimately forming a vast web of horrendous crimes that moral
crusaders could point to just beneath the surface of American society.12 Moral
panics over missing and abused children arose in the 1980s in the wake of
several infamous cases of kidnapped and murdered children. In light of this,
it is probably to be expected that moral crusaders would come to view child
abuse through the lens of Satanism. Several  high- profile serial killers, includ-
ing David Berkowitz (“Son of Sam”) and Richard Ramirez (the “Night Stalker”),
only seemed to offer further evidence that  Satanic- inspired murderers were
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walking the streets of America and killing indiscriminately in the name of
Satan. A number of  high- profile cases of alleged Satanic ritual abuse emerged,
beginning with the 1983 McMartin Preschool case in Los Angeles, in which
members of the daycare’s staff were accused of torturing, murdering, raping,
and cannibalizing toddlers as part of Satanic rites.13 While these acts never
occurred, years of investigations and a  twenty- eight month long trial followed,
with one accused left incarcerated for five years until he could post a $1.5 mil -
lion bond. Claims of the wide reach of Satanists in America became increas -
ingly extreme, with radio evangelist Bob Larson claiming in his 1989 book
Satanism: The Seduction of America’s Youth that 95 percent of all missing
children had been abducted by Satanic groups.14

Just as the number of claims of Satanic crimes grew throughout the
1980s, so too did the number of  claims- makers. One study in 1989 identified
at least 33 anti–Satanic organizations and more than 90 individual “experts.”15

These occult experts, many with backgrounds in similar  anti- cult and  anti-
counterculture moral panics in the 1960s and 1970s, became particularly
important figures in promoting the Satanic panic because of their relentless
 self- promotion and ties with media and law enforcement, all of which went
a long way to legitimize their claims. The careers of these  anti- occult experts
and organizations represented a blend of moral crusaders and lucrative busi-
ness enterprises. For example, before going on to become one of the country’s
most popular speakers on the topic of Satanism, Mike Warnke published his
book The Satan Seller, selling more than three million copies, in which he
revealed that before his conversion to evangelical Christianity, he had been
a Satanic high priest with more than 1,500 followers under the supervision
of the Illuminati, an alleged secret society that has provided fodder for con-
spiracy theorists for centuries.16 The 1980 publication of Michelle Remembers,
 co- written by a psychiatrist and his patient (the pair later divorced their
spouses and married each other), purported to reveal a lifetime of Satanic
physical and sexual abuse at the hands of Michelle Smith’s parents, teachers,
and clergymen.17 Smith’s account was notable because it provided the template
for thousands of other cases of “recovered memories” of similar Satanic abuse
throughout the decade. Therapists involved in helping their clients remember
such abuse via hypnosis and other means coined the term “Satanic Ritual
Abuse Syndrome.”18 The Satanic rumor mills, promoted by a legion of moral
crusaders and occult investigators and popularized by the mass media, helped
spark dozens of  rumor- panics about Satanism in communities around the
country. In a  long- running study, sociologist Victor Turner identified at least
62  rumor- panics about Satanism and Satanic activities taking place from 1982
to 1992, with 1988–1989 as the peak years.19 The anti–Satanism movement was
extremely adept at using mass media to promote its claims; occult “experts”
and those claiming to have been victims of Satanic ritual abuse frequently
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appeared on the talk shows of the day: Phil Donahue, Geraldo Rivera, Sally
Jesse Raphael, and Oprah Winfrey, among others, regularly featured Satanic
expose segments on their programs, often unquestioningly repeating the fan-
tastical claims of anti–D&D crusaders.20

It is important to note that a number of careful studies by journalists
and scholars have found no evidence whatsoever to suggest that the wide-
spread Satanic cult activities, including mass murders, kidnappings, and ritual
abuse of children, ever took place inside the United States. To be sure, some
criminals, particularly adolescents, have committed crimes such as trespass-
ing, vandalism, and even animal mutilations using Satanic graffiti, trappings,
and imagery. The claims of those caught up in the Satanic panic are not borne
out by the evidence though. One 1988 study found that in over 100 cases of
alleged Satanic ritual abuse of children, none were the product of Satanic
activ ity (and in many cases there was no evidence of any kind of child abuse
at all).21 Another study by sociologist David Finkelhor focused on allegations
of Satanic abuse at daycare centers.22 Finkelhor collected information on over
270 cases of daycare abuse that local law enforcement or child protective
agencies considered “substantiated” (i.e., allegations the authorities believed
to be true). Of these, Finkelhor identified 36 of these cases (13 percent of the
total) as alleged Satanic ritual abuse; Finkelhor’s subsequent investigations
of these cases cast serious doubt that any involved actual Satanic or ritual
elements. Occult experts often went to elaborate lengths to explain why no
evidence of widespread Satanic activities was ever found, going so far as to
suggest that the very absence of evidence was itself highly suspicious.23

The Anti–D&D Movement and Its Claims

Critics of D&D made a series of linked claims about the game and its
effect on players, in particular alleging that D&D was directly linked to
Satanism.24 They generally did so by pointing to specific game elements pres-
ent—e.g., the existence of demons as one of the types of monsters that could
be encountered in the game, various types of magic spells that could be cast
by  magic- users and clerics, and the presence of deities—and alleging that
these elements were proof of D&D’s Satanic origin. Indeed, as sociologists
Daniel Martin and Gary Alan Fine have pointed out, the claims made by crit-
ics may even have a kind of surface plausibility because of the presence of
monsters, demons, gods, and spells in D&D.25 Critics also alleged that the
game produced a kind of mind control effect on players, causing them to
become obsessed with playing the game and making them susceptible to its
alleged Satanic aspects. Many occult experts and police consultants argued

                              The Satanic Panic and Dungeons & Dragons (Byers)  27



that playing D&D was a kind of “gateway” activity that would, almost
inevitably, lead to greater involvement in occult or Satanic activities.26 Many
critics asserted that violent crimes would directly result from playing D&D,
as players were lured deeper into the allegedly Satanic world of D&D and
begin acting out violent activities in the real world rather than restricting
these activities to fantasy gameplay. To support this argument critics often
pointed to suicides, assaults, or murders committed by individuals who had
played D&D, alleging a cause and effect relationship between playing D&D
and committing acts of violence. D&D was thus seen as the first step along
a progression that would end with murder and suicide.27

Several notable cases fueled concerns that D&D was linked with teen -
age suicide. The 1979 disappearance and eventual suicide of James Dallas
Egbert III, a student at Michigan State University, was initially linked to D&D
before it became clear that Egbert was dealing with severe men tal illness,
drug addiction, and a variety of personal problems. Egbert had attempted
suicide multiple times previously and disappeared for several weeks; he was
initially believed to have ventured down into the steam tunnels under Mich -
igan State while attempting to reenact a D&D game (Egbert, it was later dis-
covered, had simply fled the area). The case generated significant publicity
and spawned a “true crime” monograph written by a private investigator (The
Dungeon Master), and a novel (Mazes and Monsters) that was adapted as a
 feature- length  made- for-television movie starring Tom Hanks as an analogue
of Egbert.28 Other cases included Jackson Franklin “Hatchet” Morgan, who
was convicted of child molestation and was alleged to have used D&D to
attract children and teens, and Raymond Malin, who raped and murdered a
young girl, and was said to have suffered from a dissociative disorder that
would have made discerning the differences between the fan tasy world of
D&D from reality difficult.29 Patricia “Pat” Pulling, who became the leading
opponent of D&D in the 1980s and 1990s, was the mother of Irving “Bink”
Pulling, a  sixteen- year-old boy who committed suicide in 1982. Pulling came
to believe that her son killed himself as a result of playing D&D. Pulling
attempted to sue TSR (D&D’s manufacturer) and the school official who had
allegedly introduced Bink Pulling to the game and allowed him to play at
school, but both cases were thrown out of court.30 She went on to found 
the organization Bothered About Dungeons and Dragons (BADD) in 1983 to
bring wider attention to her fears of the Satanic influences of D&D on ado-
lescents.31

Pulling, like all the anti–Satanic crusaders, made exaggerated and entirely
unsupported claims about the scope of Satanism, alleging that at least 8 per-
cent of the U.S. population was involved in Satanism.32 Pulling’s “statistics”
on the number of deaths that were directly attributed to D&D varied, but she
generally claimed that the game had caused from 95 to 150 deaths, mostly
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suicides.33 One BADD brochure flatly described D&D as “addictive and evil… .
It is a device of Satan to lure us away from God. It is occult.”34 In her book
The Devil’s Web, Pulling described the game as leading its players to commit
violent acts first inside the game, and then eventually in the real world outside
the game: “During the course of most D&D games, characters must commit
robbery and murder, and may choose to commit rape, mutilation and other
atrocities. These activities are expected and condoned.”35 Pulling went on to
quote Darren Molitor, a former D&D player who was later convicted of mur-
dering his girlfriend, as saying

the game is played or imagined entirely in the mind … if it is played, let’s say
three to five times a week, four to eight hours each time, the conscious mind
becomes accustomed to violence. Suddenly you are no longer in total control of
your mind. The “fantasy game” becomes a “reality game.” You begin to live it for
real. Everything you do or say involves … the game itself. You no longer play the
game for enjoyment; you play it because you feel you have to. [Your mind] is
possessed by the game. It is more dangerous than I can fully explain.36

Elaborating on this idea in her book, under the  sub- heading “Hypnotic Con-
trol,” Pulling discussed her concerns that the use of magic and worship of
non–Christian deities by characters in D&D would lead players to believe
they possessed magical abilities and/or worship other deities.37 Pulling’s argu-
ment, in part, was the familiar “slippery slope” argument:

The child who is obsessed with occult entertainment [as she characterized
D&D] may not stop there, but he often moves on to Satanic graffiti and ceme-
tery vandalism. From that point, he easily moves into grave robbing for items
needed for occult rituals, and he is just a step away from  blood- letting.  Blood-
letting begins with animal killings and mutilations and progresses to murder if
intervention does not take place.38

Pulling’s comment is a useful one because this perceived progression—from
playing D&D to vandalism to murder—is one present explicitly and implicitly
in many critiques of the period. Pulling was concerned not only with what
she perceived as the violent influences of D&D on its players, but also on the
“occult” nature of this violence. She contended: “The vast majority of the
information in the D&D manuals is  violence- oriented. It consists of detailed
descriptions of killing including occultic human sacrifice, assassination and
premeditated murder as well as sadism and curses of insanity which include
suicidal and homicidal mania. Much of the material draws upon ancient sys-
tems of demonology.”39

Along with Pat Pulling, Thomas E. Radecki, MD, JD,  co- founder of the
National Coalition on Television Violence (NCTV), was a close ally of BADD
who gave testimony as an expert witness at a number of legal cases in which
he stated that playing D&D led to a marked increase in violence by teenage
players. Like Pulling, Radecki was used as an expert defense witness for Dar-
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ren Molitor during his trial for murder. Molitor did not contend that he was
suffering from a mental illness when he murdered his victim, but rather that
he had become “desensitized” to violence because he had played D&D prior
to the murder. Both Radecki and Pulling testified to that effect, alleging that
this was a possible effect of playing D&D. Their argument did not apparently
help sway the jury, who convicted Molitor.

A staunch activist against the depiction of violence in any form in var-
ious media, Radecki was also a board member of the Parents Music Resource
Center and research director at both the International Coalition Against Vio-
lent Entertainment and Doctors & Lawyers for a Drug Free Youth. However,
he expressed a particular concern about the violence present in D&D:

The evidence in these cases is really quite impressive. There is no doubt in my
mind that the game Dungeons and Dragons is causing young men to kill them-
selves and others. The game is one of  non- stop combat and violence… . Based on
player interviews and game materials, it is clear to me that this game is desensi-
tizing players to violence, and, causing an increased tendency to violent behav-
ior.40

Anti–D&D activists embarked on a  multi- pronged campaign against
D&D.41 Pulling and others compiled a list of the “victims” of D&D, i.e., those
said to have died as a result of the game, ultimately claiming that over 125
young people had been murdered or committed suicide as a result of D&D.42

They lobbied members of Congress and petitioned the Federal Trade Com-
mission and the Consumer Products Safety Commission to either remove
D&D from the marketplace or require it to carry a warning label, an effort
that never gained traction. Anti–D&D activists appeared on a variety of tel-
evision talk shows and gave interviews to print journalists whenever possible
to spread their message. They lectured around the country—usually for pay—
on the “occult” nature of D&D and the Satanic “epidemic” in general. They
also appealed to local religious leaders, politicians, and school officials to
denounce D&D and forbid it from being played by teens in schools and else-
where. This may have been their most effective tactic, as D&D was forbidden
from dozens, possibly hundreds of schools around the nation, and pressure
from religious leaders undoubtedly influenced a multitude of parents to forbid
their children from playing the game. These activists also gave “expert” tes-
timony whenever possible in legal cases on the occult aspects of crimes43;
Pulling and Radecki were especially active in traveling around the country
and testifying in high profile murder trials and the like, always with a theme
of blaming D&D and heavy metal music.

There are several ironies embedded in the various criticisms of D&D.
First, as I will explore in more detail later, most games of Dungeons & Dragons
are set on worlds other than Earth in which neither the Christian God nor
Satan exist. To be sure, the existence of a host of active deities who grant the
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ability to cast divinely inspired spells to their priesthoods is posited in D&D,
and present in all published settings, but these deities are taken from either
historical mythological pantheons or are made up out of whole cloth. Some
of the deities described in D&D official products are evil, but Satan is not
one of them. Second, while there is no evidence to suggest that a significant
(or even measurable) fraction of D&D players believed in the existence of
actual magic spells or magical abilities that could be accessed in the real
world, Satanic or otherwise, many of D&D’s harshest critics during the
1980s—especially those with a fundamentalist Protestant religious back-
ground—did actually possess a magical world view that indicated belief in
the power of Satan to grant his followers the ability to use magic in the real
world (presumably for malign or  self- serving purposes). In speaking to a
reporter, for example, one Protestant minister demonstrated his own confu-
sion over the difference between fantasy and reality, saying that D&D is “very
 anti- religious. I have studied witchcraft and demonology… . These books are
filled with things that are not fantasy but are actual in the real demon world,
and can be very dangerous for anyone involved in the game because it leaves
them so open to Satanic spirits.”44 The “File 18 Newsletter,” produced by a
lieutenant in the Boise Police Department and regularly sent to law enforce-
ment agencies around the country, warned law enforcement agencies that
they were at risk of encountering actual supernatural forces when investi -
gating “occult” crimes: “…you may be battling with forces which are imper-
vious to your  wrist- twists, your batons, or your service firearms—and they
may destroy you. These things are unseen by most of us… . But, in our natural
state we are helpless to defend against unseen enemies: spiritual training and
spiritually effective tools are required.”45

The critics of D&D were never able to provide a clear link between play-
ing D&D and committing acts of violence. In all cases in which play ers of
D&D either committed suicide or other acts of violence, there were other
significant factors present—mostly mental illnesses and/or the use of alco -
hol or drugs—making a definitive link impossible to establish. Several psy-
chological studies have been undertaken to explore the effects of play ing
RPGs, most of which emphasize the positive impact of D&D on the play -
ers.46 One study of “hyperactive” and “aggressive”  pre- teenage boys who
played D&D concluded that playing the game encouraged cooperative rela -
tion ships among the boys. Another study involving an emotional stability
test administered to a mix of teenage and adult “frequent” D&D players found
no evidence of emotional instability and “healthy psychological profiles.”
Other studies have suggested that  RPG- related activities fostered creative
and imaginative thinking among children. Thus, rather than the suspect
“expert” opinions of instigators of the anti–D&D moral panic, actual studies
have shown D&D to be productive and beneficial to the psychology of the
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players, thus contradicting the slippery slope contentions of individuals like
Pulling and Radecki.

The “Satanic” Content of D&D and Responses from
Game Designers

It is worthwhile examining the actual content of D&D from an informed,
objective perspective, free from the Satanic hysteria of the 1980s, in order to
determine whether the claims made by D&D’s critics had any merit. Allega-
tions made by D&D critics that the game contained magic spells and rules
for casting such spells by player characters were demonstrably true, as were
charges that the game contained information on a variety of demons and
devils, as well as a wide variety of non–Christian deities. Such entities were
present in the game from its earliest foundations, though they were always
presented as monstrous opponents and antagonists for the player characters,
who were assumed by D&D’s game designers to be either heroic figures or
at least  self- interested (neutral) parties not actively allied with evil beings.

Satan himself first appeared in the game in 1979, in an article published
in TSR’s Dragon magazine that provided supporting material for D&D.
Alexander von Thorn’s article “The Politics of Hell” contains game statistics
for Satan, along with several other demonic leaders, as well as a discussion
of the history of hell and its denizens and the political machinations of various
demonic figures.47 Von Thorn takes an interesting approach for explaining
why Satan had not yet appeared in D&D: he suggests that Satan’s position as
ruler of Hell had been usurped by Baalzebul who was in turn overthrown by
Asmodeus, a demonic figure who was posited to exist in the game. The article
begins with a curious author’s note:

The following article cannot be considered the official doctrine of either
Advanced Dungeons and Dragons or the Roman Catholic Church. However, it is
compatible with AD&D, and except for the parts about Asmodeus [the “highest-
ranking” devil provided in official D&D publications] it is not in conflict with
works on demonology as generally accepted by Catholic exorcists, thus enjoying
tacit approval by the Church. However, this article does not have a nihil obstat;
much of it is original, and it approaches the subject from a different angle than a
religious tract would and should not be considered as such. The rise of
Asmodeus is not documented in any major text on demonology, but very little
original work on the subject has been done since the Middle Ages, so it is possi-
ble that the situation has changed. Perhaps Mr. Gygax has more accurate sources
of information.48

That statistics for Satan are provided is not unusual, as TSR published game
statistics and  write- ups for a host of other demons, some from Jewish and
Christian traditions and some entirely made up, as well as a wide variety of
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deities from folklore and mythology from around the world. The existence
of game statistics for these entities meant that they could appear in RPG cam-
paigns, potentially representing adversaries who could be defeated (and
destroyed). Note that this article was explicitly labeled as not being “official,”
despite its publication in D&D’s house organ—the publication of “unofficial”
and “optional” material was common in Dragon—and did not form the basis
of future developments and discussions of demons and Hell.

Satan is seldom mentioned by name in Dragon magazine articles, and
then only in passing or in a letter to the editor or editorial about the Satanic
panic, and never in official TSR publications. For example, in the  oft- cited
 two- part article “The Nine Hells” by Ed Greenwood, a description of the
geography of Hell and some of its chief inhabitants, Satan is never men-
tioned.49 Unlike von Thorn’s earlier “unofficial” piece on Hell that explicitly
mentioned Satan four years earlier, this “official” article appears to have
entirely written Satan out of existence. Note how Greenwood opens the first
part of his article: “Devils and demons have always been favorite monsters
in AD&D play, particularly with upper- and  mid- level characters. As a DM
[Dungeon Master], I have been reluctant to include devils until I had done
some work on the Nine Hells for the simple reason that player characters,
once they are introduced to devils and find out facts about them, are sure to
want to carry the fight to the enemy’s home ground.”50 In other words, demons
and devils are presented as monsters—high-powered ones, to be sure—to be
destroyed by the player characters. The description of Hell is presented not
as a place where PCs would visit to worship their demonic masters, but a
location to which they would travel in order to kill demons.

In response to Greenwood’s article in Dragon 75 and 76, he penned a
 follow- up piece, published in Dragon 91, “Eight Devilish Questions,” osten-
sibly responding to some of the feedback and questions from readers Green-
wood had received on the original article.51 Greenwood began this piece by
addressing the obvious omission of Satan:

The perennial question is: Why did I not include Satan/Lucifer/the BIG DEVIL
[emphasis in original] of Christian mythology and religious lore? Simply, I did
not because Mr. Gygax has not, and I tried to adhere to official AD&D game
rules wherever possible. His reasons for excluding Satan are best given by him;
my own objections, from a game designer’s point of view, boil down to the sim-
ple judgment that there is no room in the AD&D game system for a devil more
powerful than Asmodeus. The few (in number) forces of good have enough to
worry about without tipping the balance any further on the side of the dia-
bolic.52

An unsatisfying response, perhaps, but it is at least an attempt to address the
absence of Satan in D&D. In Dragon 93, a reader wrote in to request clarifi-
cation on the apparent contradiction between the  extant- but-deposed Satan
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posited by von Thorn and the  entirely- absent Satan suggested by Green-
wood.53 To this, Greenwood responded,

Many longtime Dragon readers, myself among them, consider Alexander von
Thorn’s “The Politics of Hell” to be one of the best, if not THE best, article that
appeared in the magazine’s first 50 issues, and when writing my manuscript I
tried to follow it as closely as possible without contradicting official material… . I
enjoyed the story of Baalzebul’s overthrow [of Satan] told in “The Politics of
Hell,” but I leave the question of whether it actually happened or not, and indeed
much of the past history of the hells, nebulous—part of every DM’s elbow room,
leaving him the freedom to design things as he sees fit. 

Dragon’s  editor- in-chief Kim Mohan went on to add the following to Green-
wood’s reply:

One of the key phrases in Ed’s answer is ‘without contradicting official material.’
When he composed his original article on the Nine Hells that appeared in issues
#75 and #76, Ed was careful not to go against any of the existing official sys-
tem… . In contrast, Alexander von Thorn’s article—excellent though it was—did
not attempt to stay within the confines of the rule system. It was more of a theo-
retical article, describing a series of events that might have occurred to bring
about the present state of affairs in the hells. As Ed suggests in his answer, “The
Politics of Hell” might be excellent source material for a certain campaign pur-
posely shaped to conform to what the article sets forth. 

This reply is probably not surprising, since while TSR (via Dragon magazine
and officially published settings and adventure modules) was unwilling or
uninterested in publishing books or articles that encouraged the inclusion of
Satan or other elements touching on  real- world religious beliefs, it could not
discourage individual players of the game from using such elements or char-
acters in their home games.

As the official magazine of TSR and D&D, Dragon was the only means
TSR had of interacting with fans in the pre–Internet age, and lively debates
periodically cropped up in its pages regarding the Satanic panic and how
D&D and TSR should respond. In Dragon 121, a reader named Matthew
Hamilton wrote to ask “why the AD&D game volumes or Dragon Magazine
has [sic] never dealt with the most important aspect of [the Middle Ages]:
Christianity. I’ve run a Christian campaign for years and not only have I not
offended my players, but I’ve appeased the parents of my players who previ-
ously claimed the AD&D game was blasphemous.”54 Four issues later another
reader responded to Hamilton’s letter in Dragon 125 (September 1987), stating
“I feel that a generic  role- playing game (such as the AD&D game) should not
have any ‘set’ religion. If a DM wants characters to be Christian, Jewish, Bud-
dhist, Taoist, Shinto, or any other religion, it should be up to the DM and the
players not the game… . I have played in successful campaigns without any
specific religions for five years. It’s not the game that has the religion; it’s the
players.”55 In response, Dragon editor Roger E. Moore stated,
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In general, it is the policy of Dragon Magazine to avoid publishing material that
specifically translates a modern and commonly accepted religion in to  game-
specific terms. We might use an article on monotheistic campaigns, or publish
an article on medieval life that includes information on religious beliefs at the
time, or even publish game statistics for ancient Roman deities, but … we feel
that giving a campaign a specific religious background taken directly from  real-
world religions is the province of the DM and players involved.

Moore responded directly to the Satanic controversy in his editorial
entitled “Equal Time” in Dragon 134 (June 1988). Noting his experience as a
mental health counselor for the U.S. Army and mentioning several anecdotes
involving past patients with religiously oriented delusions, Moore stated,

Were I inclined to think that religion causes people to go crazy, I could certainly
claim to have seen enough evidence to support the idea. Yet I know that religion
does no such thing. It is a cornerstone upon which the spiritual  well- being of
humanity is built. Religious delusions are often seen among people with mental
disorders, but the disorders [emphasis in original] cause the strange beliefs and
behaviors—not vice versa. This situation is analogous to the claims in recent
years that  role- playing games are harmful in various ways to the gamers. The
“evidence” linking  role- playing games to antisocial or destructive behavior is
often  ill- made. In some cases, the material I’ve seen opposing RPGs approaches
the status of urban legend… . Even reputable sources in the news media con-
tribute to the mess, as CBS News did in a 60 Minutes broadcast in September
1985, when it attempted to link a  murder- suicide in Colorado to  role- playing.
This was interesting in light of a subsequent interview with the victim’s family,
carried by the Associated Press during the week after the show, which showed
that the victim’s mother did not believe the D&D game was connected with the
tragedy. Even the police investigating the case dropped any connection between
the game and the event—yet this tragedy is still connected in the minds of some
with gaming, thanks to 60 Minutes—which, to my understanding, never both-
ered to  re- investigate the event.56

Moore revisited the theme in his editorial “Laying the Blame” in Dragon 151
(November 1989) in which he urged players to

Examine the evidence [against D&D] with a critical and discriminating eye.
Take time to think about what you read or hear on the news. Does the reporting
sound reasonable, or does it leave you wondering if a lot of hype and paranoia
are being used? Do you actually believe the rationales given for why certain
events took place? Can you find more information on the topic that will let you
make an informed decision about the matter? Don’t let others do your thinking
for you.

Understanding the age of many D&D players, Moore also urged them to
Be reasonable. If you are a teenager and live with your parents, you will have to
accept their decisions (and your school’s) on whether or not they will let you
play RPGs. But if you are given a chance to discuss the issue, make sure you are
informed and be on your best behavior when you discuss it. People are always
more impressed when they are confronted with someone who shows all the
signs of being mature and responsible as well as being well informed.57
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In response to a teenage reader’s  follow- up query to this editorial published
in Dragon 160, Moore elaborated on his reasonableness point: “If your parents
say no to playing the D&D game, you should abide by their decision. Being
a parent myself, I’m not inclined to feed arguments in someone else’s fam-
ily.”58

Publisher James M. Ward directly addressed the issue of “demonic” con-
tent in D&D in his Dragon 154 (February 1990) editorial, “Angry Mothers
from Heck (and What We Do about Them).” Ward wrote,

Ever since the Monster Manual came out in 1977, TSR has gotten a letter or two
of complaint each week. All too often, such letters were from people who
objected to the mention of demons and devils in that game book. One letter
each week since the late 1970s adds up to a lot of letters, and I thought a lot
about those angry moms. When the AD&D 2nd Edition rules came out, I had
the designers and editors delete all mention of demons and devils. The game
still has lots of tough monsters, but we now have a few more pleased moms as
well.59

Readers reacted sharply to the announcement. Four issues later, in “Angry
Mothers, Part 2: Revenge of the Readers,” Dragon 158 (June 1990), Ward wrote
a  follow- up piece stating that Dragon had already received almost 100 letters
from readers responding to the original column and were still receiving, on
average, four new letters a day on the subject.60 Ward included a variety of
excerpts from readers’ letters, including the following. A. Van Valin: “When
I have children and they are old enough, I’ll start them on AD&D. I hope it
will be a rich experience for them, unfettered by the visions of somebody
else’s mother.” Paul Astle: “I cannot help but feel that there is a degree of loy-
alty that should be shown to the players of the game who have stood by TSR
and, on occasion, have had to face down, in a very literal way, these same
 demon- bashing, evangelistic,  close- minded boors.” David E. Cates: “In bend-
ing over backwards to the wishes of people who know nothing about the
game, [Jim Ward] showed a total lack of consideration to the customer.
Another triumph for a small but rabid minority group.” John McCash: “You
might as well have reduced the entire column to three words: We Cave In!!!
There, that feels much better.” William A. Nolan: “By the way, I would not
have objected if you had said, ‘We did not put demons and devils into the
2nd Edition [Monstrous Compendium] because we find them to be objec-
tionable.’ That isn’t censorship. It only becomes censorship when an outside
group dictates to you (successfully, in this case) what you should print.” Ward
announced, as a sop to players because of the outcry, that TSR would release
an “interplanar Monstrous Compendium … with 96 pages of interplanar
beings with unusual powers, most of those creatures being evil or chaotic in
nature.” Thus, by 1990 and Advanced Dungeons & Dragons’ second edition,
TSR had decided that the game would no longer officially include creatures
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called demons and devils, but it would include such creatures in all but
name.61 Demons and devils returned, by name, in 2000 in the third edition
of the game.

The attacks on D&D did not end with the 1980s, and TSR felt the need
to continue responding to the sensationalistic claims made by those opposed
to D&D in the pages of Dragon magazine into the early 1990s. In Moore’s
response to a reader who wrote in asking which past issues had contained
articles or letters about the Satanic panic in Dragon 182 (June 1992), he went
on to attack those making outrageous claims against D&D:

I’ve become more interested myself in reading the books that attack  role- playing
games, because some of those who accuse  role- playing of being a dangerous
hobby appear to have far more dangerous ideas themselves—ideas that are dan-
gerous to things like the Constitution, the Bill of Rights, and our religious and
political freedoms, including the freedom to read and think what you want and
to accept responsibility for being a free person. I have found more outright big-
otry and intolerance in material that opposes gaming than I’ve ever seen in any
 role- playing rule book, and their works are intended for use in real life, not in a
game of  make- believe!… There are lots of people who are genuinely concerned
about what they’ve heard or read or seen about  role- playing games, and they
want some answers. I understand their concern. I’m a parent, too, and there are
answers for them. But there are also people out there who are making irrespon-
sible claims about these games, offering everything except the facts to support
their statements. We need to do some serious thinking about exactly what sorts
of people are making these claims and what sorts of other things these people
might have on their minds. Can we really take their antigaming concerns seri-
ously? Or should we perhaps be seriously concerned about their other goals?62

In Moore’s accompanying editorial in the same issue, “A Word of Warning
About a Word of Warning,” he discussed the various claims made by evan-
gelical Christian publisher Jack Chick in his religious tracts, claims that are,
as Moore points out, vicious and uninformed attacks against Judaism, Cathol -
icism, Mormonism, Free Masonry, science, rock ’n’ roll music, and the like.63

Another reader wrote in Dragon 197 (September 1993) that he was still expe-
riencing the same kinds of Satanic fears about D&D from teachers and school
officials that he had when he began gaming a decade previously. A clearly
frustrated Moore responded with a personal note about the anti–D&D claims:

If involvement with  role- playing games leads to Satan worship and the “influ-
ences of evil power,” then I suppose that after 10 years of working here I should
be one of the top evil high priests, which would probably come as quite a sur-
prise to my family, my many friends, and those with whom I attend worship
services. Though I’ve not conducted a poll here, it’s been my experience that my
100+  co- workers at TSR, Inc. are predominately Christian, either Catholic or
Protestant, with an assortment of other religions. From overhearing random
conversations, I know that  church- going is a part of the lives of many people
here. It’s interesting that in all the negative antigaming crap that I’ve seen, I’ve
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never seen anyone accuse TSR people themselves of being satanists—only the
people who play the game are bad, not the ones who make it. A peculiar distinc-
tion, no?… Lots of people at TSR also have families… . No one here would toler-
ate or condone the publication of material that we felt was harmful to the
public—and especially material that was harmful to our own families! Lots of
people like our games. Some don’t and that’s fine, but to accuse us of producing
Satanic material is worse than ignorant; it is crudely destructive and insanely
stupid.64

Game designers and fans of the game increasingly seemed beleaguered as
the 1980s wore on and D&D’s critics continued their assault on the game and
its players in the early 1990s. There is no doubt that D&D included elements—
demons, magic, deities other than the Christian God—that at least some par-
ents and religious leaders found objectionable, though this is to be expected
in a game that was explicitly designed to encourage its players to create fan-
tastical settings and adventures. These clearly  heart- felt editorials express the
frustrations of game designers and writers who were not, in fact, Satanists,
like almost all D&D players, but were unable to do much more than weather
the storm of criticisms, ultimately  out- lasting it, and attempt to reassure play-
ers (and their parents) that the game was not Satanic.

Conclusion: The (Virtual) Collapse of the Satanic
Panic and a Retrospective

By the mid–1990s, the Satanic panic had all but collapsed.65 Pulling’s
and BADD’s legal cases against D&D had not borne any fruit; with no legal
victories, groups like BADD had great difficulty in maintaining their momen-
tum. By the early 1990s it had become clear that there was no support among
academics for the exuberant claims of D&D’s critics. After all, extraordinary
claims require extraordinary proof, and such proof was not forthcoming:
scholars had found no links between increased risk of suicide among teenage
players of D&D. Most of the anti–Satanic moral crusaders had turned to
other social and moral issues, including gay rights, which came to the fore-
front of national attention with the election of Bill Clinton in 1992. The min-
istries of several of the leading anti–Satanic religious crusaders, Mike Warnke
included, had collapsed after investigations uncovered financial improprieties
and significant inconsistencies and untruths in statements by key figures.66

BADD essentially ended operations in 1997 with the death of Pat Pulling. Even
before her death, Pulling had long since been discredited because of her
increasingly fantastical claims and complete lack of evidence. Much of Tho -
mas Radecki’s “expert” testimony against D&D had rested on his credentials
as a psychiatrist. Radecki was a licensed psychiatrist throughout the 1980s,
but his license was revoked from 1992 to 2002 because of complaints that
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Radecki had engaged in “sexual activity … with one of his female patients.”67

He voluntarily surrendered his medical license in 2012 as a result of multiple
allegations that he had  over- prescribed medications and traded drugs to some
of his patients in exchange for sex.68

So what is one to make of the Satanic panic of the 1980s? Was this just
a particularly bizarre episode of hysteria and media hype in a peculiar decade?
What were the  long- term effects of D&D’s alleged association with Satan -
ism? The effects of the Satanic panic on sales of D&D are inconclusive. Some
parents, churches, schools, and other groups organized local bans, forbade
adolescents from purchasing D&D books, and otherwise made life diffi cult
for D&D players, just as similar interest groups attempted to ban or censor
other forms of popular media during the 1980s and 1990s, like rap and heavy
metal music, horror films, and video games. However, these bans result ing
from the furor over D&D may have inadvertently generated additional sales
as rebellious teenagers sought to acquire the game materials forbidden to
them. TSR faced increasing pressure in the games industry in the 1990s, with
some decline in overall sales—in part due to increased competition from
video games—and several failed attempts to cash in on the booming col-
lectible card game craze.69 Close to bankruptcy, TSR was purchased by Wiz-
ards of the Coast, publishers of the Magic: The Gathering and Pokémon
collectible card games in 1997. Wizards of the Coast was itself acquired by
the multinational toy and board game company Hasbro in 1999. Under Has-
bro, the third, fourth, and fifth editions of D&D have been published, with
the most recent published in 2014. The last three editions of D&D do con -
tain  in- game references to demons and devils, using those terms, though this
does not seem to have provoked a  large- scale public outcry as it did in the
1980s.

While D&D has not maintained the widespread popularity it had during
the 1980s, it remains a cult classic, and has spawned an entire industry of
other RPGs, all of which owe their existence and popularity to the foundations
built by D&D. With the almost complete collapse of the Satanic panic in the
early 1990s, and the rise of geek culture and its increasingly mainstream appeal,
media portrayals of D&D in the  twenty- first century have changed consid-
erably, with  twenty- first century depictions typically poking fun at socially
awkward “geeks” playing D&D rather than dangerous occultists and murder -
ers.70 Despite the mainstreaming of D&D, and its typical portrayal as a harm-
less pastime for geeks and the socially awkward, fears of the Satanic influences
of D&D and similar games and books have not gone away entirely two and
a half decades after the Satanic panic came to a close. Moral panics erupted
over the alleged Satanic and “black magic” influences of the Harry Potter
books and films, as well as the popular  fantasy- themed collectible card game
Magic: The Gathering in the late 1990s. Additionally, the Left Behind series
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by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, describing the end of the world from an
evangelical Christian perspective and blending evangelical Christian millen-
nialism, conspiracy theories, and contemporary politics, went on to sell tens
of millions of copies and has spawned several feature films, videogames,
graphic novels, and a music album, demonstrating that interest in the activ-
ities of Satan on Earth has continued.71

D&D is undoubtedly still considered of questionable morality and pos-
sible Satanic influence in some circles. For example, when Gary Gygax,  co-
creator of D&D, died in 2008, D&D fans raised $17,800 at a convention charity
auction to be sent to one of Gygax’s favorite charities, the Christian Children’s
Fund (CCF).72 The CCF notified the auction organizers that they were not
comfortable accepting the donation because of its association with D&D (the
funds were instead donated to another charity, the Fisher House Foundation).
Gygax himself was a lifelong Christian, though he stated in 2007 at the “Chris-
tians and Gaming” convention panel sponsored by the Christian Gamers’
Guild that he had been “reticent to say the fact, you know, that I was a Chris-
tian, mainly because I was afraid that I would give Christianity a bad name
because I did D&D. So … I kept my mouth shut. But I just decided no, I’m
not going to do that any more.”73 Having weathered the storm of outrageous
claims by anti–D&D zealots in the 1980s and 1990s, D&D has survived, not
always perfectly understood or accepted by the broader public, but no longer
so frequently charged with being one of the primary tools of an international
Satanic conspiracy to corrupt the morals of America’s youth.

The author would like to thank Elizabeth  Schreiber- Byers and Patricia Stapleton for
their feedback on earlier drafts of this essay. Any mistakes in this essay remain the sole
responsibility of the author. Questions and comments are welcome; readers are invited
to contact the author at andrew. byers@gmail. com.
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Psychological Effects 
of Fantasy Games 
on Their Players
A  Discourse- Based Look 

at the Evidence

Andreas Lieberoth and
Jonas  Trier- Knudsen

Introduction
Is  role- playing good for people? Does it improve social skills as many

educational game designers would have you think? Or is immersion into vio-
lent fictional worlds bad for one’s mental health, leaving one open to deep
personality changes and influence from unsavory subcultures—not to men-
tion Satan Himself?

To understand such questions, as well as their probable answers, one
must survey both the cultural history that spurred such hopes and anxieties
and the small body of  role- playing-game-specific psychological studies that
might hint at answers. This essay delves into forty years of voices framing
the psychological impact of  role- playing games (RPGs). Given the diverse
claims, and conjectures drawn from many parallel arenas such as drama the-
ory or videogames, this essay focuses squarely on a limited range of empirical
studies that has investigated the psychological effects of the  role- playing
hobby itself. Half discourse analysis and half summary of the available data,
we attempt to shed a little light on the debate about RPGs as potentially dan-
gerous, or otherwise psychologically impactful compared to other hobbies.
Our story starts with Dungeons & Dragons (D&D). A few, ultimately mis-
guided, calls for alarm were highly publicized, and almost over night the rel-
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atively obscure hobby was framed as a scary  cult- like activity that merged
impressionable teen psyches with violent occult characters, forming a high-
way into Satanism, depression, and suicidal tendencies.1 In fact, this  witch-
hunt discourse likely contributed to the  role- playing hobby’s meteoric rise
in popularity among the first generations of truly  post- modern youth.2 It was
new, challenging, and mysterious with its lack of conventional game trap-
pings, drawing on a  fantasy- literature full of combat, demons, and sorcery
far from suburban life and bleak politics. In the eyes of conservative forces,
 role- playing displayed itself as an almost exact opposite to wholesome family
values.

A broader cultural climate where a uniquely worried form of  twentieth-
century parenting3 had intermixed with fears of spiritual movements and the
occult4 was a central factor in the negative impression of  role- playing. The
movement was, after all, loud enough and resonated sufficiently with public
sentiments to influence communal opinion and shape lasting psychological
folk hypotheses about the effects of  role- playing.

Today, things are different. Gaming has steadily won acceptance in main-
stream culture. The most fevered religious anxiety has died out, and almost
as an exact  counter- discourse, recent years have seen a rise in positively framed
 role- playing. For example, in the Nordic countries, live action  role- playing
(LARP) has become a mainstream pastime, celebrated for engaging children
in healthy social and physical activities.5

Furthermore,  role- playing is moving into education. Denmark has
recently gotten its second boarding school based on educational  role- playing,
and more and more museums and public institutions are using LARPs as
tools for cultural communication.  Role- playing is moving from niche to
mainstream, which became abundantly clear when the promotional film for
the Danish College of Wizardry, a Harry Potter inspired LARP at a castle in
Poland, got massive attention ranging from national television to The Inde-
pendent, BBC, and Good Morning America.

As the public image of  role- playing changed, so did the claims about
the psychological effects of the hobby. Among practitioners and scholars par-
ticular to the hobby,  role- playing, whether enacted live or played out around
the dinner table, is now framed as holding a transformative potential for cog-
nitive, psychological, educational, and social development.6

This essay explores psychological claims about  role- playing exemplified
by two of these discourses, the fevered attacks in the 1980s and the optimism
that first surfaced as a counternarrative to that very anxiety, but also came
to dominate  practitioner- culture and hobbyist writings in the 2000s. The
essay does not pose a priori hypotheses, but instead maps visible folk theories,
and holds up a mirror to those in the form of the available data.

In the interest of analysis, we identify some notions as “hard claims.”
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These center on serious issues like violence, clinical disorders, and suicide
that should lead to legal action and policy recommendations were they true.
Along with these serious allegations, there are myriad “softer” and often more
positively framed claims centering on more  ill- defined constructs like social
relations, creative problem solving, and  non- cognitive skills.7

The conclusions that can be distilled from this intersection between
popular discourse and published studies point to a valid position for  role-
playing as a space for psychological influences, but not one that is highly
privileged or different from other arenas for social exchange and immersion.
Looking to the literature, at least, it seems that the practices and compositions
of local play communities hold as much explanatory power when it comes
to issues of psychological, educational, and social development as the games
played in and of themselves.

Claims About Psychological Effects: Anxious Attacks
and Apologetic Rejoinders

There is no shortage of claims about the psychological effects of  role-
playing, though hard research on the subject is sparse. Obviously, con tem -
porary practitioners and the 1980s witch hunters seem far apart in their opin-
ions. The two are, however, united by a common denominator: the fundamental
assumption that  role- playing holds the potential for intense psychological
effects. It is only the specific nature of such effects that creates the distance
between the clashing discourses.

The anxiety narrative had numerous voices in the 1980s. Some, like Joan
Robie, author of “The Truth about Dungeons & Dragons,”8 and comic book
artist Jack Chick,9 argued mainly from a fundamentalist evangelical stand-
point with psychological claims as a secondary agenda. One of the more audi-
ble proponents of the anxiety discourse was concerned mother and Bothered
About Dungeons & Dragons (BADD) founder Patricia Pulling. Her book The
Devil’s Web on threats from the occult in general and D&D in particular
exemplifies claims connecting  role- playing to Satanism and violent behavior,
tragically motivated by the suicide of her own son. However tragic its genesis,
The Devil’s Web is a paradigmatic example of the patterns of reasoning that
dominated the public concern with D&D. The book is a  long- form argument
intermixing many examples and concerns drawn from local news as well as
Pulling’s own tenure as an expert witness and media spokesperson.

The investigation of “teen-age devil worship” frames D&D books as a
“how to guide” and “complete primer” on occultism.  Role- playing itself is pre -
sented as dangerous because it encourages its participants to disengage from
the real world. The immersive nature makes the player lose touch with reality
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in a manner similar to drugs—another great parental scare of the time. Players
become “hooked” as the game takes over their lives, and their personality is
pushed aside by the character.10 This is described as a slow process of which
the  game- playing teenager is unaware. When the mental transformation is
complete, the player is at risk of carrying out  in- game actions like armed
assault or trying to cast spells like command in real life, or internalizing their
character’s Chaotic Evil alignment.11 Variations of this theory pervade the
book.12  Role- playing represents everything that is dangerous about losing
control to new, exotic influences and distancing oneself from parents and
daily life.

The second major trope visible in Pulling’s book is the seductive con-
nection to the occult.  Role- playing lures its participants into occult practices
and renouncement of  Judeo- Christian faith. Though actual occultists prob-
ably find spells like Feather Fall and Melf ’s Acid Arrow amusing fictions, the
reaction to descriptions of rituals and mention of demons13 was a red flag to
1980s  anti- cult sentiments. Indeed, in Pulling’s view,  role- playing was unique
in that it provided a “how-to system, a basic primer on the occult.”14 The
Play er’s Handbook describes rituals and Pulling likens it to LaVey’s Satanic
Bible and other occult manuals, but in a more insidious guise. Warnings about
this influence are found throughout The Devil’s Web via stories of occult  sex-
parties, drug use, and both child molestation and ritualistic murder.

The latter points to the third pervasive trope: violence. According to
Pulling, “accumulated evidence now indicates that fantasy  role- playing games
have been significant factors in at least 125 deaths.”15 The evidence in question
is an impressive series of press clippings and comments on macabre assaults,
murders, and  break- ins in which the perpetrator played D&D, or where ref-
erences to fantastic terms or worlds appear somewhere in the case or press
reports.16 This collection of newspaper articles and personal reports under-
scores the 1980s discourse’s tie to sensationalist media.

Pulling’s chapters on  role- playing conclude with checklists for parents
and  law- enforcement professionals so they can monitor  at- risk traits and
behaviors in children and recognize the hallmarks of occult crime. The list
ranges from  absent- mindedness, higher intelligence, and interest in comput-
ers to communing with demons. In short, if one’s child is a stereotypical geek
or is making pacts with the Devil though ritual magic, one should be con-
cerned.

Though some of these harder claims about teen deaths and the link to
Satanism seem both  far- fetched and quite coarse, Pulling comes across as a
genuinely concerned parent who wanted the best for the next generation.
Her claims and data may be dubious, but her intentions probably were not,
despite the secondary benefits of fame and attention that could easily be
attributed to her motives. Indeed The Devil’s Web is only one among many
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alarmist texts attacking perceived threats to 1980s youth. This “anxiety liter-
ature”17 must be seen as a part of a wider cultural climate. Traditionalist dis-
courses reared against counterculture and new religious movements in the
wake of tragedies like Jonestown and the Mount Carmel siege. The intangible
threat of seduction by unscrupulous drug dealers, cult leaders, and peddlers
of alternative lifestyles loomed large as a vast and ideologically rootless middle
class generation was finding its place in postmodern life. A sense of cultural
innocence lost merged with the general sentiment of the vulnerable child.
Early  twentieth- century changes in living standards gradually repositioned
children as helpless subjects to their parents’ shortcomings and society’s dan-
gers, creating a mixed arms race between technologies of child development
and a rapidly shifting  blame- game in response to the  never- ending list of things
to fear propagated by the media. Pulling’s book is just one among many man-
uals and  self- help texts that began to fill the bookshelves as childrearing and
personal growth were becoming commercialized.18

However sincere her intentions of saving a generation from sects and
destructive occultism, Pulling’s book thus reads as a testament to exactly the
paranoia that stalked D&D and similar marginal participatory cultures in
the 1980s. It is an expression of the pervasive discourse of anxiety that peaked
in the 1980s and crystallized in the  anti- cult movement and organizations
like BADD.19

This is not to say that no one had published rejoinders to the anxious
voices. D&D emerged from a science fiction and gaming fan base that was
accustomed to voicing their views and analyses in print, but such rebuttals
were mainly directed inwards in the subculture via  self- published magazines.
Given the limited circulation and obvious  insider- problem of these voices,
and the tendency for salient myths to outlast even highly qualified arguments
in public awareness,20 the positive counternarrative appears to have been
largely drowned out outside player circles.

An example of the player’s perspective formulated for the benefit of the
wider public can be found in sometime D&D writer Eric J. Holmes’ book Fan -
tasy Role Playing Games.21 The chapter “Are They All Crazy?” mounts several
apologetic devices to defend against how “non–game-playing outsiders are
likely to suspect that living so much in one’s imagination is vaguely ‘sick’”22

and reactions to “all the violence and bloodshed.”23 The main story told here
is that D&D is hard to understand from the “outside,” and that what goes on
around the D&D table is quite “normal” in terms of immersion, epic fiction,
and everyday fantasies about idealized selves.

As a medical doctor, Holmes admits that undue absorption in fantasy
worlds is a symptom of mental illness, but “by analogy, many mentally ill
people have bizarre religious delusions, but that does not mean that the rest
of us should avoid religion because we may go too crazy.”24 He asserts that as
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a mass phenomenon with “hundreds of thousands of game players, […] [t]he
sheer number alone guarantees that some of these people will be mentally
disturbed,”25 building a case that “Fantasy role playing is not injurious to your
mental health. It may even be good for you. It is very likely to be educa-
tional.”26 He relays how  non- fantasy  role- playing was already clinically rec-
ognized before the inception of D&D, likely referring to psychodrama and
counterfactual  role- play in therapy context.27 As for the violence and blood-
shed, Holmes does not condone the “unproven” notion that small doses of
imaginary violence can function as a “homeopathic remedy” against real vio-
lent impulses, perhaps revealing a folk theory or rejoinder circulating in the
fandom at the time.

To back up the suggestion that D&D may be therapeutic and educational
for players, Holmes observes that play necessitates communication and coop-
eration no matter how introverted one is, and thus “forces increased social-
ization.”28 Interestingly, he also observes how other players are likely to police
antisocial  in- game behavior, such as rape and torture. On the cognitive and
educational side, he notes how the game also requires “some map reading,
memorization, problem solving and a fair amount of rapid arithmetic.”29

This positive  counter- discourse exemplifies many of the softer claims
since examined by therapists, educators, and scientists, so it seems reasonable
to assume that Holmes’ voice is fairly representative of players in his time.
On the one hand, he explains that D&D fandom was an exclusive community
centered on an activity that is hard for “outsiders” to understand, and which
includes a specific  self- image among participants also discussed by contem-
porary sociologist Gary Alan Fine. On the other hand, he also reveals a per-
ceived need among gamers to defend against an anxiety discourse centered
on sickness and violence. The strategy for dealing with this is refuting the
gen eralizability of strong anxiety claims, arguing instead that most of what
goes on is quite “normal,” for instance, playing up the “charm and nostalgia
of ‘let’s pretend.’”30 The influence of fantasy  role- playing on participants is
downplayed, but simultaneously (and slightly contradictorily) reframed as
positive, channeling it into softer claims about social, clinical, and cognitive
benefits.

As discursive exemplars, both Holmes and Pulling are revealing of the
cultural climate among “game-players” and “non–game-players” in the late
1970s and 1980s, rife with repeated psychological and normative arguments.
Excavating folk theories in these writings reveals interesting hypotheses,
which are epistemically separate from science, but can in principle be tested
empirically.

The anxiety discourse can be summed up as broadly presenting the
immersive properties of  role- playing as an arena for psychological internal-
ization of largely  pseudo- occult violent content. The more specific causal
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claims tie fantasy  role- playing to psychiatric illness, teen suicide, criminality,
and antisocial behavior. Sometimes it is suggested that fantasy  role- playing
is a recruitment tool for Satanists, pedophiles, and other unwholesome groups
either through relationships developed with impressionable young minds
through gaming, or by virtue of the “Satanic” content. The psychological
claim here is one of social influences on “the vulnerable child,”31 existing in
parallel to that of direct psychological impact from the game itself, but the
two often mix as seen in Pulling, Chick, and Robie.

On the positive side, players and their public proponents suggest “softer”
clinical, cognitive, and social benefits ranging from therapeutic catharsis to
 self- discovery and building important skills. Claims about benefits aim to
dis arm the negative discourses, and, more recently, to normatively position
fan tasy  role- playing as a natural part of contemporary youth culture. In the
counternarrative, as in the more recent practitioner discourse, the hobby is
regarded as either harmless or having a positive transformative potential
when used, for example, in educational interventions or  after- school programs.

Obviously, the anxieties and positive hopes cannot both be true. How-
ever, both claims are based on one common premise: that  role- playing holds
the potential for psychological consequences. Another thing that unites the
two discourses is that both have had very little scientific information to go
on. Indeed, arguments launched from both sides have predominantly been
based on case studies or expert (sometimes a charitable term here) opinions,
no doubt due to limited access to the already sparse research literature, and
inflamed by cognitive biases like people’s tendencies to believe what they
have heard before and ideas that generally fit their existing worldviews.32

Given this rich cultural history of psychological propositions, we are
left with the question: what hard empirical data are available on the subject
of the effects fantasy  role- playing might have on players?

Putting Your Data Where Your Mouth Is
As we have seen, the emergence of fantasy RPGs led to both soft and

hard claims about the ways they change people. Little tangible evidence, how-
ever, was generated, although academic work describing the cultures sur-
rounding  role- playing surfaced after a time.33 Now, after forty years, there
are essays to be found in abundance from, for example, the Nordic LARP and
Wyrd Con communities, but  peer- reviewed research concerned with testing
the hypotheses expressed in this discourse, as well as the older claims dis-
cussed above, remains sparse.

Some psychological and clinical assertions are easy to verify or refute
scientifically given the right resources. After all, if there were a national cor-
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relation between  game- playing and youth suicide, criminality, or psychiatric
diagnoses, those patterns would be readily discernible in public statistics—
from clinical records to convictions—after a short while. Hard claims are thus
sometimes testable though pure correlation or intervention studies, but are
always framed in an order of severity that would warrant the mentioned anx-
ieties in addition to the assorted combinations of parental action, psychiatric
treatment, litigation, policy recommendations, and torches and pitchforks
for which critics like Pulling, Robie, and Chick called. Soft claims are here
understood as notions like “socialization” or benefits to “problem solving”34

that have less of an alarmist taste, but may still be of interest to practitioners
or researchers.

Surveying the psychological studies available gives an additional lens,
both historical and scientific, on such notions. Our recent literature review35

without a priori interest in the 1980s discourses was, however, only able to
turn up 15 original  peer- reviewed empirical studies on  role- playing’s psycho-
logical effects. For the purposes of the narrative summary provided in this
essay, this number can be boosted by also accepting graduate theses and case
studies into the fold, but not to any impressive degree. This amount is hardly
surprising as  role- playing has been a marginal phenomenon, and mostly lent
itself to cultural descriptions like Fine’s central sociological analyses of pen-
and-paper communities36 and Bowman’s more recent exploration of LARP cul -
tures.37 After collecting empirical evidence in one place with the early
discourses that might have spurred them on, this essay concludes with a look
at studies that can be said to document psychological effects of RPGs. While
allowing some intervention studies to join the conversation, we put most
stock in attempts at quantitative effect measurement and correlational cohort
studies. This limitation is necessary to cut though the thicket of theoretical
explorations, insider- and  outsider- opinions, and vastly disparate case studies
in order to treat “evidence” on RPGs en par with social or medical phenomena
like video game violence, which has received much more attention from psy-
chologists and policy makers.38 We have, for instance, pragmatically opted to
leave Devil worship out of the discussion, except if it shows up in relation to
personality or clinical issues. Having considered evidence only through the
most conservative scientific standards affords us the lenience to consider plaus -
ible effects that RPGs might have on their participants as predicted by the
psychological looking glass forty years after the first D&D box hit the shelves.

Effect and Evidence
To set up a hard empirical threshold for both orders of claims, we have

included intervention studies where psychological hypotheses reach beyond
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the play situation, as well as correlational and cohort studies that might reveal
statistically significant differences between  role- players and other people.
Our weighing of evidence is based on the basic premise that data collection
should be replicable and scientific claims empirically refutable.39 Processes
like ethnography, interviews, play experience mapping, and  theory- building
are here seen as essential to understanding the social and psychological real-
ities of complex phenomena, and to the development of hypotheses, but not
as evidence in and of themselves.40 In other words, the remaining parts of this
essay are not concerned with theories in and of themselves unless expressed
as tested hypotheses, and only bothers with case descriptions if they were
published through reputable scientific channels and have clear outcome vari-
ables to treat as indications of psychological effects.

Looking to these data in light of the discursive claims singled out above,
empirical studies on psychological effects of  role- playing can roughly be sep-
arated into dealing with clinical, cognitive, social, educational (not covered
here), and  personality- oriented effects, as well as some miscellaneous angles.
Recent work has also focused on educational benefits of  role- playing, but
since that angle is covered elsewhere in this volume, we focus on the psy -
chological domains by starting with the hardest claims visible in the 1980s
discourse and then moving on to the plethora of studies addressing softer
hypotheses.

Clinical and Criminological Issues
As discussed, hard claims can generally be placed within the domain of

clinical psychology and criminology, suggesting depression or violent behav-
ior. Systematically searching the research literature yields no results suggest-
ing a higher prevalence of psychiatric diagnoses,  self- harm, serious existential
distress, criminality, or antisocial behavior in the  role- playing population.

The only statistical treatment of suicides as related to  role- playing hob-
bies that we know of after extensive research is a casual analysis by Lewis
Wolpert41 who used the D&D panic as an example of people’s inability to
make sound judgments about risk when information is limited in the face of
worrisome stories. “The evidence [was that]  twenty- eight teenagers who reg-
ularly played the game had committed suicide. But the average suicide rate
for teenagers nationwide in the United States is about one in 10,000. Since
some three million teenagers played the game, the number of suicides that
might be expected among the players was 300,”42 Wolpert writes without fur-
ther references. Reports from the CDC acquitting fantasy  role- playing in
relation to teen deaths are cited around the Internet, such as the Wikipedia
page dedicated to the controversies discussed here, but URL links to the orig-
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inal sources for this information appear to have dried up at the time of this
writing.

So let us instead consider psychological constructs that can be seen as
root causes for  self- harm. A small  cross- sectional study compared twenty
male D&D players to other undergraduates on scores of depression, suicidal
ideation, psychoticism, extraversion, or neuroticism, but found no significant
differences.43 Compared to U.S. National Guardsmen, players in another study
actually reported four times lower feelings of meaninglessness.44 The same
study, however, also showed that feelings of meaninglessness correlated with
money spent on  role- playing, frequency of play, and level achieved in the
game. Indeed, excessive gaming of any kind has been linked to depression.45

Both video gamers and  role- players who play 15+ hours a week had signifi-
cantly higher depression and loneliness scores than those playing less, one
investigation shows, but  role- players scored lower on depression than did
video gamers as a group. This is a finding that should not be taken lightly,
even if troubles in the real world may be what stimulate problem gaming,
and not the other way around. It also shows that  role- playing is comparable
to other kinds of gaming in this regard.

Quite inversely, a handful of studies found  role- playing related to increased
 self- efficacy46 that denotes a person’s private feeling of ability to act effica-
ciously in the world, and thus affect his/her own life. Low  self- efficacy is tied
to anxiety, depression, and similar states.47 The clinical literature suggests that
increases in  self- esteem and  self- efficacy engendered though  role- playing
stem from camaraderie, a sense of accomplishment,48 and the empowering
characteristics of manipulating a symbolic framework of meaning, such as
efficacious heroics in a morally meaningful world.49

Looking closely for negative clinical implications, only a report by
Ascherman from 1993 on social and compliance problems due to a  role-
playing group in an  in- patient unit can be found. Interestingly, the players
in this study mobilized all the standard apologetic arguments, such as devel-
oping social skills through role immersion in defense of their hobby. Aside
from such social issues, however, it does not seem that any psychiatrists or
therapists have encountered cases of  role- playing leading to detrimental
effects that were salient enough to be reported in the clinician peer litera-
ture.

In other words, no causal links or increased prevalence of the issues
brought forward in the anxiety discourse’s hardest claims at the clinical and
criminological level can be confirmed for  role- playing in general, although
deep and prolonged immersion in games can be considered a  distress- signal
in certain cases.

Staying in the domain of psychiatric health, but looking at more positive
ideas, a number of clinical case studies50 have examined therapeutic uses for
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fantasy RPGs. Most of these found some positive effect. For instance, one
case study revealed a marked progress in a highly anxious and introverted
subject after seven months of “D&D therapy.”51 In this view, the fantasy  role-
playing activity, separated from the hobby at large as observations were 
conducted in the confines of a clinical setting, may become a safe place to
communicate emotions, gain release from anxieties, or play around with
differ ent identity facets.52 A school of thought influenced by psychodynamic
theory and psychodrama (as per Moreno & Moreno, 1959) suggests that the
reason for therapeutic effects should be found in “cathartic” release and nego-
tiation of emotions.53 In a broader hobby context, gains have been linked to
the opportunity to project inner themes onto the harmless shared fiction,
almost like an interactive social Rorschach inkblot.54 Cases and theoretical
inter pretations are, however, difficult to distil into clinical recommenda-
tions.55 For instance, the “D&D therapy” finding is encouraging to those who
are optimistic about using  role- playing as a pedagogical tool for  non-
curriculum growth, but also hard to generalize since a  seven- month period
in a troubled young person’s life may entail many influences, and the D&D
sessions may simply have acted as alibis for the kind of therapeutic interaction
that would be efficacious in any case. As such, without clear parameters of
comparison it is hard to assess the unique efficacy of the gaming activity in
and of itself.

Personality, Trait Variations and Identity
As hinted above, some effects appear to exist at a social or identity level.

This brings us to how  role- players negotiate their individual and collective
identities. John Denman, for instance, maps how a larger group of players56

believed themselves to be intelligent and imaginative, and set outside the
mainstream culture. Heather Lee Shay57 discusses how the formation of such
“good gamer” identities revolves around the perceived traits of dedication,
cooperation, selflessness, creativity, intelligence, and authenticity. James
Steven Martin58 discusses the expression of manliness in the physical and
competitive elements of LARPing, whereas Stephanie Fleischer in 2007
argued that masculine  role- playing identities are discursively renegotiated
to represent more complex and intelligent masculine stereotypes, rather than
the iconic  bodybuilder- barbarian.

Players, however, do not really seem to stand out on typical personality
tests.59 Addressing some of the anxiety claims, Stuart Leeds found that Satanic
dabblers were higher on psychoticism and introversion than both  role- players
and people in general,60 while a cohort study with relatively small samples
found  role- players to be less neurotic than others.61 Yet another found that
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players were more likely to be introverted, intuitive, and perceptive compared
to the national average.62 So, depending on how one measures, it seems that
players conform to certain personality norms when investigated within the
framing of that participatory culture, but generally they differ little from the
wider populace.

This perhaps supports another “geeky” stereotype propagated within
the community, namely the idea that  role- players are less socially adept than
others.63 This stereotype is quite old, and may not fit, for example, contem-
porary Scandinavian cultural standards where LARPing is a major pastime.
A large study of 414 players, however, found that contemporary  role- players
in general do not rate themselves different from the national average on social
 self- efficacy.64 In fact, time spent playing per month was slightly correlated
with social skills. Indeed, as might be expected in a fandom where one player
is both the leader and the creative  story- boarder, game masters had social
 self- efficacy scores well above the national average, while players fell some-
where below.

Intelligence and Cognitive Skills
Voices from the early discourse suggest that  role- players are more intel-

ligent than their peers.65 This is an easily measurable hypothesis, and probably
due to popular stereotypes and the positive counternarrative among gamers,
the claim has been tested multiple times. Only Robert Barnett discovered
that  role- players in a student cohort had a slightly higher IQ, while two other
studies found no such relationship.66 Several investigations employing inter-
views and survey measures have also shown that  role- players generally sustain
a  self- image as a creative bunch,67 which has been supported ethnograph -
ically.68 For instance, using a  quasi- experimental setup, Michael Kallam
observed that a cohort of mildly handicapped players gradually developed
more and more creative and complex solutions to  in- game problems as time
passed. In a study intended to support adaptive social interactions in city
boys, Luis Zayas and Bradford Lewis similarly saw increased  problem- solving
skills at a group level.69 Kallam’s study also identified measurably increased
internalization of locus of control—a concept related to identity and  self-
efficacy—among participants. Another by Lisa DeRenard & Linda Kline,
however, found in 1990 no difference between players and controls. Accord-
ingly, a few studies have found that  role- playing can spark curiosity in edu-
cational settings.70  Role- playing has, however, not proven easy to link to
academic achievement for school children,71 so, again, it is difficult to disen-
tangle the actual effect of these motivational and  non- cognitive factors in a
broader context. It looks like local  role- playing cultures may attract a cerebral
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crowd and support a  self- image of intellectuality,72 but even though curiosity
and creative problem solving may be boosted in the game context, nothing
suggests that players are born geniuses or that  role- playing makes one smarter.

Social Skills and Connections
Predictably,  role- playing also fosters camaraderie.73 Players report sig-

nificant social experiences from playing and develop significant relationships
through the activity.74 Even playing by mail supports enjoyment from meeting
new people and talking with friends.75

As already discussed, studies suggest that  role- playing with a trusted
group of peers under relatively  well- structured circumstances may increase
cooperative abilities,76 a general belief that is also shared among players.77

This may be especially salient for participants who suffer from social prob-
lems and diagnoses. For instance,  role- playing activities have been reported
to scaffold development of impulse control.78

From his  multi- method study of women in  role- playing, Christopher
Dyszelski argues that empathy can be exercised especially through character
immersion.79 Meriläinen found the belief that  role- playing develops empathy
to be correlated with playing characters that are very different from one’s
everyday self. Consistent with this proposition, Rivers found that empathy
scores in  role- players correlated with their absorption and fantasy proneness
traits. Compared to these contemporary examinations, where empathy and
deep participation seem to go hand in hand,  play- by-mail players 20+ years
ago showed less empathetic concern than did controls,80 illustrating a marked
difference in the audiences and cultures of participation present within the
broader  role- playing fandom. The immediacy of  role- playing and fantasy
dimensions may thus be important and possibly unique factors in the ped-
agogical potential of fantasy RPGs, in addition to the camaraderie, social
exchange, and mutually supportive identity- and  competence- building, which
can be found in any number of hobbies. Indeed, a recent study of the world’s
first  all- role-playing boarding school located in Denmark found that the addi-
tion of a  role- playing layer to teaching and learning practices allowed students
to engage with activities at multiple levels that had qualitatively different
thresholds of entry. Oscillating between these frames of involvement gave
these 8–10th graders, many of whom had social diagnoses like Asperger’s
syndrome and ADHD, never before experienced opportunities for legitimate
peripheral participation in school practices. While many special education
programs respect students’ own competences and social comfort zones in a
similar manner, few examples exist where challenged and “normal” kids come
together around schoolwork in a comparable manner. Although isolating the
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causal effects of individual game elements is complicated,81 the school as a
whole has seen impressive results in terms of both inclusion and achieve -
ment on national tests.82 These results, however, have yet to be supported via
a direct link to achievement outcomes, which can be a very tricky business.
Instead, they were documented with ethnography and surveys on motiva-
tional dimensions. DeRenard and Kline did document cultural estrangement
among players as measured in their relatedness to mainstream media con -
tent. Such outward marginalization is commonly observed as players group
together around their “weird” hobby and its accompanying identity, keep ing
outsid ers on the outside.83 Thus, some effects perceived and postulated by
“non-players”84 may reflect meetings with subcultural markers and social
identity boundaries, rather than signs of psychological or psychiatric dis-
tress.

In conclusion, when one reads the research, it is hard to find something
that definitively sets  role- playing apart from other cultural communities and
activities in terms of psychological effects. The hard claims must be viewed
as completely unfounded in scientific data, while softer claims about social,
cognitive, and psychological relationships find support in some studies, but
not in others. Readers will be hard pressed to identify any clear evidence of
generalizable causality in this small but diverse pool of correlational and
 case- based studies, full of individual, social, and cultural complexities.

Drawing Psychological Conjectures
Each study in the research should be allowed to stand for itself. It is very

hard to draw precise conclusions across such a mix of methods and pop -
ulations, even if they attempt to address roughly the same constructs, espe-
cially when too few quantitative results are available for a  meta- analysis.85

However, we may attempt to gather some of the threads. In light of our general
knowledge from academic psychology, does the data support the notion that
RPGs can be used as social, clinical, or educational tools? Or weaponized for
Satan?

Looking at the data, but mostly extrapolating from the broader history
of psychological research, yes, it is possible in the realm of known cognitive
and social mechanisms for fantasy  role- playing activities to influence players.
But not to the extent that the anxiety discourses would like to claim.

An overwhelming number of studies have, for instance, found a clear
relationship between exposure to violent video games with antisocial thoughts,
feelings, and conduct, but never at a criminal behavioral level or at a level
measurable by instruments intended for clinical screening and psychiatric
diagnosis.86 RPGs are immersive and time consuming, and the deeper we
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engage, the richer the participant culture, and the more hours we spend on
task, the greater the chance that something will rub off. Contrary to tradi-
tional broadcast media theory, recent studies of influence also demonstrate
that getting people to act is a much stronger way to influence attitudes and
motivations than trying to spur action via static messages, lending credence
to special properties for RPGs and other games.87 John Hattie’s massive  meta-
analysis of learning effects has, however, shown us that all school interven-
tions seem to work just a little bit.88 The question, then, is not if an activity
like fantasy  role- playing can affect one cognitively, socially, and  identity- wise,
but how much compared to other activities, such as reading fantasy books,
playing Xbox, or being part of the Boy Scouts.

We therefore expect that many of the changes seen in young people
engrossed in D&D or Nordic LARP come from a mixture of  game- play, the
cultural influences coming from the fandom surrounding the games, and the
rapid transformations any teen goes through, rather than from the fantasy
gaming activity in itself. Changes in adolescent children can be highly dis-
tressing and alienating to any parent89 and often lead to conflicts that are
experienced as more profound by caregivers than by the teen herself.90 This
conjecture is supported by the many studies referenced above where  self-
perceptions within the fandom were stronger than actual differences between
players and the public at large. Only at very deep levels of engagement in
terms of time, money, and removal from other points of cultural contact did
this balance seem to shift.

If  role- playing allows people to act, then influence effects are potentially
strong, but only if this does not clash too directly with existing attitudes and
identity features. Humans (as well as animals) are apt at telling  play- acting
from serious acting, and when the lines blur, situational factors outside from
the game impose strong influences on us. Frames and situations matter.
Indeed, acting within the magic circle or play frame should shield players
from most feelings of cognitive dissonance and from acting in ways that
would normally contradict their everyday  self- image.91

Statistically, it would be inconceivable that no  role- players would fall
into teen depression, manifest psychoses, or slip in with the criminal element.
With  role- playing as a significant part of young people’s lives, it is also unlikely
that cases cannot not be found where the game has somehow influenced, for
example, the content and valence of psychosis. But the data does not suggest
that this is more statistically likely than with any other activity or culture
from aggressive male sports brotherhoods to the scouts or debate club. In a
way, this vindicates some of the anxiety discourse, even if it does not legit-
imize disproportionate generalizations. Even though based on statistical fal-
lacy, some of the cases that brought parents,  anti- cult crusaders, and religious
minorities in the door may have been quite real.
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Discussion
The 1980s anxiety discourses may sound like something out of an  early-

evening crime show. The chaos and grief surrounding investigations into
tragedies like teen suicide or autoerotic asphyxiation gone wrong reveal that
next of kin are willing to entertain even quite outlandish alternative expla-
nations.92 This holds especially true in religious communities where salvation
is a factor in everyday life. Psychologically speaking, explanations adding
out side agency are among the most common patterns of counterfactual rea-
soning,93 which serves to alleviate the basic psychological dissonance that
arises from having overlooked signs of serious mental distress in teenage
children. Indeed, the informational role of cognitive authorities like religious
leaders or mental health professionals is enhanced significantly in times of
uncertainty or emotional distress.94 As such, it may come as no surprise that
the hard claims of the anxiety discourse do not seem  well- supported by the
empirical evidence available after forty years, but  role- players should by no
means feel that this allows them to reverse the discourse and continually
propagate new, unfounded claims about how  role- playing will save education
and clinical practice.

While there is quite a bit of evidence available to support the softer
notions that  role- playing builds social skills and  problem- solving capacities,
in addition to central  non- cognitive factors like  self- efficacy, the literature is
fairly sparse. It is apparent that many of the available sources, even if they have
been through peer review or graduate school evaluation, are slanted in favor
of the  role- playing phenomenon in general. As such, we are dealing with a
fairly small, diverse, and possibly biased literature sample. In the big picture,
the evidence is largely unconvincing that  role- playing should be any more
or less psychologically effective than other activities that engender deep intel-
lectual and active immersion in a subject within a community of practice.

There are several plausible reasons for this. Researchers may have gen-
erally been uninterested in publishing on the relatively marginal phenomenon
that is fantasy RPGs, and even discouraged at a time when D&D was the stuff
of daytime  talk- shows. Later digital gaming was, comparatively, on a meteoric
rise. Further, “uninteresting”  null- findings may not have made it into  peer-
reviewed journals, which is why this essay has also included more graduate
school papers than a review of psychological data would normally call for.

So, in light of both the cultural history and available data, what is needed
now? We could take a look at the spirit of the times and decide what psycho-
logical claims still merit investigation and which can be safely left in the dark
ages when Satanic scares and  anti- cult sentiments were sweeping the Western
world. For instance, some of the investigations referenced here bear replica-
tion in other times and contexts, as we have yet to see any studies convincingly
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mapping long term effects of  role- playing outside the gaming context. The
 post- millennial child and youth  role- playing culture, for instance, represents
an opportunity to test claims of social and psychological benefits that cur-
rently draw parents and funding bodies to RPGs and LARPs.

It may sound like we do not recognize all the theoretical pieces and
more descriptive studies published over the past 15–20 years. “Why so dracon -
ian about data?” one may ask. Well, first of all, while theoretical ideas and
educational approaches have been reviewed at some length by, for example,
Bowman95 and Simkins,96 no one has gone through the considerable trouble
of digging out the available evidence of effects specific to RPGs before. Sec-
ondly, we found it more interesting to hold a mirror of evidence up to the
original 1980s studies, rather than trying to counter with more theory. It is
a central tenet of the scientific method that the prevailing theory should be
the one that fits the available data best, and for that to be possible, the data
must be made readily and visibly available. In addition to telling the story of
how people have viewed the potential psychological effects of fantasy  role-
playing throughout the hobby’s forty years of existence, that is what we have
tried to accomplish here.

Conclusions
In light of the evidence available from psychological research, hard

causal claims linking RPGs to violence, psychological distress, clinical diag-
noses, or suicide can generally be put to rest. Soft claims about psychological
and social effects—good or bad—are more varied, and thus subject to mixed
conclusions. Influences on identity, problem solving, and  self- efficacy are
definitely within the realm of possibility and have been widely documented,
but it is difficult to disentangle the influence of the fantasy RPG itself from
the wider context of play, including social game groups, the fandom, and
game masters’ purposes like therapeutic applications of D&D. It is still an
open question if anything sets the  role- playing hobby and its participants
truly apart from any number of comparable group activities, such as pro
wrestling, online gaming, or religious worship. The answer to the questions
discussed herein will not be found by further theorizing or proselytization,
but may be realized with time by ensuring that a solid base of empirical data,
ideally spread between quantitative and qualitative modes of documentation,
is garnered whenever strong hypotheses and predictions are put on the
metaphorical table—along with polyhedrons and character sheets.
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Building the Culture 
of Contingency

Adaptive Choice in Ludic Literature 
from Role-Playing Games to Choose 

Your Own Adventure Books

Tim Bryant

Introduction
The nuclear arms race during the Cold War inspired in the U.S. cultural

imaginary the circulation of various contingency plans for nuclear war and
its aftermath. In 1983, Ronald Reagan famously proposed the Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI), nicknamed “Star Wars,” a fantastical nuclear deter-
rent in space imagined to be capable of shooting Soviet ICBMs out of the sky
before they reached American shores. In the decades prior to Reagan’s quix -
otic panacea for nuclear annihilation, the federal government published
countless pamphlets, film reels, and filmstrips to educate the citizenry on
preventive measures for inevitable nuclear war. In government think tanks
and universities, game theory supplemented the discipline of military history
by offering new ways of plotting probabilities in political and economic sys-
tems, including those attached to the likelihood of nuclear war. Popular tel-
evision shows and movies did their part to rivet citizens’ attention to fearful
projections of nuclear attack and its aftermath. Television  mini- series Testa-
ment (1983) and The Day After (1983) depicted the human costs of nuclear
war, while the Hollywood blockbuster WarGames (1983) portrayed the pre-
vious model of nuclear deterrence, Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD),
as an ever  re- playable, but ultimately unwinnable game of  tic- tac-toe. The
Hollywood blockbuster Red Dawn (1984) accounted for another fantastical
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contingency, that of ground invasion of the United States by Communist Rus-
sia and Cuba spectacularly repulsed by  gun- toting,  freedom- fighting teen -
agers in the tradition of the American Revolution and in the imagery of
count less arcade and video games. Catalyzed by anxious desires to project
survival beyond the seemingly inevitable, but simultaneously unimaginable,
realities of the nuclear age, notions of contingency leaked from the  socio-
political sphere to infuse all aspects of American culture, including the most
imaginative forms of recreation and play.

Games of the Cold War era adopted the technologies and tropes of the
nuclear age to invest in their players joined senses of contingency and agency.
For example, Atari’s supremely popular Missile Command (1980) home video
game cast players in the role of defenders of Earth, shooting alien invaders’
missiles out of the sky, much like Reagan’s SDI proposed to do, before they
could obliterate American cities.1  Role- playing games (RPGs) like Dungeons
& Dragons (1974) further expanded the imaginary relations available to Amer-
ican youth in search of a positive, even enjoyable part to play within the
abstracted dynamics of war in the nuclear age by imagining warfare in simpler
terms. In contrast to the impersonal technologies of the nuclear age,  fantasy-
themed games replaced threats of annihilation from a distance with intimate
swordplay between combatants vying for survival  blow- by-blow. Drawing upon
similarly romanticized narratives of personal empowerment and  coming- of-
age themes, interactive fiction, commonly referred to as “choose-able path”
game books after the original Choose Your Own Adventure (CYOA) series,
afforded young readers a sense of control over their imagined fates in the
twists and turns these books took based on individual reader choice at mul-
tiple decision points throughout their texts. The popular CYOA format quickly
diversified in both theme, through numerous series from several publishers,
and in mechanics, under the direct influence of RPGs’ more  combat- oriented
play. In an era defined by the unpredictable contingencies of an  always-
threatened and potentially  all- consuming war, RPGs forged more optimistic
images of  self- determination through playful engagement and adaptive choice.

In response to the uncertainties attached to nuclear war and the height-
ened sense of a generally contingent existence, the kind of choice that emerged
in RPGs and game books during the last decades of the Cold War was a con-
textually sensitive, but not contextually  over- determined one. It was an adap-
tive kind of choice, informed both by the conventional aspects of credibility
and verisimilitude, and, to a significant degree, by readers’ and players’ own
desires to shape the experience of narrative play. Where contingency plans
popularized by governmental efforts and the entertainment industry may
have given modest encouragement to citizens in offering them proactive steps
to take in preparation for nuclear war, the RPGs and game books that emerged
at this time distilled a comparable, more escapist form of contingency in

                                              Adaptive Choice in Ludic Literature (Bryant)  73



adaptive choice: the investment of multiple, multifaceted avenues of  decision-
making in the reader or player before, during, and after the events of their
imaginary worlds would unfold. With this investment in  self- determination
through adaptive choice, RPGs and CYOA books challenged the prevalent
ethos in U.S. culture of nuclear fatalism by recasting its military tropes into
the more manageable and malleable terms of gaming and play.

Adaptive choice—as an enhanced sense of  individual- based determina-
tion over such details as the fabrication of narrative premises, means of con-
flict resolution, and the range of projected ends—challenged standard genre
conventions of narrative literature and gameplay by instilling in their readers
and players the conviction that they could change the rules of even the most
unwinnable situations. It is no accident that adaptive choice arose in a recre-
ational form at this time to satisfy a strong national need to recast contin-
gency, not as a fatalistic determinant, but as liberating advantage. Specifically,
these games align with the preparations offered by governmental documents
(e.g., participation in civic defense initiatives and construction of fallout shel-
ters) as a way of investing citizens with the power to influence their own fates
and join their fates to that of the nation. Born during the first decades of the
Cold War, the majority of the first tabletop RPG players in the U.S. were
raised to take an active role in this joint investment. The evolution of wargam-
ing culture into RPG culture is both historically and logically linked to the
evolution of conventional warfare into nuclear contingency planning. Fueled
by nuclear escalation between the U.S. and U.S.S.R., social investment in this
more distant model of warfare increased exponentially during this era. The
overriding trend in fantasy RPGs to make conflict more intimate was a sup-
plemental countermove to support the new paradigm of nuclear citizenship,
but also to recapture a passing cultural paradigm of personal participation.
In other words, RPGs expressed a countercultural desire to find a new balance
among individual choice, national identity, and conflict resolution in the
nuclear age. Likewise, the consequent evolution of the CYOA format, as both
interactive literature and narrative gaming, reflected a shift in the cultural
imaginary toward the principle of adaptive choice that preserves the indi-
vidual citizen as reader/player in a meaningful process of civic participation
and playful  decision- making in spite of, as well as because of, its place within
contingent culture.

These imaginative engagements with contingency were preceded by over
two decades worth of government documents published during the Cold War
to give citizens a sense of choice in how to relate to the contingencies of the
nuclear age. Innumerable instructional pamphlets, film reels, and film strips
published by the U.S. government attempted to allay the citizenry’s fearful
anxieties about nuclear arms and the naturally concomitant desires to imagine
ways of constraining their destructive potential. Chief among these docu-
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ments was the  widely- circulated pamphlet Survival Under Atomic Attack
(1951), published jointly by the Executive Office of the President, National
Security Resources Board, and Civil Defense Office to provide citizens with
instructions on how to cope with various potential hazards associated with
nuclear war and its aftermath. The pamphlet reads like a CYOA book, address-
ing readers in  second- person imperatives and chunking information in  one-
page long sections, to invest them with  tensely- joined senses of both over-
whelming urgency and attainable agency. Opposite a brief letter, on the verso
page, urging citizens to read the pamphlet, the main text reads, “You can
SURVIVE[.] You can live through an atom bomb raid and you won’t have to
have a Geiger counter[,] protective clothing, or special training in order to
do it. The secrets of survival are: KNOW THE BOMB’S TRUE DANGERS. KNOW
THE STEPS YOU CAN TAKE TO ESCAPE THEM.”2 Starting with “What Are
Your Chances?,” the initial sections, each approximately one page long,
attempt to defuse fears by minimizing the potential threats of Super Bombs,
“the Blast,” Burns, and Radioactivity.3 Subsequent sections offer proactive
instructions (e.g., “Don’t rush outside right after a bombing” and “Don’t start
rumors”) for improving chances of survival and maintaining civil order. The
32-page pamphlet concludes with a list of local organizations (fire depart-
ments, Red Cross, and Civil Defense Services) to enroll as auxiliary service
providers and an image of “The National Civil Defense Pattern” depicting a
series of concentric circles containing locations of civil defense readiness,
with the American family in the epicenter and the Federal Government along
the outer perimeter.4

Published ten years later, the pamphlet Fallout Protection: What To Know
And Do About Nuclear Attack (1961) encouraged citizens’  home- based prepa-
rations for nuclear assault by, chiefly, building fallout shelters and stocking
them with imperishable goods, potable water, gas masks, and other necessities
for  long- term survival underground. Similar in form and address to the prior
decade’s pamphlet, Fallout Protection assures the individual citizen, starting
with a letter from Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and then a section
earnestly entitled “What You Should Know and What You Should Do,” that
nuclear attack is “highly unlikely,” but also warns that, just in case, the “need
for preparation—for civil defense—is likely to be with us for a long time.”5

After a few pages of key terms and scientific facts minimizing the supposed
effects of nuclear attack and radiation, the majority of the 48-page pamphlet
is devoted to information and diagrams of fallout shelter designs, ending
with a few pages on how citizens may seek more information about and
become more involved in civil defense initiatives. Given the fearsome contin -
gencies surrounding the prospect of nuclear war, it is no surprise that these
preparation documents offer very specific, very comforting steps by which
citizens might feel empowered to identify with their government and play an
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active part in its designs. Civil defense films like Duck and Cover (1952), which
depicts the anthropomorphic turtle Bert saving himself from a  dynamite-
wielding monkey in the tree above him by withdrawing into his shell, offered
similar assurances to adult and youth audiences about their vital role in mak-
ing concrete preparations and, moreover, adopting appropriately credulous
attitudes toward the federal government’s survival tips amid the many con-
tingencies of nuclear warfare.

Concurrent developments in academic studies further contributed to
the emphasis on contingency. Game studies as an intellectual discipline
evolved, first, from the early work of thinkers such as ethnographer Stewart
Culin, sociologist Roger Caillois, and cultural historian Johan Huizinga, later
to be reformulated and refined by university departments of mathematics,
economics, and political science as projective systems capable of forecasting
trends in their respective domains. In Homo Ludens [Playing Man] (1938),
Huizinga argues for the fundamental role of play in human existence, even
asserting that play categorically precedes culture as the fundamental context
of human experience and  meaning- making. Huizinga cites examples of  play-
like elements in all locations of culture, from observations of animal social
behavior, correlated to human practices, to interpretation of the religious
performance of sacred rituals as forms of play. Of Huizinga’s theoretical appa-
ratus, two of the terms that have survived in the literature of ludic culture
are the “magic circle” and the “spoil-sport.”6 These terms offer some insight
into the transference from the broader framework of contingency culture
into the articulation of its concerns within gaming culture, as well as the
equally important, responding transference of gaming cultural influences
upon the broader culture.

On the one hand, there is the magic circle as the “play-ground” set apart
by a group of players, joining together to imagine a mundane space as a place
where the rules of play dictate interaction for a set time. Huizinga writes:

Just as there is no formal difference between play and ritual, so the “consecrated
spot” cannot be formally distinguished from the  play- ground. The arena, the
 card- table, the magic circle, the temple, the stage, the screen, the tennis court,
the court of justice, etc., are all in form and function  play- grounds, i.e., forbid-
den spots, isolated, hedged round, hallowed, within which special rules obtain.
All are temporary worlds within the ordinary world, dedicated to the perform-
ance of an act apart.7

On the other hand is the “spoil-sport,” who “threatens the existence of the
play community” by robbing it of its illusion, of the viability of its rule over
imagination within the magic circle. Huizinga differentiates between this
 game- breaking  spoil- sport and the cheat, who merely wishes to break or bend
rules in order to succeed, while still acknowledging the validity of the imag-
inary agreement to play by the rules.
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Huizinga’s notion of the “magic circle” is useful for understanding the
pervasive groupthink underwriting Cold War efforts to contain and relate to
the unimaginable power of nuclear technologies to transform and potentially
annihilate U.S. culture itself. Governmental publications and theoretical sys-
tems of probability worked together, on the one hand, to speak to the public
as a body invested with the power of choice and, on the other hand, to invest
in expert thinkers the supposed power to calculate what choices would fare
best, given multiple contingencies projected and imagined. Given the seri-
ousness of what was at stake, the notion of opting out, much less criticizing
the overall venture, as a willful spoil-sport would in this situation give the
appearance of choosing treason. These public efforts to cast public entities
and private citizens in meaningful roles created a vast imaginary circle, hardly
considered playful, but nevertheless putting into play a series of logics that
embraced the entire nation, one centered on an event that must never come
to pass if the culture and its cultural logics of contingency were to survive.
It is within these cultural dynamics that early RPGs first formulated adaptive
choice as a playful means of grappling with these contradictory impulses and,
ultimately, of redefining the cultural relations so prescribed.

Premises
One of the dangers of personally adopting an effectively playful attitude

toward the  socio- political dynamics of Cold War citizenship was the  ever-
looming threat of being called out as insufficiently patriotic or, worse, a trai-
tor. Originally formed in 1938 to uproot Nazi sympathizers, the House  Un-
American Activities Committee (HUAC) became a standing committee in
1945 and devoted its efforts in the subsequent years to investigations of sup-
posed Communist subversives in Hollywood and the prosecution of Alger
Hiss as a Soviet spy. Senator Joseph McCarthy’s investigations of Communist
subversion during the 1950s, later called the second “Red Scare,” became rep-
resentative of the pervasive fear of Communism surrounding an entire gen-
eration, thus encouraged to demonstrate, by word and deed, its explicit
investment in the inescapable narrative of U.S. patriotism. The climate of
suspicion thus engendered would hardly seem the right environment in which
to assume a playful attitude toward one’s social role.

Role-playing games intervened in this climate of fear by relocating indi-
vidual negotiations of social allegiance and purpose to the secure distance
of fantastical realms. The first tabletop RPGs—including Tactical Studies
Rules’ Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) (1974), Flying Buffalo Incorporated’s Tun-
nels & Trolls (T&T) (1975), and Game Designers’ Workshop’s Traveller (1977)—
adapted several  decision- making tropes of Cold War preparedness into
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 fantastically- themed,  character- based adventures. Narrative outcomes were
negotiable through  pre- designed character abilities, random rolls of dice, and
 ad- hoc arguments with supposedly neutral game “referees,” also called Dun-
geon Masters, Game Masters, and similar names. The “role” in  role- playing
game signifies the departure of RPGs from wargaming in the individual
player’s focus, not on controlling an entire nation’s military forces on a table-
top battlefield, but on filling the role of a single imaginary Player Character
(PC), whose attributes may be based on literary precedents or completely
fabricated by the player’s imagination. Despite the seemingly limitless free-
dom such individualized  self- creation might hold, tabletop RPGs continue
to this day to show signs of their wargaming roots by frequently emphasizing
combat and conflict in the common attributes emphasized for PCs and game-
play. Not a complete departure, then, from wargaming, tabletop RPGs repre -
sent a unique blend of strategic gameplay and world simulation, comparable
to features of wargames, as well as an added emphasis on narrative storytelling
based on characters, plots, and even whole worlds generated and enacted
together by players and referees within the constraints of the game system.
The first tabletop RPGs of the 1970s varied by genre and theme in how they
executed these dynamics, but they shared many common attributes in nego-
tiating between the arbitrary chance of contingent realities and investment
in player agency and choice.

The PC is the primary point at which this negotiation between agency
and contingency occurs. The PC originates in time during the process of char -
acter generation and in space on one or more loose pages commonly referred
to as the character sheet, which records the particular details of a character
from the point of generation, through its ongoing adventures, to its ultimate
fate. Such details might include primary physical and mental abilities, unique
skills, possessions, supernatural abilities like magic and psychic powers, and
the like. Players’ interactions with the imaginary world and its denizens are
defined partially by the details on their character sheet, subject from the start
to both player choice, which may tend toward  self- empowerment, and con-
straints upon that choice via the “Rules As Written” (RAW), which tend
toward some constructed sense of realistic, however imaginary, economy in
order to give play significance through the limits of a “magic circle.”

D&D, T&T, and Traveller vary somewhat in their processes of character
generation and the contents of their character sheets, but nevertheless demon-
strate many commonalities in how early RPGs negotiated choice and con-
tingency. D&D was the first tabletop RPG and the precedents it set for
character generation still persist. PCs are created via a  multi- step process
that often begins by rolling dice to generate ability scores for the character,
such as Strength, Intelligence, Wisdom, etc. Next, a player chooses a character
class (fighter,  magic- user, etc.) suitable to rolled scores, and a race (human,
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dwarf, elf, etc.). Other qualitative traits, like age and sex, and quantitative
traits, like combat ratings, are generated based on these past rolls and choices.
As a result, RPG players’ choices are constrained by random chance, from
which subsequent choices follow. Arbitrary factors are primary influences
on the likelihood of PC survival. Thus, players are conditioned by RPG rules
to prepare for imminent, arbitrary threats by managing arbitrary abilities,
much like citizens equipped by civil defense literature to prepare for the con-
tingencies of imminent nuclear assault.

T&T and Traveller vary slightly in kind, but retain many of the same
processes and contents of TSR’s game. Embracing the arbitrary nature of play
more explicitly, T&T replaces the Wisdom ability of D&D with Luck. PCs of
Traveller, in a futuristic  science- fiction setting, possess more mundane abil-
ities, such as Education and Social Standing, and acquire  combat- oriented
skills through a series of rolls meant to simulate their experience serving in
various branches of the military. Where these  fantasy- themed RPGs inspire
adventures underground, thus transforming anxious desires for safety in
nuclear fallout shelters, the science fiction RPG promises adventures in outer
space through mastery of futuristic technology and strong identification with
military sensibilities.

In contrast to the numerical specificity of PCs’ abilities, the worlds of
these early RPGs are intentionally open and loosely defined. D&D’s original
setting of Greyhawk, T&T’s gradually developed Troll World, and Traveller’s
Imperium each accumulated a world history, signal events and personae, and
generic motifs—but overall the details of RPG worlds, in their original ver-
sions, remained purposefully contingent on the desires and actions of the
PCs. Subsequent writers may have developed more constraining narratives,
adding onto the original narratives, but RPG worlds remain intentionally
open to and dependent on player choice. Where the arbitrary starting point
of rolling dice during character generation may seem to deprive players of
agency, choices during play remain open in order to engage players. The same
is true across the line of the magic circle, as players reenter the normative,
 non- play space of civilian life, wherein they might seek similar opportunities
to exercise abilities to plan and choose how they will participate in their
worlds. On both sides of the magic circle, from within and from without, the
sense of verisimilitude, of drama, or of another desirable effect, is contingent
on players identifying their own narrative progress as the progress of other,
wider social narratives.

Game books adhere to similar dynamics between player choice and the
narrated world, and encourage similar traits of personal agency and deliberate
action. Written in  second- person and asking readers to decide the course of
the narrative by flipping to appropriately numbered paragraphs, Bantam’s
original CYOA series (1979–1998) permitted readers to plot their own courses

                                              Adaptive Choice in Ludic Literature (Bryant)  79



and, in individual reading experiences, to return surreptitiously to previous
decision points and select other, more favorable courses of action. Enjoying
incredible popularity, the series sold over 250 million copies of 185 titles dur-
ing its  twenty- year run, contemporaneous with the rise of tabletop RPGs in
the U.S. Furthermore, RPGs provided the fundamental premise of this new
literary format: personal engagement through adaptive choice under condi-
tions of overriding contingency. Although superficially resembling  novel-
reading more than  role- playing, game books would increasingly demonstrate
their debt to RPGs by taking on even more of their gaming tropes related to
combat resolution and character development.

Edward Packard’s The Cave of Time (1979) was the first book in Bantam’s
original CYOA series.8 As the title suggests, the book’s premise invites the
 reader- as-character to enter a  time- travel portal inside of a cave to adventure
through different time periods and locations, ranging from encounters with
prehistoric dinosaurs and medieval warriors to escape from the sinking
Titanic and abduction by futuristic aliens. While the book allows some either/
or choices along a fairly linear pathway, many of the reader’s decisions result
in suboptimal conclusions, even when apparently sensible choices are made.
Packard explained his wishes for the series: “My intent was to try to make it
like life as much as possible… . I didn’t want it to be a random lottery but I
didn’t want it to be didactic so that if you always did the smart thing you
always succeeded. I tried to balance it.”9 Packard so wished to plot CYOA
causality, and the morality it would imply, between unrestrained power fan-
tasies and absolutist moralizing, by balancing arbitrary contingencies with
sustainable reader agency. In Packard’s vision, narrative progress remains
contingent on reader engagement, but that engagement does not necessarily
dissipate contingency in overly facile “happy” endings—it only prolongs it
until the final moment when a conclusion, any one of many possible conclu-
sions, is reached. The pragmatism of such an approach is culturally appro-
priate in the context of possible “happy endings” to nuclear war. That is,
Packard’s deep investment in reader choice and simultaneous limitation of
choice’s impact reflects the Cold War mentality of dutiful action without
surety of success.

Once “The End” of a CYOA book is reached at a terminating paragraph,
the reader has the option to backtrack and retry another choice path. What
Huizinga might call being a “spoil-sport” the writers of the CYOA line write
into the text as part of its intended effect. Game books test the bounds of 
the magic circle by reducing the number in that circle, usually, to one lone
reader. The social agreement not to cheat or not to dismiss the game outright
is, in this peculiar fusion of  novel- reading and  solo- gaming, entirely up to
the isolated reader. In these books, taking the role of the  spoil- sport only
ruins the game for oneself by paging through the book for beneficial out-
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comes, bookmarking one’s progress at every step in order to backtrack at the
first sign of failure, or even abandoning the game entirely by putting down
the book. There is no social agreement beyond the self, so this role is almost
impossible to envision in the context of game books. The cheater, however,
is the role these books push all readers to play because of their combination
of formal rules of  decision- making and structural feature or replayability.
The majority of these books contain a limited number of positive outcomes,
often fairly outnumbered by a variety of bizarre and unfair negative conclu-
sions. But the contingency of choice is implicit in the ability to read the book
all the way through via pathways or any means at hand. Readers are so encour-
aged to reframe the rules, whatever those might be understood to be, in order
to negotiate, to remain actively in negotiation with, an assumedly unwinnable
situation like a book with no truly “happy” ending, or a war with no clear
beginning or imaginable end. Where governmental publications exhorted a
primarily adult audience to assume such a  duty- bound sense of civic respon-
sibility, CYOA books more subtly conditioned young readers for the contin-
gencies of Cold War culture.

Conflict Resolution
The material ways in which such contingencies could impact approaches

to conflict resolution are evidenced by U.S.  decision- making during the Bay
of Pigs Invasion of 1961 and the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. As a means of
“containing” the spread of Communism in the western hemisphere, the failed
U.S. invasion, defeated within three days by Cuban forces, was originally
intended to prevent future conflict in such close proximity to U.S. shores.
That unresolved attempt at containment led to the subsequent crisis in which
President Kennedy contemplated a preemptive nuclear strike against the
U.S.S.R. in retaliation for Khrushchev’s and Castro’s amassing of nuclear mis-
siles in Cuba. This chain of causation illustrates the strategic approach to
conflict resolution that RPGs would adopt from Cold War culture and adapt
in more diverse ways. Emanating from the narrative premise of an  ever-
threating and encroaching enemy, means of conflict resolution would favor
 counter- intelligence, superior force, and preemptive strikes.

Some early RPGs and game books assumed explicit Cold War themes
of espionage and  spy- craft. In CYOA #6 Your Code Name is Jonah (1980) the
reader assumes the role of secret agent “Jonah” assigned by the Special Intel-
ligence Group to discover, before the KGB does, the reason whales are migrat-
ing near the coast of Deception Island. While the mission evokes ecologically
friendly messages about protecting marine life, readers may ultimately dis-
cover that the underlying cause of the whales’ unnatural migration is the
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presence of a  top- secret nuclear submarine. This literally submerged subplot
related to nuclear escalation during the Cold War is symptomatic of conflict,
overall, in most of the era’s game books and RPGs, which tended to further
transpose those narratives to fantastical worlds and transform their politics
into more imaginary projections of conflict. The effect of this projective dis-
tancing of Cold War realities was to allay anxieties about them and, subse-
quently, encourage firmer acceptance of their principles, now comfortably
abstracted.

The earliest Cold  War–themed RPG was James Bond 007:  Role- Playing
in Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1983), published by Victory Games, a subsidi -
ary of Avalon Hill, whose many wargames enjoyed continuing popularity
long after Roberts’ company was subsumed into Hasbro in 1998. Adventure
scenarios for the James Bond RPG abound in explicit Cold War motifs derived
from Ian Fleming’s books and their film adaptations. Despite the majority
tendency of games and game books not to reenact Cold War themes as explic-
itly as Jonah and James Bond, it is clear that the entire RPG field articulates
the influence of this cultural moment. Without the Cold War and the  all-
encompassing cultural imaginary that transferred the state of war to a civilian
state of imaginary engagement with imagined threats, it is doubtful that the
modern RPG would have taken its particular form: a set of rules situating play -
ers in imaginary relations, frequently in the context of implied threats of vio-
lence, to face a great unknown that is central in defining its culture and the terms
of power to overcome that great unknown. To put it another way, RPGs marked
the cultural shift from traditional to nuclear warfare and responded to the social
anxieties accompanying that shift by championing individual agency through
adaptive choice in the face of the overwhelming logics of contingency.

While many RPGs and game books did not assume Cold War themes,
their methods of resolving conflicts, often based on immediate threat to the
individual PC, were still firmly grounded in the terms of adaptive choice and
contingency. The success or failure of specific actions is determined by the
roll of dice, modified in various ways by the attributes of PCs and NPCs
(Non-Player Characters), as well as other situational factors, such as envi-
ronment, to be determined by the referee. Not straying too far afield from
their wargame roots, most early RPGs imagined conflict primarily as melee
or ranged combat. To resolve such armed conflicts, the referee and players
take turns declaring what actions their respective PCs and NPCs will take,
roll dice to determine the results of the actions, and apply damage until one
side wins by overcoming their opponents, causing them to flee, or similar
 all- or-nothing points at which conflict ends. Narrative complications like
taking prisoners for questioning may occur, but the consequences of such
actions develop in a looser narrative space outside of the framework of  turn-
taking and rolling for success according to specific protocols.
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The general process of conflict resolution in D&D has remained essen-
tially the same across numerous editions: roll a d20 to hit an opponent, apply
damage if successful, and wait for your next turn while the other PCs and
NPCs exchange blows. The simple goal is to reduce each enemy combatant’s
Hit Points to zero. T&T and Traveller offer similar rules for resolving combat
and other threats. In both of these games, opposing sides roll  six- sided dice
to calculate attacks and damage, taking turns as in D&D until enemies are
defeated in some fashion. Retreat is an option in most RPGs, but T&T cod-
ified the practice with the Speed ability, used for rolls when fleeing combat.
This rule was especially appealing given T&T’s emphasis on solo play, wherein
the survival of a lone PC may decide whether or not play continues. Traveller
exchanges swordplay and wizardry for  close- quarter brawls,  laser- firefights,
and starship battles. Furthermore, the game’s  space- faring PCs do not have
the escalating Hit Points possessed by their fantasy counterparts. Combat is,
consequently, quicker and deadlier. The game’s futuristic themes and grittier
combats may appeal to players wishing to more closely approximate the
nuclear age’s union of technological positivism and ruthless espionage.

All of these options empower player agency by giving meaningful choice
in the face of the  ever- present contingency of meeting an overwhelming force
while seeking adventure in unknown terrain, the shared premise of dun-
geoneering and spacefaring adventures. Where that landscape is directly
understood to be spatial, the terra incognita of these fabricated worlds, it
could also be rightly taken as temporal, the unknown future reached via Cold
War presumptions and attitudes. In this context, RPGs reenact and implicitly
critique the range of choices available to the player cum citizen.

The preponderance of hostile environments uniquely defines early ver-
sions of D&D and T&T. The source of this environmental hostility is best
summed up in one word: traps. Dungeons and tunnels abound in traps in
early fantasy RPG modules. One of the most famous early D&D adventure
modules, Tomb of Horrors, typically eliminated entire adventure parties with
its traps, not its monsters. The creators of T&T went on to release a series of
gaming supplements, Grimtooth’s Traps, devoted exclusively to such devices
that could wipe out PCs without a single combat. Linking PC agency to the
contingency of traps, both games feature rules for rolling to detect, resist, or
otherwise survive such environmental threats. In T&T, Saving Throws are
directly based on characters’ primary attributes, with Luck the most often
used for avoiding hidden traps. In D&D, there are five categories of Saving
Throws against Death Magic, Poison, and Paralysis; Magic Rods, Staffs, and
Wands; Polymorphing and Petrification; Dragon Breath; and Magic Spells.
Michael Tresca notes how Saving Throws were one of three game mechanics
(along with magical resurrection and replacement by a “close relative”)
intended by Gygax to maintain player interest and the relevance of play after
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a PC’s demise.10 Such narrative possibilities permit RPGs to wed consequential
threat to adaptive choice that may persist beyond the fictional death of one’s
character.

The presence of traps in these games translates the fantasy world into a
wholly contingent environment, to be negotiated with unwavering vigilance
by PC adventurers, especially those designated by character class to locate
and disarm traps (e.g., thieves and rogues). It is an oddly pleasurable form
of paranoia evocative of Cold War patriotism, gone underground like Amer-
ican families in their fallout shelters. RPGs gather a group of  like- minded
players to imagine themselves to be  diversely- talented adventurers in search
of enemies to defeat and rewards to gain as they traverse a hostile, fantastical
world governed by the laws of might and magic, evolution and technology,
or some other set of measures symbolizing human agency, as well as the frame -
works of contingency due to ever emerging hostilities. Again, to go under-
ground is both to seek a place of shelter from  sky- borne assault and to project
one’s survival into a time of that threat’s end. RPGs’ preponderance of under-
ground adventuring permits players to imagine spatial and temporal escapes,
without failing to acknowledge the persistence of contingency in the form of
a potential trap around any corner.

In this sense, the disposition of the game referee may present the greatest
contingency of all. The referee is a single player who does not enact the
actions of a PC, but instead moderates the game for the other players. The
referee may deliver  pre- scripted scenarios containing individual encounters
with NPCs, or may fabricate encounters from whole cloth during play. The
Dungeon Master’s Guide of the first edition of the game contains advice on
how best to manage conflicts both by the books and among players. It is up
to the referee, however, to decide the level of forgiveness or grittiness to pur-
sue in the game. A strict,  by- the-book interpretation of dice rolls may result
in frequent death of PCs (a.k.a. the Total Party Kill, or TPK). A loose,  free-
form ethos may, on the other hand, diminish player interest in minimizing
too far the imagined threats the world and its monsters present to the PCs.
In refereed tabletop RPGs, the dynamic authority of the Dungeon Master, by
any name, to interpret and alter the terms of play permits a fluid negotiation
of world contingency and player agency unique to its form. Local versions
of play may be subject to a DM’s house rules, developed over years of play,
even in contradiction to official rules of play as written or as practiced in
wider arenas of play like national gaming conventions. The terms of the magic
circle, how play is enacted, may thus differ within one game across multiple
contexts of play.

More  combat- oriented than game books, tabletop RPGs enhanced the
possibilities for their players to anticipate, manage, and overcome a wide
range of contingencies in their fantastical worlds via direct action. In fact,
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one of the frustrations of the CYOA series was the  over- determined plotline
that offered very little reason for hope in its conclusions. CYOA #2 Journey
Under the Sea contains only one positive conclusion, wherein “you” as the
protagonist escape Atlantis and survive to tell the tale, but over twenty other
conclusions involving failure, often in the form of character death or incar-
ceration. This narrow chance of unmitigated success in the second book in
the series seems to beg the frustrated reader to read around fatal options, to,
in fact, read through every path of possibility until the entire book is read.
These entertaining texts thus encourage comprehensive reading that requires
effort, blurring the lines between work and play, the multiple ends of the nar-
rative and the end of the reading, and the feelings of satisfaction over reaching
a supposedly happy ending and the feelings of accomplishment for having
mastered the text by reading each and every part. Beyond their occasional
Cold War themes, CYOA books encouraged young readers to approach read-
ing as a process of textual investigation and system mastery.

Conflict became more instrumental in game books when they accrued
simplified versions of the  combat- oriented rules central to RPGs. The inte-
gration of rules for combat and similar challenges into the game book genre
demonstrates the point at which the  co- evolution of the two forms transi-
tioned into RPGs’ more direct influence on the CYOA format. In the U.S.,
TSR led publication of  fantasy- themed books of the CYOA format with several
series based on the worlds of D&D during the 1980s: Endless Quest (1982–
1987, 1994–1996), Fantasy Forest (1982–1983), HeartQuest (1983–1984), Super
Endless Quest, later renamed Advanced Dungeons & Dragons Adventure (1985–
1988),  One- on-One Adventure (1985–1987), and Catacombs Solo Quest (1987–
1989). However, earlier series put out by TSR adapted only the fantasy
story lines and settings common to D&D, lacking any semblance of rules for
conflict resolution as found in RPGs. With the exception of the One-on-One
Adventure series, which introduced paired play, game books were primarily
a solo experience. As Jennifer Grouling Cover notes, the experience in these
books is one of individual  decision- making as navigation through the text,
rather than engagement in and resolution of conflict.11 In other words, these
game books proliferated Cold War notions of engagement without resolution,
or imagined participation in war without end.

Starting with The Warlock of Firetop Mountain (1982), Ian Livingstone
and Steve Jackson’s U.K.–based Fighting Fantasy series led the way in  full-
scale integration of  RPG- like rules for combat and characterization. Living-
stone’s  non- fiction introduction to RPGs, Dicing With Dragons (1982), fea-
tured a sample transcript of actual play and a miniature CYOA style adventure
as two means of demonstrating the dynamics of the RPG experience. Deriv-
ative game book lines soon included Mark Smith and Jamie Thomson’s  short-
lived Way of the Tiger (1985–1987) and Joe Dever’s  long- running Lone Wolf
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(1984–1998).12 Indicative of the fantasy game book’s narrative range, the
majority of these titles offered a wide array of fantasy monsters, lethal traps,
and misleading choices, but only one, best conclusion to the hapless reader.
The “final end” of any Fighting Fantasy game book was thus attainable, but
by no means as open to the contingencies of tabletop RPG dynamics, by
which DMs and players could redefine the terms of the narrative in play.

T&T’s almost exclusive focus on solo play distinguishes it from most
other RPGs. Since the game’s inception, Flying Buffalo has hosted  play- by-
mail, later  play- by-email, games in which individual players paid to play
games at a distance. The game’s main line of solo adventures read like game
books in which lone players determine successes and failures on their own
without an outside referee (or Troll Master). While T&T’s success as a plat-
form for solo play is an interesting anomaly among RPGs, which generally
rely upon a table of players working together to imagine their adventures in
a fantastical realm, the line’s success was not without precedent or parallel
in other publications of the time. Where RPGs attempted to cover all manner
of contingency, the narrative ability to choose, and  re- choose, one’s own path
was clearly developed by the CYOA series and the many other series it
inspired. Like T&T, these books permitted individual readers the experience
of adventure that did not depend upon the presence of an adventuring party.
As in novel reading, the experience was one’s own. But, unlike novels, these
books permitted the reader to choose what direction the story would take.13

Solo RPGs and game books held the promise that isolation, instead of cutting
one off from play, could be the very means of engaging in  world- shaping
adventure. T&T, Fighting Fantasy, and the  combat- oriented game books that
followed their example allowed readers to hone a comprehensive Cold War
mastery by managing both sides of a  never- ending struggle.

Projected Ends
Despite the many apocalyptic ends to the Cold War projected by U.S.

government think tanks and American popular culture, the real ends came
less spectacularly in 1991 with the dissolution of the U.S.S.R., bankrupted by
the nuclear arms race. The projected ends of the Cold War, nuclear apoca-
lypse, appeared, fortunately, only in imagination. The literal economy under-
writing the imaginary and political economies faltered before image could
become reality. The accumulation of cultural ideas about an  all- threatening
enemy and a  never- ending war by which to contain such a foe ended when
one side’s material economy could no longer support such imaginary rela-
tions. This failure of the U.S.S.R.’s economy to sustain its side of the Cold War
political imaginary corresponds to the dynamics of RPGs, whose quantitative
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mechanics for character generation and conflict resolution serve as vehicles
for imaginary adventures ending in rewards without limit. Where the political
and gaming economies diverge, however, is in RPGs’ sustainability as projec -
tions of desirable ends well beyond mechanical or numerical considerations.
Fabricated of the imaginary, RPGs’ economies far outstrip  real- world econo -
mies and, so, RPGs have been able to evolve well past their Cold War origins.

Fame, fortune, and victory over one’s foes are the general ends adven-
turers seek in RPGs and game books. In the game world, quests may be ful-
filled, villains overcome, and kingdoms saved. Within the bounds of play,
such rewards are potentially endless, limited only by players’ imagination
and the referee’s munificence. Outside of the game world, players may enjoy
their imaginary adventures for years to come via collective storytelling and
memory. While the success of play may be measured simply in the enjoyment
players experience, a part of that enjoyment is signified by the accumulation
of material markers, however imaginary, that represent progress forward for
individual PCs. The continued narration of adventure is generically accom-
panied by PC advancement in ability, wealth, and mastery over his or her
imaginary world. The “leveling up” of the PC to apotheosis, however pre-
scribed by the rules, becomes the ultimate achievement. As in the Cold War
quest for assurances of survival through practical preparation and positive
thinking, these games project end points in characters’ lives in terms of
supreme mastery over the limitations of mortality as constrained by the rules
of play.

Along similar genre lines, some games imagine their entire worlds more
starkly defined by bare survival in the face of humanity’s diminished place
in the world. The games rehearse for the player a less threatening narrative of
best- and  worst- case scenarios after nuclear assault. In some  post- apocalyptic
RPGs, contingency plans have all failed and nuclear war has all but wiped
out human civilization. TimeLine Ltd.’s The Morrow Project (1980) and Fan-
tasy Games Unlimited’s Aftermath (1981) are two of the earliest  post- apocalyptic
tabletop RPGs. As in Traveller, these games tend toward characters with mil-
itary backgrounds and combat technologies aimed at grittier realism and
 science- fiction premises than the romance of  fantasy- based magic. GDW
adapted the rules of Traveller to their own  post- apocalyptic RPG, Twilight:
2000 (1984), in which the PCs are U.S. soldiers stranded in Poland, attempting
to return to a devastated United States after a full nuclear exchange between
the U.S.S.R. and the U.S signals the onset of World War III. Where other
RPGs extrapolate principles of contingent survival to more abstract settings,
these games returned such dynamics to the settings and motifs of the Cold
War itself. What started in the 1970s as fantasy, the industry began to imagine
in more  real- world terms, inspiring players to recognize the explicit linkage
between RPGs, wargames, and the culture of war itself.
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Pushing the contingency of utter apocalypse and social collapse to a
ridiculous extreme, West End Games’  award- winning Paranoia (1984) mimics
the  skills- centered approach of these earlier  science- fiction-themed games,
but parodies their Cold War paranoia, as indicated by its title and its  genre-
parodying rules. In the game world human beings survive in a domed com-
munity called Alpha Complex that is run by The Computer, a sentient
machine in control of the complex’s human residents, but which has gone
sadistically insane. The consequence is that human life is cheap and PCs are
easily replaceable clones  mass- produced in biochemical vats. The paranoia
of the game’s title is enforced in play by two facts of character generation: (1)
all PCs possess mutant abilities; and (2) all PCs belong to secret societies.
Both of these facts are punishable by death in the game world, which is
intended to inspire PCs to betray each other in order to project suspicion
elsewhere and avoid punishment for themselves. Of all aspects of Cold War
patriotism evoked by early RPGs, Paranoia is singular in its darkly humorous
 send- up of the Red Scare. In these later stages of the Cold War, player enjoy-
ment of contingency derives not only in imagining worst possible outcomes,
but also in intentionally inflicting such on one’s fellow player.

This parody of Cold War paranoia recalls the case of “The Prisoner’s
Dilemma,” a situational exercise in probability from Game Theory. In the sit-
uation, two prisoners are given the opportunity to implicate each other in
order to receive reduced punishment. According to probability results, it is
generally in the best interest of both prisoners to refuse betrayal and remain
silent. It may seem that implication of the other guarantees, on the individual
level, less punishment and greater freedom. Yet, if both prisoners implicate
each other, both are punished more severely. The contingency of the world,
in this famous case study, is directly shaped by the choices of two individual
agents and whether or not they perceive their decisions in relation to each
other, and not merely in relation to individually projected welfare.14 The choice
to play together confirms the validity of the magic circle, which encompasses
the general worldviews and attitudes, as well as individual hopes and fears,
defining the terms of play. The lesson of “The Prisoner’s Dilemma” for 1980s
America may have been to acknowledge more fully the other player in the game
and what both sides stood to lose, despite political fantasies to the contrary.

Perhaps to play is sufficient unto itself when the terms of agency and
contingency are, by design, affective fabrications intended to supply the pleas-
ures of play and nothing more. RPGs and game books may play most inter-
estingly when they highlight the very interrelated nature of contingency and
agency. The infamous CYOA #12 Inside UFO 54-40 starts in medias res with
the  second- person protagonist a captive aboard an alien space ship. Recalling
the extreme unconventionality of the ending, even for a CYOA title, one nos-
talgic blogger writes:
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The book makes you feel unsettled fairly quickly, because your goal is never
clear. Some storylines lead you to try to escape the ship and return to Earth.
Some of them have you seeking Ultima. Some of them have you doomed to
“SOMA,” an exile where you sleep for a billion years. Most of them result in
bizarre space deaths that even now don’t make a lot of sense. It’s the Ultima stuff
that makes this book so truly weird. There are a few endings where you success-
fully return to Earth and are reunited with your family. But when you do this, it
feels unsatisfying. I distinctly remember feeling like I’d failed, because Ultima
was out there if only I could find it. So you’d do the book over again, making
different choices, always getting closer to Ultima, but never reaching it. Never.
Because there was no way to reach Ultima. It’s there in the book. It’s on page 101.
But no choices will get you there. You can only reach it by thumbing through the
book and finding it. It even acknowledges that you had to cheat to get there.
Which means that even if you do find it, it’s still frustrating. That’s a whole lot of
ambivalence and ambiguity to lay on an 8-year-old. I can only win by cheating?
There are no correct answers in life? Or is it some kind of Zen koan about
achieving happiness? I spent a couple sleepless nights staring at the ceiling try-
ing to understand what UFO 54-40 was telling me.15

This brazenly  rules- breaking CYOA title highlights the role of cheating as a
preservation of the ethos of play within what may not be formally permitted,
but structurally promoted in narrative play via repetition, backtracking, and
even random turning of pages when all rational systems fail. To be the cheat
is not, in this instance, to spoil play, but instead to enforce the magic circle
of narrative play. That is an adaptive choice especially supportive of sequen-
tial, but  re- playable and  multi- vectored narrative.16 CYOA books, and RPGs
with their more open options, held the possibility of questioning the terms
of narrative and, ultimately, of stepping out of narrative conventions whose
sides were too constraining for the possibilities inherent in their forms. When
such texts took up the fates of individuals as fates of entire worlds, their vio-
lations of conventional narrative forms posed an implicit challenge to the
conventional, teleological thinking of Cold War patriotism.

Conclusion
Although the Cold War ended spectacularly with the fall of the Berlin

Wall in 1989 and functionally with the dissolution of the U.S.S.R. two years
later, American popular culture still exhibits strong, residual signs of contin-
gent culture and adaptive choice, as RPGs were the first to distill and put into
play in various forms. In literary culture, interactive text adventures, consid-
ered as narrative play steeped in adaptive choice, continue to proliferate in
print and electronic forms. Michael Joyce’s groundbreaking afternoon, a story
(1987), the first interactive text adventure delivered electronically, has evolved
from its origin as a Hypercard stack to a web site and an interactive CDROM.
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Game books like Livingstone and Jackson’s Fighting Fantasy series, as well as
classic literature such as Mary Shelly’s novel Frankenstein, have recently been
developed as interactive, electronic literature, via mobile app, by Tin Man
Games, inkle, Choice of Games, and similar  e- publishers. A wave of variously
nostalgic, ironic, and even parodic CYOA style game books have entered the
adult literary marketplace: Jason Shiga’s graphic novel Meanwhile: Pick Any
Path. 3,856 Story Possibilities (2010); Ryan North’s  Kickstarter- funded Shake-
speare parody To Be or Not to Be (2013); and Neil Patrick Harris’  genre- satirizing
Choose Your Own Autobiography (2014). The principles of adaptive choice
conveyed by the CYOA game book remain popular in the various media forms
and formations that wed narrative to play, although they may now lack the
specific political subtext that informed their predecessors.

With the proliferation of gaming in digitized media, RPGs and game
books are available to readers and players in increasing numbers, varieties,
and contexts. Given the apparently  un- contingent popularity of these media,
not to engage with it may cast oneself in the role of  spoil- sport, now even
more than before. The  open- ended power of  decision- making that these
media offer, to bend and break the rules, or even create one’s own rules,
makes the choice not to play, increasingly, the less popular one. Within the
magic circle established by the form, to play is to  re- play, and to  re- play is,
in more and more cases, to cheat and to enjoy doing so. The malleability of
the fundamental grounds of play, assumed into those very grounds, is clearly
visible in the increasing abilities of individual players to customize digital
play experiences, exhibiting the kind of freedom to choose not only one’s
imaginary character traits, but the range and meaning of those traits, which
tabletop RPGs always possessed, at least in potential. The rise of individuated
choice is widely visible in many contexts, such as the popularity of mobile
devices and apps, the substantial displacement of conventional movie theaters
by cinematic viewing options in the home, and the proliferation of independ-
ent authorship via blogs and  self- published  e- books. The widespread popu-
larity of such platforms demonstrates the appeal of individually adaptable
choice long championed by RPGs and game books.

Personal computers, platform consoles, and  web- based technologies
exploit the potential of RPGs and game books to promote adaptive choice
within contingent play. The automated nature of these digital technologies
curtailed, to some degree, players’ abilities from adapting choices away from
negative outcomes after the fact, and from informing their choices with
knowledge gained via  out- of-character, exegetic discussions in advance. Today,
walkthroughs, cheat codes, and other compensations for the rigidity of elec-
tronic gaming systems abound to restore some adaptive choice to play, even
the choice to cheat. Evolving in both analog and digital forms, ludic literature
has influenced cultural definitions of choice, contingency, and commitment.
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D&D supported and benefited from the popularity of the game book
genre by including a CYOA style narrative in its 1983 version as an introduc-
tion of how to play the game. Mike Mearls, head of the R&D team responsible
for D&D, explains the recent decision to discontinue the  long- standing prac-
tice of using interactive fiction to introduce the fundamentals of play in the
latest edition of Wizards of the Coast’s bestselling RPG:

And if you think back to the Red Box in ’83, when we had that CYOA text … that
heavy reading, right, so like a person that wants to play a  role- playing game,
they probably read a  choose- your-own-adventure book. And that’s why when we
thought about the 5th [Edition] Starter Set, should have a choose your own
kinda adventure thing? Where for 90% of the people this like the first time they
encounter a  choose- you-own-adventure style play, they’ve never seen this
before. But they’ve probably played a  role- playing game … they’ve played Skyrim
or [World of] Warcraft or any of those games, so they probably actually know
what a  role- playing game is.17

For Mearls, the current transfer between digital and analog forms of RPG
has replaced the previous historical transfer between analog interactive nar-
rative and analog  role- play. There is nothing to say that all of these transfor-
mations may not continue to coexist and thrive, as they do, but this separation
of the CYOA narrative from tabletop RPG suggests Mearls’ own interest in
diversifying the tabletop game into other media and exploiting its currency
as intellectual property through a variety of platforms, not necessarily beholden
to the strain of influence from interactive fiction. The fusion of CYOA and
RPG during TSR’s publishing frenzy of the 1980s has been redirected toward
 game- to-game adaptations and other  trans- media contexts. As one of the
most popular platforms of digital play, online MMORPGs (Massive Multiplayer
Online  Role- Playing Games) generate over $2 billion annually. Despite major
advancements in game delivery, graphics, and other technical features, 85
percent of these games still adhere to the tropes of tabletop fantasy RPGs set
in motion by D&D.18 While there may never have been an exclusively analog
version of RPG play, the models of play articulated on paper remain the per-
sistent frameworks of this expanding field.

RPGs and CYOA books introduced to a culture of contingency the prem-
ise of adaptive choice, that is, the assurance that one’s decisions are revisable
even after outcome, as a value in itself and a principle of individuated, cus-
tomizable immersion in contingent play. This heightened sense of agency
has inspired deeper commitment in players and readers to their worlds—
both virtual and actual. With many of the immediate contingencies of the
Cold War dissipated or, at least, submerged within more pressing issues of
the contemporary moment—global, stateless terrorism in particular—the
question arises: what drives this desire to negotiate contingencies in this play-
ful way via games that play like stories and stories that read like games? Per-

                                              Adaptive Choice in Ludic Literature (Bryant)  91



haps the answer lies in the appeals of escapism. Cultural geographer  Yi- Fu
Tuan rightly observes that escapism is not rightly understood as the tran-
scendent ability to negate one’s place in culture, but that, on the contrary, the
desire for escape is an intrinsic part of culture itself. Those who wished to
imagine their ways within, around, and even beyond the cultural logics of
the Cold War were, in this light, creating culture by playing with the terms
of imminently felt, but ultimately abstracted contingencies. Different cultural
challenges shall arise in the U.S. War on Terror and, no doubt, other conflicts
yet to emerge. RPGs and CYOA books have amply demonstrated that culture
is always a matter of playing with unknowns that surround us, define us, and
inspire us to make choices despite, and because of, the inescapable pressure
of such contingencies.
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Part II

The Tome of Knowledge: 
Playing to Learn in and 
across the Disciplines



Raiding the Last Frontier
Overcoming the Language Barrier 

in the ESL Classroom

Timm Woods

Not long after I began teaching English courses at a secondary school
in Chile, I stumbled into a local group of  Spanish- speaking gamers. Despite
my almost nonexistent grasp of Spanish, they invited me to join a tabletop
 role- playing game (TRPG) later that week. I knew from  first- hand experience
how much passion and what a complex range of emotions any  role- playing
game (RPG) can elicit from their participants, and so I was understandably
nervous about intruding upon their fun with my meager language skills.
Being an outsider in a TRPG or a  foreign- language conversation can feel like
a very similar experience, marked by feelings of alienation, confusion, and a
lack of confidence.

I was joining the game as a player, and so had to design a character that
was appropriate to the  storyteller- established setting (a  science- fiction uni-
verse of some repute). Our storyteller, or “game master,” spoke both English
and Spanish fluently; beyond that, he had no formal experience in language
instruction or running bilingual games. I established immediately upon arriv-
ing that my character was a quiet individual who only spoke when necessary,
as a way of preparing the group for my relative silence.

A round of shrugged pantomimes and apologetic smiles started the
game off in a friendly but awkward manner; the game master translated when
he could, but already had the imposing task of narrating the story. I settled
back to listen to the portions of the story that were relayed to me in English,
but the majority of what was said escaped me. My frustration at myself mounted;
I found myself focusing more on my language deficiencies than on the game
itself.

Until we got trapped on an alien spaceship.
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While the other two players frantically exchanged ideas and possible
solutions in rapid Spanish, I sank further into despair, knowing that my ina -
bility to understand prior explanations had probably helped land us in this
difficult situation in the first place. Surely there was something my character,
a  sci- fi computer hacker, could do? Then the idea finally struck—hack the
ship’s computers, jettison the enemy crew while using our own spacesuits to
survive the vacuum of space—and the shift in my attitude was immediate. I
stopped feeling frustrated,  self- pitying, and embarrassed. All of my negativity
was suddenly replaced by the urgent desire to present this idea, the idea that
might save us all. A string of disconnected Spanish words emerged, a fum-
bling but fervent attempt to explain my scheme. My reward that day was in
the faces of the other two players as my message suddenly bridged the lin-
guistic gap; they lit up with hysterical glee. Only later did I realize that my
level of effort, enthusiasm, and effectiveness at communicating a relatively
complex idea in Spanish had never been higher.

TRPGs, such as the classic example Dungeons & Dragons (D&D), are
about good communication. We, as a newly digitized society, are in awe of
the emergent possibilities of our own communication. Yet our technological
advances are built around the same limitations that have haunted us since
the earliest days of civilization—the limitations of language. While technology
has made huge leaps in creating larger and larger points of contact between
different geographic communities, giving us readily available access to the
thoughts and ideas of people across the world, language barriers largely thwart
this vast potential. Where once the walls of language were only distant
remind ers of our separateness, now they are one of the last barriers circling
us—a linguistic barrier instead of a political, national, or ideological one—
keeping us from effective communication.

TRPGs can and have been used as pedagogical language tools, specifically
in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classroom. At a time when we
need multilingual communities more than ever, these games can become
methods for promoting meaningful and provocative communication among
language learners.

Rosetta Stone and Learning Games
Technological advances have already led to attempts to make language

learning easier; some of these attempts have been more effective than others.
Programs like Rosetta Stone have been successful in enabling individuals to
learn quickly and efficiently, and are built around tried and true methods for
memory retention and meaningful learning. Rosetta Stone requires students
to interact with the language through the four skillsets of reading, writing,
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speaking, and listening. The Rosetta Stone company refers to this method as
dynamic immersion, a way of grounding the student in a mental learning
context. By constantly varying and altering the pattern in which certain words
and concepts are encountered, learners are forced to adapt their cognitive
methods and think more flexibly about the language. However, this power
to create a meaningful learning context requires a degree of responsibility
for what exactly the context teaches the student; many scholarly reviews crit-
icized the authenticity of the cultural contexts being portrayed by these learn-
ing tools, arguing that the program oversimplifies and conflates them for
efficiency’s sake.1

Like a video game, Rosetta Stone’s dynamic immersion techniques main-
tain engagement and rate of information absorption through motivational
mechanics. Players are awarded a score and earn points for each completed
activity and exercise. The program constantly rearranges the way questions
are asked, forcing the player into new and more flexible cognitive models, in
the same way a video game or TRPG might present variations on a challenge
to test how far the player’s  problem- solving skills have developed. Rosetta
Stone’s primary weakness is a lack of a social element. Its reactivity, while
impressive for a program, is nonetheless limited, and so the language becomes
a stagnant artifact rather than a living, changing, participatory activity. By
placing students in a live context with each other as opposed to a digital one,
TRPGs allow for stronger social relationships than their digital counterparts.

Gamification
In fact, many of the strides in modern language learning technology

have not been on the technological front, but rather in the fields of psychology
and pedagogy. In her recent demonstration of a new method for learning
Chinese, ShaoLan Hsueh explains how the inclusion of a narrative context
into the learning process can enhance retention of the meaning behind Chi-
nese ideograms. As with Rosetta Stone, efficiency is the appeal of Hsueh’s
method; efficiency which relies upon exploring the context of each ideogram.
Hsueh argues that the context of the symbols—their history, evolution, and
the narrative they tell—helps the learner make connections and recognize
patterns.2 This sort of comprehensive understanding is what games promote.
The effectiveness of this method relies not on new technology, but on a better
understanding of how information can be presented in a way that makes it
easier to retain.

Websites like Khan Academy utilize  game- like features of reward and
reinforcement to make lectures more engaging. Players get to monitor their
progress across various subjects in much the same way they might watch a
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character in a game gain skill and experience. Additionally, they can compare
their progress with that of other players, and participate in learning commu-
nities built around each course and each tier of progress. Educators have for
some time noticed that their students’ attention lies in the fantasy realms of
massively multiplayer games like World of Warcraft, in the  screen- tapping
frenzy of a Facebook or mobile game, or in the more familiar camaraderie
of sports.3 Learning programs bind players into communities of fun, which
promote both the game itself and the learning that takes place. TRPGs take
this same idea of a “community of fun” and make it immediate and personal.

The central idea of gamification is that the same elements that keep
players playing are not unique to games but rather can be adopted as moti-
vational features into other formats, such as employee training programs,
crowdsourced research, and the classroom. Good gamification requires an
understanding that learning is something that is always happening within
any activity, “rather than a discrete activity that happens when other activities
do not.”4 Raph Koster, in attempting to pin down the concept of “fun,” finds
that the cognitive process of learning may very well be the most fun activity
of which humans are capable.5

Gamification in the classroom is quickly finding traction among edu-
cators who struggle to engage students. In his text on the use of  role- playing
in higher education, Minds on Fire, Mark Carnes paints a picture of a gen-
eration of students who are easily discouraged, distracted, or otherwise
unmotivated by the currently reigning modes of pedagogy. Gamification, if
properly used, could change the way we think about learning in a fundamen-
tal way.6 TRPGs come with none of the interpersonal alienation or cognitive
disconnection that can be symptomatic of digital games. Thus, they give us
the best of both the digital and  real- world learning environments, and may
be our best resource for harnessing this engagement power in a productive
way.

Beyond Gamification
Many authors, researchers, and game designers are tackling the major

questions of gamification: namely, how effective is it as a pedagogical method,
how practical is it as an academic assessor, and what the pitfalls are. A heavy
reliance on technology can make gamification techniques expensive and
unwieldy, and often lead to a tendency to simply tack on a “score” to any dig-
ital exercise and call it a game. Karl Kapp, an expert on educational gamifi-
cation, points out that games are more complex and nuanced than a system
of awarding points.7 In Reality Is Broken, Jane McGonigal defines a game by
four universal traits: a goal, rules, a feedback system, and voluntary partici-
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pation.8 In Rules of Play, Eric Zimmerman and Katie Salen define games as
“a system in which players engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules,
that results in a quantified outcome.”9 According to these definitions, tech-
nology is hardly the prerequisite for creating an effective, engaging game.
TRPGs are a perfect example of an inexpensive,  technology- light game that
can be implemented at almost any place or time.

In addition to bringing the same advantages to the classroom as digital
or otherwise  high- maintenance games, TRPGs bring their own unique fea-
tures as well.  Role- playing, as the foremost of these features, presents several
beneficial traits. Van Ments describes  role- playing as follows:

one particular type of simulation that focuses attention on the interaction of
people with one another. It emphasises the functions performed by different
people under various circumstances. The idea of  role- play, in its simplest form,
is that of asking someone to imagine that they are either themselves or another
person in a particular situation. They are then asked to behave exactly as they
feel that person would. As a result of doing this they, or the rest of the class, or
both, will learn something about the person and/or situation. In essence, each
player acts as part of the social environment of the others and provides a frame-
work in which they can test out their repertoire of behaviours or study the inter-
acting behaviour of the group.10

These elements of  role- play—focusing attention on interaction, putting stu-
dents into unexpected situations, and providing a framework for testing—
are ideally suited for the language classroom. They encourage students to look
at the contexts in which language is used, and to feel comfortable experiment -
ing with these contexts in order to watch how the language governing the
scene changes. When a player’s character wants to know whether a monster
“was in the room ahead” or “is in the room ahead,” an understanding of tense
becomes immediately relevant and valuable. As good  role- playing and
 decision- making is continually rewarded  in- game by the mechanics of play,
the skills and means to communicate and understand these decisions becomes
increasingly valuable to the student.

Role-playing exercises have appeared in one form or another as a con-
sistent feature of  language- learning classes. As a method, it follows from the
interactional theory of language, which Jack Richard and Theodore Rodgers
describe as the view of “language as a vehicle for the realization of interper-
sonal relations and for the performance of social transactions between indi-
viduals… . Language teaching content, according to this view, may be specified
and organized by patterns of exchange and interaction or may be left unspec-
ified, to be shaped by the inclinations of learners as interactors.”11  Role- playing
gives participants the ability to interact with a situation in a way that they
see fit, to find their own voice in the language they are learning. However,
the simulated context of the interaction applies constraints that the players
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must operate within and respect. These constraints create the challenges of
the  role- playing exercise. Jones explains that “in order for a simulation to
occur the participants must accept the duties and responsibilities of their
roles and functions, and do the best they can in the situation in which they
find themselves.”12 The participant cannot complete the  role- playing simula-
tion without creatively engaging their role in the game.

History of  Role- Playing Games in Education
The concept of games as a learning tool is nothing revolutionary. As

early as 1811, military games (called Kriegsspiel) were used by the Prussian
and German militaries to instruct officers in battlefield tactics and strategy.
These games were originally published under the title Instructions for the
Representation of Tactical Maneuvers under the Guise of a Wargame, a descrip-
tor that clearly argues for the seriousness of the game and its emphasis on
pedagogy. The success of Prussia in the  Austro- Prussian War led to wide-
spread adoption of wargaming as a training tool by the French, British, Italian,
Austrian, Russian, Japanese, and eventually American militaries. Today, mil-
itary simulations are still utilized by  modern- day armed forces, notably in
the U.S. Navy’s use of the wargame Harpoon.13

Not only do these military wargames provide early evidence of learning
through game simulation, they also are the progenitors of the TRPG. As var-
ious Kriegsspielen gave rise to more and increasingly complex wargames, they
gradually made their way into the world of mainstream recreation. In the
1970s, these games were modified by hobbyists like Gary Gygax and Dave
Arneson to accommodate gameplay centered on the actions of individual
characters rather than entire armies and battalions. As additional elements
began to find their way into the game—the concept of a continuous story,
driven by interactions between characters (both player- and  non- player–
controlled) with personalities, hopes, flaws, and ideals, within a consistent
setting—the simulation began to leave the exclusive domain of war and
became capable of creating a wide variety of alternative situations and chal-
lenges. Soon TRPGs became less like simulations of combat and more like
simulations of life.

This transition marks the point where TRPGs moved beyond their roots
in strategic and mechanical game elements, and began to take on aspects of
social simulation. In a TRPG, players are tasked with entering into the role
of their character, typically with a set of rules governing the character’s strengths,
skillsets, powers, and possessions. Immersing themselves in the game, the
players must act and make decisions based on their characters’ beliefs and
observations. This immersion, or “role-playing,” is now considered such a
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fundamental part of these games that it has become the defining feature of
the genre.

As already noted, gamification (in the myriad forms this term may cover)
is finding its way into education in new and unexpected ways. Nicola Whitton
says that “a  games- based approach to learning is being used across diverse
curricular areas … and in a variety of educational settings in  pre- school, all
stages of formal education, and workplace and informal learning, but studies
with  school- age children and college students dominate… . The majority of
games are either educational games developed  in- house for the study, or  non-
educational  off- the-shelf games.”14 Several examples of these  educationally-
oriented TRPGs can be found later in this essay.

Paul Cardwell’s “Role-Playing Games and the Gifted Student” lists the
learning skills that are directly developed when students become involved
with TRPGs. This extensive list includes (but is not limited to) the following
skill categories: Following Directions, Vocabulary, Research, Independent/
Self-Directed Study, Planning, Choice/Decision Making, Mental Exercise,
Evaluation, Cooperation/Interaction, Creativity/Imagination, Leadership,
Problem Solving, Critical Thinking, Predicting Consequences, Figural/Spatial
Reasoning, Taking Other Points of View, Asking Questions, Ethics, Prioritiz -
ing, Interrelated Learning, and Continuity of Learning.15 There is also evi-
dence to suggest that  role- playing methods facilitate attitude change, increase
 self- concept, and produce behavioral change.16 I will be looking at four broad
categories that apply to the synthesis of language learning and TRPGs: Learn-
ing Context, Learning Environment, Creating Agency, and Emotional Engage -
ment.

Creating Learning Context
John Seely Brown, Allan Collins, and Paul Duguid established the idea

of situated cognition, or learning through the context in which information
is provided. Situated cognition argues that the best learning occurs within
the context of a larger, interrelated system, and is a crucial model to under-
standing how games can teach. Nicola Whitton states that

the theory of situated cognition supports the argument that learning needs to be
placed in a meaningful context, making the case that knowledge cannot be
something that stands apart from context, but that it is a product of the environ-
ment and culture in which it was created and applied … learning, rather than
being about the memorization of facts, is about enculturation into a domain,
taking part in what Brown and his colleagues call “authentic activities.”17

One can find an example of such “authentic activities” in the game Foldit,
which invites players to participate in the advancement of the biological sci-
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ences by altering and redesigning proteins.18 Players get the authentic expe-
rience of scientific  problem- solving, as well as the knowledge that their work
is contributing to the scientific community. In effect, they have immersed
themselves in a culture that normally would require years of research to begin
making meaningful contributions. Situated cognition suggests that this sort
of “learning by doing” is a better route to comprehensive understanding than
the “learn, then do” attitude that requires expertise prior to participation.
Games like Foldit are not only advancing research by harnessing the power
of hundreds of amateur scientists, but may be training the next generation
of experts as well.

This sort of active participatory learning is key to a TRPG. From the
moment a player sits down to play—even before they completely understand
the rules—they are invited to participate and act upon the contextual space
of the game. This participation then teaches them more about the contextual
space, the rules and limitations of play, and the group’s particular culture of
participation. Thus, the immersion required by a TRPG is uniquely suited to
create moments of “enculturation” like those described by Whitton.19

Games in general can be designed to generate a variety of learning con-
texts, defined by the game’s rules and presented as a combination of restric-
tions, effects, and consequences. With mechanics like these, even advanced
topics like morality and philosophy can be taught by a game. The Modern
Pro metheus educational design project, a computer program that attempted
to teach ethics and decision making, used intentionality, legitimacy, and con-
sequentiality as the key criteria for designing a context for students to learn
the gravity of complex moral  decision- making.20 The designers argued that
if a game could realistically convey its fictional context, then the same learn-
ing could take place within the player that would occur as a result of  real-
world  decision- making.

The consequences within the structure of a TRPG establish a context
that gives value to the skills necessary to complete the game. Players are
placed into the role of an individual whose success depends on their ability
to master these skills, often in quite dramatic ways. In a  mystery- themed
TRPG, a player must learn how to obtain clues; in a  dungeon- exploring game,
players might be asked to manage resources and find locations for safe camp-
ing and recovery. By adopting these contexts, “the learner appreciates both
the immediate situation and the underlying content as having value in both
the fictional and real worlds.”21 The game becomes a laboratory in which the
efficacy of the very skills that the instructor is attempting to teach are ques-
tioned and tested, and their value (or lack thereof) made apparent. “Learning
in such dynamic environments becomes a way of seeing the world or of being
in the world,” rather than a list of rote,  context- less factoids.22 Best of all, this
level of active participation often encourages negotiation between the player
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and the game master, as the player seeks to justify the effectiveness of their
methodology. While the game master typically has the final word in these
negotiations—a responsibility not to be taken lightly—the result is often a
productive discussion, with the player being personally invested in learning
the information that led to a particular outcome.

The designers of Modern Prometheus believe that “contextualization
should involve more than seeing a concept or even a context of use; it requires
a projective stance that involves being in the context and recognizing the
value of the tools in terms of the context.”23 TRPGs accomplish this “being in
the context” by posing scenarios that must be solved using a dynamic approach.
Cycles of prediction, observation, and refinement are a core mechanic of the
gameplay processes, cycles that are the building blocks of situated cognition
learning. In TRPGs, “prediction and (self) explanation exist throughout game
play, framed as internal responses to moments of choice”—the sort of “periph-
eral learning” upon which gamification theory is founded.

TRPGs have the additional advantage over a videogame in that the game
master, like an instructor, is present and attentive to the immediate needs of
the student. The game master not only fills in the gaps and explains difficult
concepts, but provides constant input to maintain the game’s progression. In
order to understand and react to the scenario, a player’s choices must be pre-
ceded by  information- gathering—that is, right action first requires asking
the right questions. Thus, TRPGs create contexts that “can be structured or
queued in a manner that the students are more likely to view their goals in
an epistemological manner, encouraging pursuit of explanatory coherence.”24

Players in TRPGs come to recognize that there is no one single solution to
any situation; their creativity may exceed the expectations of the game master
or even the game designer. Players learn that they have free reign to approach
a problem from their own direction, so long as they remain consistent with
the rules and the context of the game.

Context is a primary method of  language- acquisition. Languages, like
games, must be understood as a holistic totality: just as rules must be learned
via their relationships to each other, so must every word and punctuation
mark be explained by its relationship with other words and symbols. In Rules
of Play, the parallels between languages and games are clearly laid out:

In language … we refer to structure as grammar. The grammatical rules of a
sentence create a structure that describes how words can and cannot be
sequenced. We might refer to these rules as invisible structure, as we are not
always aware that they are there. In games, this concept of grammar takes the
form of game rules, which create a structure for the game, describing how all of
the elements of the game interact with one another. Structure (in language or
games) operates much like context, and participates in the  meaning- making
process. By ordering the elements of a system in very particular ways, structure
works to create meaning.25
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This reliance on interconnected structure, a feature of both games and lan-
guages alike, makes  language- learning through context an effective method.
Games introduce and reinforce a cognitive practice that will enable the stu-
dent to continue the learning process both in and out of the classroom.

When students are allowed to run free in a creative learning context like
a TRPG, it can be difficult to predict exactly what learning takes place. Salen
and Zimmerman explain that games account for the element of emergence,
or unexpected learning that emerges organically from interaction between
the learning and the learning process: “Emergence is a crucial facet of under-
standing how the system of a game becomes meaningful for other players… .
In the case of language, for example, we cannot describe every statement that
might be uttered in a language even though we might know all the words in
that language along with the rules of grammar that organize them.”26 A TRPG
would allow for recognition of the multiplicity of possibilities that can arise
in language. This development of a cognitive practice of generating constant
emergence, a practice that is shared by the game’s other participants, in turn
creates a unique and productive learning space.

Nicola Whitton’s research also emphasizes the importance of varied con-
texts to facilitate this transfer of  in- game learning into  out- of-game contexts.
Transfer is, of course, a primary concern when discussing gamification; is
the connection to  real- world application being made? Finding that “as players
experience more contexts within games they are increasingly able to gener-
alize what they have learned from them,” Whitton concluded that a learning
game should offer a variety of learning contexts, not just a single one.27 The
advantage of tabletop games is the ability to provide limitless contexts for  in-
game  problem- solving, without the difficulty of creating an entirely new
game. Furthermore, the context of the learning in a TRPG—sitting around a
table, face to face with peers—is a context that transfers easily to daily and
comfortable use of a language.

Creating Learning Environment
TRPGs are  language- based communications games, and as such can

impact the development of socialization skills. This can assist in creating a
cohesive and effective learning space for language, where students can “work-
shop” their verbal and written interactions. The structure of the game itself
means that “much of the game depends on a common perception of the infor-
mation presented to the players by the [Game Master],”28 information that is
presented in both a narrative and  question- and-answer format. Interpersonal
negotiation, collaboration, and teamwork have become fundamental elements
of social TRPGs. One of the  Chinese- speaking ESL students in a  TRPG- based
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class run by Brian Phillips reported that “the games we love have a certain
amount of diplomatic negotiation going on. A player tries to influence the
outcome of the game by interacting with other players.”29 Phillip’s class showed
that TRPGs, in addition to an understanding of their content, also encourage
development of skills such as leadership, interpersonal  problem- solving, and
group survival and success.

James Gee and Elisabeth Hayes refer to the “communities of practice”
that these games engender as affinity spaces. Affinity spaces, they argue, create
ways and patterns of learning within themselves. Effective affinity spaces
require “a common endeavor” for which students “have a passion,” in which
participants may produce content, which is transformed by interaction with
the community. Like a classroom, these affinity spaces are fluid and living
entities, and each is unique. Different and complementary routes of partic-
ipation and status may be achieved, and even the leader of the group is a
resource rather than an almighty “boss” in much the same way an instructor
might be used as a resource. Affinity spaces that promote individual proac-
tivity in the learning process without excluding the possibility for help show
greater success in becoming thriving communities. Everyone is both player
and audience.30 These guidelines also describe almost verbatim the features
that make TRPGs engaging cooperative activities.

TRPGs strike a balance between granting players almost infinite freedom
of action, while simultaneously presenting a finite obstacle for them to over-
come. This shared goal immediately unifies the  play- community, which is
advantageous toward their combined learning. David Shaffer points out that
“theories of learning as participation by individuals in larger practices suggest
that individuals learn by becoming members of a community, being mentored
to do more tasks in different contexts within which the community oper-
ates.”31 One can see new players in a TRPG following the guidance of veterans,
specifically noting what questions the experienced players ask, and how they
engage the challenge. Language, like the rules of a game, is learned through
interactions within a community. For example, Debra Nestel shows how  role-
playing exercises have been used to help biomedical students develop better
communication skills. Students who underwent these exercises appreciated
that  role- playing gave them “opportunities for observation, rehearsal and dis-
cussion, realistic roles and alignment of roles with other aspects of the cur-
riculum.”32 The  role- playing simulation allowed the students to experience
the same model of social community that they would face in their careers.
Shaffer notes that a game system similarly “consists of arenas in which par-
ticular kinds of discourse are likely to recur.”33 Biomedical students were
given the opportunity to practice this discourse in a smaller arena, and
claimed to have gained benefits that could be carried on to their careers.

Nestel’s results showed that realism was a crucial aspect of effective
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learning through  role- playing for the biomedical students. It may seem that
the fantastic and/or unrealistic settings of most TRPGs (as opposed to Nestel’s
exercises, which were “set” in the real world) would disrupt the creation of
real ism. However, the realism of TRPG settings relies primarily on the con-
sistency of its own internal logic, rather than on its relation to the daily life
of the player. Daniel Dayan’s work with the sociology behind TRPGs reveals
that “the fictional background or universe must be relatively convincing and
may call for some amount of historical validity, but it is defined less in terms
of historical realism than by the consistency of its imagined features.”34 Com-
mitting to the game’s internal logic allows players to commit to the environ-
ment and gain the benefits of interacting within it.

Creating Agency
The narrativity, interactivity, and novelty of a TRPG serves to augment

the sense of wonder and curiosity that the game elicits—most are, after all,
designed primarily with entertainment in mind. However, Patricia Muggle-
stone argues that this type of curiosity is the “primary motive relevant to
every  teaching- learning situation, whatever the status of the target language,
whatever type of course is being followed, whatever the learner’s nationality,
age, and level of language proficiency, whether he is a volunteer or conscript
learner.”35 She found that “projects appeal to the curiosity motive if their con-
tent is interesting to the learner and if the learner is allowed to develop the
project in his own way.”36 A TRPG allows an instructor to adapt a system of
learning mechanics into almost any story, generating content tailored to the
interests of the students, while simultaneously providing them with the means
and inclination to pursue their own method of interaction with this content.

Student interaction in the classroom has long been touted as a desirable
goal, yet educators have disagreed on implementation. Few of these methods
can reliably tap into the enthusiasm of the students in the way a TRPG can,
and thus only draw a  surface- level of participation without deeper learning
taking place. Two examples of exercises that come close include scripted dia-
logues and their more  free- form counterparts,  role- playing exercises. Research
shows that the latter, being most similar to the TRPG model, is the more effec-
tive method and hints at the benefits of utilizing more detailed game systems
in the classroom.

While the scripted dialogue is an exercise in memorization, preparation,
and careful enunciation, the  role- playing exercise relies on spontaneous activ-
ity, active engagement, and a willingness to make mistakes. Olle Linge, pub-
lisher of the  language- learning website “Hacking Chinese,” attests to the
superi ority of  role- playing over scripted dialogue, arguing that this creativity
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encourages players to prepare for situations and utilize language in ways that
go beyond the  day- to-day norm, increasing both the range of their language
skills and the scope of their confidence.37 Robert J. Di Pietro presents a vari-
ation of this exercise in which the  role- playing scenario is not necessarily a
linear story. These  open- ended scenarios do not immediately present the stu-
dents with all available data. Instead, as with a true TRPG, the participants
must interact with the scenario further in order to learn how to solve it.38

Placing the direction of the language lesson into the hands of the student
builds a sense of agency. This agency serves as an effective means of pacing
the presentation of information and assessing performance. A player can
only progress on to the next stage of the game if they truly understand the
previous sections they have completed; Gee and Hayes note, “Wittgenstein
said that we know whether someone knows something if they know ‘how to
go on’ in a course of action.”39 Learning scientist Dan Schwartz reveals that
individual choices are an effective assessor of one’s understanding of a topic.
“When this focus on discovering and making good choices lessens, affinity
spaces deteriorate. They may become sites devoted more to socialization or
popularity, and fights arise over status, belonging, and how to behave.”40

TRPGs are driven primarily by the decisions of the players; as such, every
decision is already being scrutinized and assessed by not only the game mas-
ter, but the other players, for its validity as a means of progression through
the game’s challenge.

For Gillian Ladousse, TRPGs fall into the “category of language learning
techniques sometimes referred to as low input—high output … the  teacher-
centered presentation phase of the lesson is very short.”41 Di Pietro emphasizes
that, despite the evidence that this sort of exercise may put a greater burden
upon the instructor’s workload, much of the creative work—designing the
scenarios and the consequences for player actions—can be handled by the
students, who may actually be best served by doing so.42

Perhaps the best argument for including agency in language lessons is
to prepare students to speak with their own voice. Gee and Hayes say that
“all games treat players as designers” in the way they are given permission to
manipulate and work around new possibilities within the rules.43 In that
sense, all languages treat their users as linguists as well—the rules of grammar
dictate how, but not what, to speak and write. A  language- learner has a
responsibility for the manner in which they use their new language, and
games give an opportunity to practice that responsibility.

Emotional Engagement
Watching a TRPG in action, it is clear that this agency opens the door

for emotional investment on the part of the players. After using TRPG ele-
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ments to construct survival adventure discussion games in his French Con-
versation class, William H. Bryant said, “One thing for certain, however, is
that, used properly, these kinds of activities are usually very effective in engen-
dering a lot of animated conversation and communication on the part of the
students. The main reason for this is that the hypothetical situation presented
… is … ‘emotionally charged.’”44 Engagement on this level can be a powerful
motivational force for learning.

The diversity and customizability of TRPGs makes them excellent gen-
erators of engagement for a wide audience of students. Brian Phillips discusses
how TRPGs can cover a vast range of story genres and game types, citing
examples from genres such as fantasy, space adventure, spies, detectives, hor-
ror, superhero, time travel, and westerns.45 Creators of TRPGs have proven
again and again that there is almost no genre or narrative that these games
cannot recreate. Their modularity and ability to adapt to player tastes is no
small part of their appeal. It also makes them more effective as teaching tools:
Scott Orr’s work with Czech students who were interested in American cul-
ture inspired him to forgo the typical fantasy setting he had intended to utilize
and instead adapted his exercise to take place in modern day America. Phillips
argues that Orr’s project “was very successful not only because it was a tool
for learning English, or just a game, but because the students were able to
 role- play being members of a culture they were interested in.”46 Ken Rolston
had a similar experience using the very simple Ghostbusters RPG by West
End Games, which he used to great effect with his students in Taiwan, who
proved to be avid fans of the films around which the game had been designed.

Of course, the perceived subversiveness of these games as educational
tools when compared to traditional pedagogical methods is surely no small
part of their appeal. Educational game designers note that “at some level, the
power of these play spaces is that participation is  interest- driven and not a
mandatory activity imposed on the player … in fact, play itself is a transgres-
sive behavior, where players take on roles that are unavailable or inappropriate
in their real lives.”47 Care must be taken that this transgressive element is not
lost in the transition into the classroom.

Educational TRPGs: Do, Happy Birthday Robot,
Magicians and Reacting Classes

Despite their educational origins and abundant pedagogical advantages,
the novelty and unconventionality of TRPGs has prevented them from being
applied or studied in widespread educational contexts. However, the work of
several innovators illustrates what a truly educational TRPG might look like,
as well as how TRPGs might be included into the ESL classroom.
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Do: A Writing and Vocabulary TRPG
Do: Pilgrims of the Flying Temple was recently published as an independ-

ent TRPG by game designer Daniel Solis. What sets Do apart from other
TRPGs is its use of language as its core mechanic. While many TRPGs use
 dice- rolling as a means of advancing the story and progressing through the
game, Do disregards chance entirely and instead makes the effective use of
words and writing the primary driving mechanic.

In Do, players (the game is recommended for 3–5 children aged 12 and
up) take on the role of  well- meaning, troubleshooting monks who must read
prepared “letters” written and mailed by the many individuals in need of
their help. These letters (the game includes several examples of varying diffi-
culty, and fans of the game have begun posting their own creations online)
each include a list of keywords at the bottom, chosen from the content of the
letter. These keywords must not only be understood properly in the context
of the letter, but must be utilized correctly by the players over the course of
their own writing. On their turn, players have the opportunity to write short
sentences describing what happens to their character in the course of attempt-
ing to complete his or her mission. Meanwhile, the other players take on the
role of “troublemakers,” writing sentences that creatively throw new problems
and circumstances into the active player’s path. Essentially, these trouble-
makers serve as mischievous plot devices to enhance the game’s dramatic
tension. However, the conditions to win the game and achieve the best pos-
sible ending for your monk requires that these descriptive sentences—both
those of the players and those of the troublemakers—must make use of the
available keywords.

A feature of TRPGs that Do usefully demonstrates is how the game nat-
urally scales in difficulty; as the story progresses and grows more intricate
and engaging, the number of available keywords gradually dwindles, forcing
the players to think creatively and use words with which they are less comfort -
able. This enables a state of play that game designers call “flow,” a crucial ele-
ment in harnessing the educational power of games. Flow is achieved when
every activity the player engages in is at the very edge of their capabilities.
The engaging elements of a TRPG like Do—the ability to guide and interact
with the developing story—are made further engaging by the rising difficulty
of the keyword list, which challenges players with limitations while still giving
them full creative agency as to how the words are used.48

Happy Birthday Robot: A  Sentence- Building Game
This same sense of flow is created in a second of Daniel Solis’ games,

Happy Birthday Robot. Aimed at slightly younger audiences (3–5 players aged
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10 and up), Happy Birthday Robot asks players to narrate the adventures of
a friendly robot while adhering to strict rules regarding how many words
can be used on their turn. This provides players with the challenge of con-
structing meaningful, complete sentences, sometimes cooperatively, often in
novel and unexpected ways. The rules of the game are structured in such a
way that the sentences inevitably must grow longer and more complex; how-
ever, this degree of increasing complexity advances in direct proportion to
the success the player has already achieved. This  built- in balance ensures
that the player is always kept at a perfect level of flow, where learning can
most efficiently occur.

Happy Birthday Robot shows how a goal as simple as “write a sentence”
can be turned into an experimental workshop for a student to creatively learn.
TRPGs are uniquely suited for creating these contexts, placing players in imag-
inary circumstances, such as that of a  problem- solving monk or an atten dee
at a birthday party. At the same time, by remaining a game, players do not
feel the same pressure that they might in a  real- world situation where their
language skills are under scrutiny. Rather, the pressure is manifested within
the context of the role the player adopts. Players experience the pressure
 second- hand through their character, thus preparing themselves through
practice for the pressures of communicating in their secondary language.49

Magicians: The Language Learning TRPG
Magicians by Kyle Simons is a TRPG built for the express purpose of

teaching young learners (the game is designed for all ages) the Korean lan-
guage. Taking on the role of young wizards in a Harry-Potter–like fantasy
setting steeped in Korean mythology, players must defeat foes and over come
challenges using their fledgling magical skills. As in the case of Do and Happy
Birthday Robot, the educational method is built into the mechanics of the
game. Players must properly pronounce and arrange the words of the “lan-
guage of magic” in order to successfully cast their repertoire of magic spells.
The language is, of course, Korean, and the “magic words” amount to descrip-
tions of the effect that the player wishes to create—keywords and short sen-
tences that the player will then learn to associate with particular spells and
actions within the game. In order to assess the player’s level of expertise, the
game utilizes convenient smartphone apps that use microphone and voice
analysis software to assign a score to the player’s mastery of pronunciation,
grammar, and syntax of a given word or phrase. This score is then reflected
by the efficacy (or lack thereof) of the spell within the game world.50

Magicians represents a great example of how a TRPG can create a fun
and safe learning environment for students. By assigning the speaking of a
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secondary language as the primary game mechanic, students cannot progress
beyond their skill level except by choice. Their ability to advance the story
and manipulate the game world is directly proportional to their mastery of
speaking skills. Yet, as a game, Magicians keeps players engaged and interested
in mastering the skills necessary to progress, without feeling that they are
being judged or criticized. The game’s setting is familiar enough as a premise,
yet also draws heavily from Korean culture, allowing students to learn about
the context of the language even as they learn it. In terms of establishing
effective educational context, Magicians represents one of the best examples
in the TRPG industry.

Magicians also highlights how materially inexpensive these games can
be. By requiring an app or other  voice- analysis device, Magicians actually
repre sents a relatively  resource- heavy TRPG—most require little more than
pencils, paper, and a handful of dice. This allows TRPGs to be less costly,
easier to implement, and vastly more flexible than other digital or electronic
tools presented by the gamification community. The modularity of these
games is perhaps their best feature for use in the classroom: with some work
by the game master, the rules from different systems can be  cherry- picked,
updated, modified, and omitted to suit the educator’s needs. Most of the
examples being presented here underwent several rounds of beta testing and
continue to be tweaked as necessary. Even now, game developers and edu-
cators who have found Magicians to be a useful tool already have projects
underway to  reverse- engineer and adapt the game system to accommodate
other languages, such as Japanese, Chinese, and English. And, because these
games are so simple and  resource- light, these projects require very little in
the way of development. Most of the work required is no more complex than
what a teacher would put into an ordinary lesson plan.

Reacting Classes,  Role- Playing History

In Minds on Fire, Mark C. Carnes details the numerous successes that
he and his colleagues have experienced running  role- playing scenarios in the
 higher- education classroom. Carnes is a professor, pioneer, and advocate of
“Reacting to the Past,” a program of classes that places students into the roles
of individuals who lived during moments of historical importance. For the
duration of the game, which typically lasts a third of the semester, students
 role- play as these historical figures, covering events as diverse as the fall of
the Thirty Tyrants of Athens in 403 b.c., to the 1945 conflicts of independent
India, to the trial of Galileo.

Carnes reports unforeseen success in engaging students’ hearts and
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minds with his Reacting methodology. “Reacting faculty report unprece-
dented levels of student attendance, engagement, and participation,” he claims,
explaining how the classes demand a level of commitment from students that
many classes simply don’t require. This commitment can make or break the
success of the class as a whole. “Role-immersion pedagogy has by no means
solved all of its challenges,” he tells us, “but while traditional pedagogies have
evolved in ways that accommodate student disengagement, Reacting classes
cannot.” He argues that this is a refreshing change from college courses that
allow students to coast by with minimal engagement, minimal effort, and
minimal learning.51

Carnes cites that Queens College CUNY and its faculty “have struggled
for years to promote discussion in classes with so many non–English speak-
ers.” He notes the results found by professors Ann Davison and Susan Lantz
Goldhaber, suggesting great potential for Reacting classes to generate lin-
guistic confidence. “As students focused on persuading peers, their inhibitions
evaporated… . Davison and Goldhaber had tried many approaches to teaching
English skills but with this arrangement (and Reacting) the results were ‘fab-
ulous.’”52 Students who participate in these  role- playing exercises come away
with a new idea of what they can accomplish as learners in life. Carnes reports
that “after taking Reacting, statistically significant numbers of students at
three colleges were more likely to agree that you can improve your intelligence
and that an old dog can learn new tricks.”53 This suggests that the classes
changed how many students viewed themselves and their language capabil-
ities. This has a demonstrable impact on language learning:

Barbara Gombach of the Carnegie Corporation found positive examples of the
Reacting program’s success while observing a Korean student participating in
the New York and the American Revolution scenario. Carnes reports that while
others plunged into a debate on whether New York should join the radicals in
Philadelphia or remain loyal to the Crown, the Korean student was animated but
edgy. He stepped forward, obviously intent on speaking, but the words failed to
come and he stepped back. The debate swirled elsewhere. After a few minutes,
he again stepped forward … but again he faltered. On his third try, his agitation
was visible. Then, as the hubbub mounted, he opened his mouth and nearly
shouted. The English words tumbled out with such fluency that he seemed star-
tled by them … then the student smiled. “He was no longer a frustrated specta-
tor: he was in the game,” Gombach recalled.54

The success of Reacting classes is attributed to their ability to exemplify
Lev Vygotsky’s “Zone of Proximal Development.” Carnes describes the zone
as “an educational ideal that helps students lose their shyness and ‘linguistic
 self- consciousness.’” Gombach, who herself struggled with a second language,
recognized in that relieved Korean student the “mysterious moment when
the brain shifts from translating conscious thoughts from one language to
another and instead expresses itself in the new language.”55
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Conclusion

As TRPGs struggle to gain a foothold in the classroom, many educators
have begun implementing them in the form of  after- school programs. My
own experiences using  TRPG- based  after- school programs in St. Gabriel’s
College in Bangkok and Colegio San Marcos in Chile were refreshing and
exciting for the majority of students. Today, a similar environment of collab-
oration and passionate learning is present in  after- school programs like those
run by the Brooklyn Strategist, a “community-based, interactive board- and
 card- game center, café and social club.”56 The Strategist operates several  game-
based  after- school programs, including programs oriented toward ancient
strategy games, word games, and TRPGs. Game experts like Lance Paio and
Arlin Mae ensure that a curriculum of learning and engagement supplements
the fun that draws larger and larger crowds from local schools to establish-
ments like the Strategist.

Game-based learning is gaining traction as an effective tool within many
contexts. TRPGs present clear advantages as a pedagogical method, and the
 language- learning classroom is an ideal context for testing effective uses of
this method. Acceptance of TRPGs in the  language- learning classroom will
require a more widespread acknowledgement of both TRPGs and games in
general as educationally effective tools. Primarily, however, it will require an
evolution in our thinking of education and engagement as a whole, and recog-
nition that “learning, even when occurring within a video game, is simulta-
neously a deeply individual and thoroughly cultural affair.”57 Only then can
we create effective learning contexts and environments for our students, both
within and outside of the classroom.
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“Do you want 
to be Dr. Frankenstein 

or Edna Pontellier?”
How Getting into Character 
Enhances Literary Studies

Jonathan M. Bradley

Introduction
“I thought he was interesting.” Instructors of survey literature courses

mostly aimed at  non- majors will recognize this response all too well. It often
comes up when students are questioned about their impressions of a given
character from a work of literature. At times getting more than this bland
 nothing- statement from students concerning some of the most complex char-
acters ever imagined can be harder than getting them to read the text in the
first place. Among the multitude of elements teachers want students to ana-
lyze, such as setting, symbolism, language use, etc., none is, in this author’s
opinion, more important than characterization. Studying characterization
builds empathy and gives students a broader sense of the human experience
that can be difficult to obtain through other means, and both of these lessons
are tied closely with two typically desired learning outcomes: that students
gain a greater understanding of the people and culture that produced a text
and that students develop a sense of themselves as readers and active partic-
ipants in the texts. However, many students often have trouble stepping into
the mind of another or viewing the experiences of fictional characters as hav-
ing any impact on themselves. This poses a particularly stark problem for lit-
erature courses, where the ability to empathize with others allows for deeper
understanding of their circumstances and leads to more  well- rounded and
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astute analysis of those characters. In my experience, one of the biggest bar-
riers to students when it comes to writing about literature is why they should
care; students often see the characters in stories as unreal, and even when
students do try to analyze a character, they often view their lives with “what
would I do in their situation” or “what do my values have to say about this
situation” as their guiding questions. Getting students to set themselves aside
is at the heart of writing good analysis, and pushing students to this point is
a task that  role- playing can prove vital to accomplishing. So when I recently
prepared to teach a  sophomore- level literature survey, I decided early on that
finding new ways of getting students to engage with characters would be a
priority. I wanted students to have what Jason Cox refers to as an “interper-
sonal and intrapersonal experience,”1 a chance to learn something not only
about their fellow students, but also about themselves, or at least, a version
of themselves they perhaps did not know existed yet. So I turned to Dungeons
& Dragons (D&D).

I started playing D&D a bit later in life than most who love the game—
I did not start until graduate school—but it immediately grabbed my atten-
tion, both for the personal enjoyment I gained by playing and for what I saw
as its possible pedagogical benefits. However, despite the fact that I knew the
game had a lot of potential in the classroom, I set it aside. Nothing puts stu-
dents off more than a teacher  shoe- horning an assignment into a class to accom -
modate one of his or her own pet pleasures even though it does not work as
an assignment or is not appropriate for the course. I also agree with Jason Cox
who, in “Role-playing Games in Arts, Research and Education,” argues that
“Gam ing in education is not meant as a tonic to make education palatable.
With established cognitive, social and emotional benefits, games often provide
an environment in which students may be willing to take the risks that foster
their ethical, moral and social development.”2 I did not want to use a  role-
playing game (RPG) just because it would be fun; it needed to have a strong
pedagogical purpose. But I knew that if the game did indeed have such poten-
tial, its use in the classroom would become obvious eventually. And when I
started brainstorming ways to get students more engaged with character anal -
ysis, the framework established by D&D proved to be as useful as I had hoped.

D&D requires that players each embody an alternate persona. As a
player, it is often tempting to simply have one’s character do whatever one
might do in that situation, but such characters become predictable and ulti-
mately boring to play. As a form of escapism, the game works best when one
can enter a new frame of mind and leave one’s own behind. This type of
thinking, which requires the ability to process someone else’s motivations,
context, and experiences; synthesize an appropriate response based on these
factors (even though they may differ widely from one’s own); and attempt to
see the response reach some kind of successful conclusion is at the heart of
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empathy. This link between RPGs and empathy is detailed by Cox, who states
that RPGs “facilitate exploring and evoking unfamiliar ideas and emotions,
including an understanding that identity is a shifting and intertextual con-
struct. […] RPGs have the potential to fulfill that promise as few other art
forms do.”3 Likewise, Jennifer Grouling Cover describes this same phenom-
enon in The Creation of Narrative in Tabletop  Role- Playing Games, telling the
story of gamers sneaking off to the bathroom to cry over the circumstances
facing their characters.4 Furthermore, in What Video Games Have to Teach
Us about Learning and Literacy, James Gee goes beyond just connecting games
like RPGs and empathy, instead defining three “selfs” that are created by such
games—virtual self,  real- world self, and projective self. He argues that these
identities all lead to a fuller sense of empathy, and in the case of the projective
self, “the learner comes to know that he or she has the capacity, at some level
to take on the virtual identity as a real world identity.”5 Zach Waggoner builds
on Gee’s work, using the three selfs to do a phenomenological study of video
game players, primarily playing RPGs. He found that the connection between
a player and their character, even among players who wished to “dominate”
the game rather than “experience” it, made the participant “more willing to
consciously take ownership of the connections between their diegetic and
 extra- diegetic actions, decisions, and morals.”6 In addition to this increased
ownership in the actions of another, Waggoner also found that even among
 non- gamers, connections were still created. Despite their claims to the con-
trary, Waggoner found evidence of association and personal stake in moral
decisions between the players and their avatars, suggesting that even resistant
students who might go into a game with no expectation of learning, empathy
and association will still likely take place.7 This outcome is particularly rel-
evant for literature classrooms, where resistant students often take away very
little; in these cases, D&D may just provide some of the most poignant expe-
riences they walk away with.

Despite the evidence that seems to suggest that games in higher educa-
tion are a clear boon to learning, Nicola Whitton’s research in Learning with
Digital Games: A Practical Guide to Engaging Students in Higher Education
suggests that the answer is not so clear cut. In her survey of the literature,
she found ample examples of instructors struggling to get students to engage
with games in the classroom, and in her own research, she learned that fewer
students played games or were interested in playing games than predicted.8

She also learned that fewer students were interested in using gaming for
learning purposes, even among those who were gamers in their free time.
Only 63 percent of students in this group said they expected games to be
motivational for learning, although she does provide reasoning for this out-
come, suggesting that “prior negative experiences with educational games”
and other factors may have contributed to this response.9 However, despite
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this finding, Whitton’s research still led her to take a positive stance on games
in the classroom, so long as they are “thoughtfully designed, with sound ped-
agogic principles at their heart, have very specific and clearly communicated
learning outcomes, and obvious benefits over other methods of learning.”10

These guidelines are valuable for anyone planning to bring RPGs into the
classroom, and the assignment outlined here attempts to fulfill each of Whit-
ton’s principles.

So it became clear that RPGs, particularly the tabletop variety, could be
used as a pedagogical tool to drastically enhance students’ understanding of
characterization in works of classic and modern fiction, and, through exper-
iment in the classroom, other potential approaches using digital tabletop
environments presented themselves.

Using RPGs in the classroom is not a new idea, though. In The Multi-
player Classroom, Lee Sheldon details his alternate reality game that he played
in a college classroom, in which he turns percentage points and grades into
experience points and levels, having the game design course be a game in
itself.11 Many other fields—such as Ecology,12 Astronomy,13 Education,14 Soft-
ware Engineering,15 and International Studies16—have already incorporated
RPG elements into their curricula. Among these fields, the use of RPGs is
often for a very different purpose. Most often, the goal of the game is to give
students job experience without requiring an internship or similar  on- 
the-job training; however, many researchers are finding that students pick
up skills from the game they were not expecting. In the field of English, spe-
cifically the teaching of literature, the published scholarship is thinner, yet
the related field of composition does provide a more prolific body of schol-
arship. One of the earliest studies in the field is Lynn Troyka and Jerold Nudel-
man’s Taking Action: Writing, Reading, Speaking, and Listening through
Simu lation Games, in which they argue that “Simulation-games give you the
opportunity to experience the excitement and challenge of taking action in
a complex world,” and as a result, “you’ll find that communication skills such
as speaking, listening, writing, and reading are a natural part of taking
action.”17 These latter two skills, writing and reading, are just as important
for literature courses as they are for composition. In “Developing and Extend-
ing Gaming Pedagogy: Designing a Course as Game,” Justin Hodgson also
uses RPGs in a digital writing course, though his stance differs some from
the approach taken here; Hodgson argues that a course should be modeled
“explicitly on an actual game […] rather than simply borrowing gaming prin-
ciples ad hoc.”18 While the assignment presented here borrows heavily from
D&D, it does not so closely adhere as Hodgson’s class does to World of War-
craft (his chosen game).

In addition to composition instructors, numerous literature teachers
have written blogs concerning their successes and failures trying to incor-
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porate D&D into the classroom, mostly focusing on a single story, such as
Beowulf, that they turned into a game for students. Armann Halldorsson’s
article “Teaching English through Role Playing Games” focuses on using the
game to teach English, though Halldorsson does emphasize story conflict as
a theme in his course.19 Other authors, such as Gee, mention literature and
its connections to RPGs, though they do not delve into the pedagogy of RPGs
and literature. Finally, some authors have written up their experience with
RPGs in the literature classroom as it applies to a single text, such as Brian
Phillips in his article, “Interactive Pynchon: Teaching Thomas Pynchon’s Cry-
ing of Lot 49 with Roleplaying Games.”20 While numerous approaches to RPGs
in the classroom have been documented, a structure for  literature- based, gen-
erally applicable pedagogy is fairly untouched ground, which is the gap this
research hopes to fill.

The Exam
Using my experience with D&D, I designed a midterm exam for my

survey course that asked students to choose a character from a work we had
read for class and come prepared to “be” that character for a day. My students
were nervous at first, so I had to explain a few conditions. One, students did
not have to dress up, attempt to create accents, or in any other way attempt
to physically mimic their characters. They were free to do so if they wished,
but it was not required and would not affect their grade for better or worse.
Second, students would not be graded on their performance. Their grade
would be based on their response to the exercise in a paper they wrote after
the class period. My goal for asking them to take on these characters was for
them to embody the experience of someone else, particularly someone from
our readings. I encouraged students to reread the works containing their cho-
sen character, and in this second  read- through, pay particular attention to
how the character reacts to both events and other characters. From this evi-
dence, they would need to develop a sense of how their character would likely
react to other scenarios not found in the original story.

Once students chose their characters, each wrote it down for me and
turned it in so that I would have an idea of what to expect. They were aware
that when they came in on the day of the exam, I would present them a sce-
nario that they would have to play out along with their fellow students, all
of whom would also be in character. They were all also told that each person
would have to speak at least once, and in this way I assured that all students
would have an experience to work with for the paper that followed. In essence,
I had recreated a game of D&D for my students, who, after being given  pre-
designed characters, would follow the adventure that I the Dungeon Master
(DM) created for them.
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Despite the fact that the assignment was both inspired and molded by
my experience playing D&D, I purposely chose to avoid referring to the
assign ment with references to D&D or even as an RPG. I did this to avoid
the negative connotations that some students have with the game or genre,
which includes not only the popular media interpretation of D&D as a game
for “nerds” or “outcasts,” a stereotype that seems to be waning, but also with
problems highlighted by Jonathan Mozier et al. in “Simulation and Games:
Overcoming the Barriers to Their Use in Higher Education,” who find that
“some students learning with simulations and games associated them with
‘childish’ activities.”21 While an instructor cannot completely avoid this latter
concern in any course using games as a learning tool, avoiding giving the
students the chance to associate the exercise with any of their preconceived
notions about D&D or RPGs in general seemed likely to help avoid the con-
cern addressed by Mozier et al. Depending on the class that other instructors
are working with, such a decision might not be required in all instances.
While overall I had an overwhelmingly positive reaction to the assignment
from students, even students who were normally reluctant to take part in
class because they did not want to be in a required literature course, I still
had some students who did not like or want to do the assignment. Any
instructor attempting such pedagogy should be ready to receive this push-
back, though for me it was mild and only from a couple of students. In gen-
eral, I had far more requests to do more similar activities in the future than
I had complaints.

On the day of the exam, I brought a voice recorder that was placed in
the center of the room (I later posted the recording to our class learning man -
agement system page so students could consult it while writing the paper).
The scenario I provided was as follows:

In this scenario, a large meteorite is heading toward Earth. It will destroy all life
on the surface of the planet, but luckily, the government has created under-
ground bunkers that should allow human life to continue on this planet. The
problem, however, is that there is only room in the bunkers for a small percent-
age of people. Therefore, a representative has been sent to your community to
find people who can contribute something useful to humanity’s survival. At the
town meeting, you will each be given a chance to justify your inclusion in the
underground bunkers. After each person has had a chance to speak, the floor
will be opened for debate, at which point you may bring up, in turn, any con-
cerns or suggestions for the operation that you may have. After the allotted time,
a decision will be made and the chosen group will be allowed into the bunker.
(See Appendix 1 for the complete assignment sheet).

From this prompt, I experienced one of the most rewarding days I have had
as a teacher, and as my feedback from students revealed, many of them took
“the most enjoyable exam ever.”

For the class, students had read a number of works in different forms
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(novels,  short- stories, poetry, and plays) and from a multitude of different
time periods and locations. So we ended up with an array of characters whose
interaction with one another ended up being entertaining for both the stu-
dents and me. One student playing Stanley from A Streetcar Named Desire
came on aggressively at first, attempting to shut down the value of the other
characters, particularly women, before coming back and apologizing for flying
off the handle. His demeanor followed the character in the book, and the
cycle of abuse and remorse was better articulated by this student’s behavior
than our previous class discussion really ever touched on. Many other stu-
dents played their characters well; however, character overlap was a concern
that I would likely address in the future.

In choosing characters, I had some overlap from students. In some cases,
multiple students choosing the same character worked out very well, and one
pair of students who had chosen the same character, Guy from Edwidge Dan-
ticat’s “A Wall of Fire Rising,” decided to each play a separate side of the char-
acter’s personality, as they agreed the character seemed to exhibit drastic
personality swings. This maneuver alone seemed to help students better com-
prehend just how complex the character was, as two students could play him
very differently yet still seem accurate to the original. But while some students
took advantage of the overlap to create more complex representations, others
used the overlap as an out. I had some students simply echo the sentiments
of other students playing the same character, resulting in less participation
and insight. Moving forward with the assignment, I would require that stu-
dents provide me with their character choices farther in advance and institute
a  first- come-first-served approach to each character to prevent overlap. In
addition to the overlap, some students simply did not always act in accordance
with their character, swinging into a perspective that was drastically anti-
thetical to anything present in the story. Much of this was the product of the
immediacy of debate, and anyone who has played D&D will understand the
frustration of making a choice in the heat of the moment that was not perhaps
the most representative of the character one is trying to play. I had built in
safeguards for such behavior, allowing students to address their mistakes in
the  follow- up essay, but these mistakes had a tendency to trip up other stu-
dents who were not expecting such a response. At other times, the chaos pro-
duced brilliant responses, and while I think the mistakes are something an
instructor attempting a similar assignment should be aware of and look for,
in the end I do not believe one would want try to prevent them, as the inability
to predict other characters is part of the fun of any RPG.

With ten minutes left in class, I ended the debate and provided students
some time to prepare notes. The students had a few days to write the essay,
and I gave them the final minutes of the course to take notes on the events
that had just taken place. This step was vital to the success of the assignment,
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as students explained later that they had desperately needed both their notes
and the recording of the debate to remember all of the evidence they needed
to construct their argument.

Because students were required to critique their own performance,
whether good or bad, using evidence from the text, students still wrote the
kind of essay most English departments expect, and I received no complaints
from students about this particular essay. Some students had stated later in
feedback that they actually enjoyed writing the paper, as it incorporated an
experience of characters in addition to traditional analysis, which helped
solid ify to me that such an approach was more beneficial than traditional
means for getting students engaged with the text. And compared to the papers
I had received in the class and others previously, the papers for this assign-
ment overall showed both better engagement with the text and a better under-
standing of the complexity of any individual character. I also noticed a great
deal more creativity in how they wrote; students seemed more willing to take
risks and write essays outside the traditional structure. At first I was not sure
what to attribute this change to, but the research of  Tsui- shan Chung provided
the answer. Chung found that participants in RPGs, particularly traditional
RPGs (versus computer games), exhibited more creativity on aptitude tests.22

Given this information, it seemed likely that the marked change in style prob-
ably stemmed from students’ experience with the exam and the atmosphere
of play that resulted from it.

Another benefit of the assignment was that even students who had trou-
ble representing their characters in the classroom did a much better job in
the paper. I worried that students who misrepresented characters might not
be able to recognize that they had done so, but all of the students who did
some thing drastically out of character acknowledged this fact in their papers.
This kind of  self- awareness and their accompanying ability to provide evi-
dence for what a character is not both impressed and surprised me, and these
students received similar marks for analysis as the students who were more
accurate in their  role- playing.

In addition to analyzing themselves, students were asked to analyze
some of their fellow students, which meant better engagement with multiple
texts. My biggest concern with asking students to do this was that all the stu-
dents would choose another person who did a poorer job representing their
character accurately and focus on this fact without providing much evidence.
I was surprised to find students chose a wide range of characters in the class-
room, and most focused on how well other students did rather than how
poorly someone may have  role- played the character.

When it comes to assessment for the assignment, I encourage instructors
attempting this type of coursework to let the papers stand on their own. The
character analysis was the goal of this assignment, and although it is hard, it
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is important to let the performance in the classroom not affect the grading.
I found more often than expected that a student’s performance in the RPG
and their understanding of the character and their motivation as evidenced
in the essay did not match up. If one lets the performance affect the students’
grades, one may end up doing a disservice to them. The other benefit of rely-
ing on the essay for assessment and not the performance is accountability,
both to the student and to one’s department. If a student were to challenge
the grade, there is the essay to point to, whereas claiming they did not do
well during a class  role- playing session would inevitably be more difficult to
demonstrate. And if one works in a department that is not always supportive
of experimental pedagogy, one always has student essays with character analy-
sis in them to present when someone asks why a student in the class says
they got to play Oedipus.

Making the Characters
From this initial assignment, it became clear that RPGs like D&D can

indeed be adapted to the literature classroom for powerful effect. And judging
by the overwhelmingly positive response from students who generally resent
having to take the course as part of general education requirements,  role-
playing games could be used to revitalize student interest in a subject that
struggles to keep their attention anymore.

One area that may provide ample ideas for students studying literature
is the idea of character sheets. I had considered having students create char-
acter sheets for their chosen character when taking on my  role- playing mid -
term; however, I had to abandon the idea because of time constraints. In the
future, I would likely make this part of the course, as a way to allow for more
explicit,  in- depth analysis, solidify students’ choices for characters early on,
and to help them prepare for the  role- playing experience. Having students
take a character like Dr. Frankenstein and decide on an alignment could
bring up rather serious discussions about his views on morality and law, and
furthermore, letting such discussions take part in the classroom as part of
our study of the text could help students access other perspectives that might
broaden a narrow view of a character’s motivations. Cox echoes this assertion,
claiming that the intersection of game and class and of different student per-
spectives creates a “web of contexts [that] simultaneously makes characters
feel like more than  two- dimensional constructs, rounding them out and mak-
ing them seem more ‘human.’ These games are notable as tools for education
and the development of empathy because of how they rely on the collabora-
tion of the players to create personal and societal contexts interact, overlap
and impact one another.”23 This “web of contexts” and that collaboration
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required by it are essential to RPGs’ success as a pedagogical tool, which is
why it is imperative that all students participate in some form. A character’s
physical and mental statistics, when discussed by the class, may grant students
clarity when it comes to a story’s outcome. For example, a character’s poor
decision may make more sense if students realize that his or her mental abil-
ities are lacking compared to the others they have been reading about, which
is often a distinction that students fail to make. Even deciding what starting
items a character would insist on could reveal something about their per-
sonality that was unclear before.

In a more traditional tabletop  set- up with predesigned characters, though,
students could be handed  pre- made character sheets for the characters in the
course texts and be expected to play them. This approach would be more
bene ficial for the teacher who wants to take on a  RPG- style assignment in
the classroom but who is still very focused (either by his or her own design
or by pressure from the department) to prove student understanding of char-
acters. One issue I noticed in my exercise was that students had a tendency
to choose the characters with which they were most comfortable. They picked
characters from stories they particularly enjoyed or understood, or in some
cases, just characters from texts they had actually bothered to read. An
instruc tor wishing to challenge students and require more demonstrated
knowledge could approach the same exercise outlined by assigning characters
and character sheets instead of letting students choose their own. This way,
poor understanding or failure to read would become clear rather quickly as
students fumbled to make sense of what this character wanted or desired. In
order for this approach to have an impact on assessment, however, the
instructor would likely have to start grading based on performance. While
there is precedence for this in traditional RPGs, as DMs regularly punish
players who stray from their alignment or act on  player- knowledge, I found
this to be a difficult obstacle to overcome. In a discipline that already suffers
from accusations of subjective grading from both students and outside the
humanities, telling student they did not act in accordance with a character
as a justification for a grade seemed more than I would want to take on. In
addition, the fear of public speaking may be enough to shut down some stu-
dents (as it was in my course), so students who did read and have a good
understanding of the character may give the impression of being underpre-
pared. In my experience, the written reflection essay was enough evidence
to reveal who had and had not prepared for the exam, and using the essay
for assessment would be my recommendation to any instructor attempting
a similar assignment. However, assigned character sheets is an alternative
that other instructors may be more comfortable with and be willing to take
on. Sheldon outlines what this might look like in his book; he provides digital
character sheets for his students, allowing them to see a visualization of their
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characters’ progression, and provides examples for instructors to use for
inspi ration.24 While Sheldon’s examples are of custom characters that students
created as opposed to an already existing character in a piece of fiction, his
examples are detailed and provide the kind of  learning- centered design that
should be employed instead of simply grabbing the closest character sheet
from a player’s guide.

Taking Them to Court
Both of the previously discussed assignments would be more formal (an

exam and exam preparation), but  role- playing has the potential for more
intricate informal work as well. Under the right circumstances, one could even
structure most, if not all, of class discussion around  role- playing in the class-
room, something that many instructors are beginning to do according to
Cox: “Some teachers, however, have not only explained techniques for char-
acter and  story- building but have also transformed their entire class into an
approximation of a RPG.”25 Mark Carnes details some of these experiences
in Minds on Fire, which explores  role- immersion techniques for teaching his-
tory at the college level developed for Barnard College’s Reacting to the Past
history curriculum. For instance, Crane recounts Paul Fessler’s successful
attempt to turn a Western Civilization course into a simulation of political
factioning that utilizes  court- style debate and famous political/philosophical
texts.26 Furthermore, in “Simulating Utopia: Critical Simulation and the
Teaching of Utopia” Francesco Crocco surveys the literature on  role- playing
and simulation in English courses for the past four decades and discusses his
own experiment with these methods in a utopian literature course for which
he developed a “competitive game in which five teams of students designed
intentional communities—actually existing social experiments in utopian
living” in an attempt to create what he coins a “critical simulation.”27

While there are success stories of turning an entire course into an RPG,
the benefit of doing so is debatable, as concern for student burnout would
be very real, but the potential for experimentation and impressive gains in
learning are there. For example, I designed a  theme- based literature course
that I hope to teach in the future entitled “Criminal Minds.” The course would
focus on works told specifically from the perspective of someone who has
broken the law or at the very least social codes that result in some kind of
reaction from society. Since one of the main concerns of this course will be
how laws are made, justified, enforced, and why people choose to break those
laws, class discussion will often ask students to defend or condemn these
criminals or even the very laws they broke. Considering this, I remembered
one of my fondest adventures playing D&D in graduate school, in which our
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characters were asked to take part in the trial of a  non- player character (NPC)
we believed to be innocent. This connection made me realize that this type
of scenario would work perfectly well as a form of class discussion.

Mock trials have been a part of education for a long time, though, so
the question becomes, how is this assignment unique to RPGs? Part of it is
in concept and the other part is in desired outcomes. In traditional mock
trial assignments, usually conducted in law, criminal justice, or international
relation classes, the desired outcome of the exercise is to give students the
impression of what such a courtroom will be like, how they will be expected
to act, and give them experience reacting to possible scenarios while remain-
ing in a safe environment. Second is structure. Mock courtrooms are meant
to mimic, which is not as much of a concern for a  literature- based course.
The desired outcome of the proposed assignment is communal analysis of
given characters through a fun and interactive experience. Authenticity to a
courtroom structure is of little value, and in fact, could hinder both learning
and fun. During our D&D session in the courtroom, we had wizards casting
spells on witnesses, fistfights breaking out among the jury, and assassins
roaming the judge’s quarters. It was far from normal, and while students
prosecuting Meursault from Camus’ The Stranger are not likely to end up in
such outlandish circumstances, the flexibility to allow students to write their
own story is of vital importance.

For this type of work, students would come into class as though it were
a courtroom, with the instructor acting as the judge. Students would volunteer
to defend or prosecute certain characters while others would volunteer to
play the defendant and eye witnesses. Overall, I would allow students more
choice in their roles, but I would expect everyone to participate in a major
role at least twice over the course of the semester. Any student not taking on
a major role for that day would fall back to the position of jury member. One
of the goals of setting up class this way would be to give students a safe space
to disagree with each other and work out the complexities of a piece of lit-
erature without fear of offense. One of my biggest struggles with class dis-
cussion is getting students to actually argue with each other. Most students,
even if they vehemently disagree with someone else’s interpretation of a char-
acter or event, seem hesitant to disagree vocally. Instead, I often get these
stances articulated in writing assignments after the fact, which is disappoint-
ing. Many of these contentious views are exactly what is needed to flesh out
a character or scenario, but they are often held from the class out of anxiety.

Students carry a lot of fear with them into the classroom, and how the
rest of the class views them is often a big portion of that. Being viewed as
annoying or contentious may keep many students from speaking their mind,
even when doing so could benefit everyone’s learning. But one of the most
promising traits exhibited during the  role- playing midterm I gave students
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was their increased willingness to be in direct conflict with each other, yet
the air of the classroom atmosphere never grew hostile. This outcome is
something I would hope to transfer to the courtroom  role- play, and I believe
it works for a number of reasons. First, students are having fun and laughing,
both of which produce a more relaxed atmosphere despite the direct conflict.
Second, and perhaps more importantly, students are able to present their
opinions as though they are not themselves, giving them an out to feel less
anxious about how they will be viewed by the rest of the class. One of the
initial agreements to any  role- playing assignment is that we are all playing
someone other than ourselves, and many students use this to their advantage.
They know that as  role- players, they could perhaps voice an unpopular opin-
ion as long as it was in keeping with their character, yet not be held account-
able for it by their peers, who would assume that they were just playing their
character accurately. With this kind of understanding in place, students then
have the freedom to be more open with their analysis, voice dissent, and
create a more complete perception of how someone else lives, thereby increas-
ing empathy.

Assessment of such an assignment would be very similar to the assess-
ment of any  in- class participation. Points can be given based on participation
in the discussion and willingness to take on all of the required roles. In my
classes, I generally judge the quality of student participation as well, making
sure that students understand that receiving full points does not simply
depend on saying something, anything, just to be able to claim they have par -
ticipated. They need to be engaged and volunteer their participation, and
such strictures would apply equally well under this courtroom RPG. Although
not strictly how a court operates, even students participating in the jury
should be allowed and encouraged to ask questions of not only the witnesses
and defendant, but also the lawyers. This break in decorum is another element
that likens this assignment more so to RPGs than to traditional mock trials,
as keeping things as “realistic” as possible is far from the goal, and the DM
(i.e., instructor) should feel free to let the story go where the most enjoyment
and learning will take place.

The Digital Realm
Moving beyond pen-and-paper, though, the realm of digital tools allows

for innovation in the classroom, and the same holds true for  RPGs. While
digital tabletop simulators are not new,  cloud- based services like Roll20 offer
options that could benefit instructors incorporating  RPGs into the class room.
The  role- playing midterm discussed earlier provided a space for character
analysis to take on a deeper, more enjoyable place in the classroom, but  RPGs
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can offer more to the study of literature. In “Telling Stories Together: The
 Role- Playing Game As Folklore,” Benjamin Aldred effectively argues that
narrative is the defining feature of RPGs, and he states that it is a particularly
strong tool for communal understanding of narrative, something important
for the literature classroom: “The system of dispute and adjudication as nar-
rative tool is one of the aspects of the  Role- Playing game that sets it clearly
apart from other forms of storytelling. Understanding it allows better under-
standing of how groups interact with narrative.”28 The unique experience
provided by RPGs is applicable to more than just narrative, though, and story
development and even symbolism could be better engaged through such play,
particularly with the help of  cloud- based  role- playing systems. While the
online system is not a requirement for such an assignment—it could effec-
tively be accomplished in a  face- to-face setting—it does provide three primary
benefits. One, it allows instructors who teach distance learning or online
courses to incorporate this type of gameplay into their courses. Two, it allows
students to progress through the storyline at their own pace, instead of feeling
pressured by the pace set by other students in a  face- to-face setting, which
could do much to engage with shy students who might want to participate
but feel overwhelmed by more extrovert students. And three, it allows the
instructor to mediate the chaos that would inevitably erupt in a class of 20+
students all attempting to  role- play at the same time. This last benefit will
seem particularly relevant to anyone who has served as DM for a particularly
large group.

Under such a system, instructors, with knowledge of what texts would
be read in the course, could set up a “campaign” with  story- lines reminiscent
of the works of literature to be read. Each week, students could play through
a section of the campaign, in order to gain a different understanding of what
they are studying in the classroom. For example, students who are reading
William Faulkner’s “Barn Burning” might find their characters turning up in
a town suffering from a serial arsonist. If crafted well, the students’ struggle
to find the culprit could allow instructors to guide them toward the deeper
motivations in the original story, such as frustration with class divisions,
treatment of workers common during the time period, and devotion to family.
In Quests: Design, Theory and History in Games and Narratives, Jeff Howard
details a similar assignment, though his example is mostly for  face- to-face
interactions. Yet, my literature exam and Howard’s overlap pedagogically in
a number of ways. Howard agrees that the interaction with the literary text
should not be a “strictly linear fashion” and instead create “spaces in which
players can bring about some of these [plot] events and their meanings.” He
also emphasizes the importance of having students create accompanying
reflective essays and a “multimedia prototype” that will solidify the exercise
as more than just a game, but a learning opportunity.29
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This type of assignment goes beyond traditional class discussion because
it taps into one of the strengths of RPGs, as outlined by Christopher Moser
in “Narrative Structure and Player Experience in Role Playing Games”: “expe-
rienced richness promotes engagement due to the excitement experienced
when perceiving a game’s potential for developing human faculties.”30 By get-
ting students to invest in a narrative that goes deeper than their initial expe-
rience with the text, in essence building “richness,” Moser suggests that
learning potential increases. Such interaction could also be considered a
replacement for traditional literature course assignments like weekly reading
responses, which have a tendency to be repetitive and  surface- level at best.
Additionally, most students are far more amenable to being asked to play a
game than produce 300 words on a story’s theme, and as a consequence, stu-
dents are likely to engage more with both the class and the text.

In addition to using this campaign to further elucidate the motivations
of characters in the story and give students a better understanding of the
 socio- economic circumstances of the work being studied, the game could
also allow for a new take on the study of symbols, which are often one of the
most  struggled- with elements of literary studies for students. Students often
complain that sometimes an object is just what it is, failing to understand
that often characters (and human beings) associate meaning with objects that
do not intrinsically have said value. A mission that put student characters in
a party with characters from their course texts could see them all seeking the
same mystical object. During discussions with the NPC literary characters,
students would find that each character searches for the object for different
reasons, that the object means something to each of them. The NPCs’ sacri-
fices to obtain the object could also accomplish a great deal toward student
understanding of the powerful impact symbols can have on human life, and
these lessons could be extrapolated to discussions of concerns such as patri-
otism, religion, and the American dream. Suddenly, students who struggle to
understand why the green light on Daisy’s dock in The Great Gatsby is any-
thing more than just a green light have a rogue named Jay Gatsby demon-
strating the power of the symbol by sacrificing his life to protect something
that has no tangible value.

These kinds of  hands- on,  story- driven experiences paired with  well-
planned class discussion about literary elements could prove more capa ble
at getting students over that wall erected between them and  self- driven char-
acter analysis (and by extension,  self- analysis) by  lecture- driven,  symbol-
hunting literature instruction. The assignment detailed here attempts to
reframe literature not as a puzzle that one must “figure out” through cryp tic
clues hidden in the text but instead as an experience that leads one to 
greater understanding of themselves and their relationship to others around
them.
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Conclusion

Resistance and difficulties are almost assured, but when it comes to
incorporating the ethos and even mechanics of traditional RPGs in the class-
room, such as  role- playing, character sheets, and  DM- generated scenarios,
the possible benefits—increased student engagement, greater potential for
empathy, and deeper understanding of characterization as an analytical tool—
win out. By no means should instructors insert RPG elements into the class
just for the sake of playing a game with the students, nor should they try to
force it into scenarios in which it is not appropriate, which is a current issue
in educational games. For instance, as  Huei- Tse Hou argues in “Exploring the
Behavioral Patterns of Learners In an Educational Massively Multiple Online
 Role- Playing Game (MMORPG),” “[E]xisting studies indicate that most of the
available educational games only focus on combining learning content with
gaming and rarely incorporate instructional strategies.”31 The games we play
in class must not just be games, but games with “instructional strategies,” or
else we run the risk of not using our tools to the fullest extent. And doing so
will only lead to resentment on behalf of students and give the practice a bad
reputation among teachers who hear the horror stories students have of their
previous courses. Like any pedagogical implement, it should only be utilized
when it will improve learning outcomes, but such a scenario can be hard to
predict. I have provided here some assignments that are tested, some that
have strong potential for future use, and some ideas intended to enable brain-
storming sessions that could lead to more innovation for instructors inter-
ested in the idea of pedagogical RPGs. Nor is the information presented by
any means exhaustive. I have endeavored to use RPG elements to solve prob-
lems I experience regularly while teaching literature surveys, such as getting
better student engagement in course texts and finding better ways to teach
character analysis. However, instructors could easily use the ideas presented
here to teach elements of literary studies not focused on in this work, such
as setting or theme. My focus was on the elements—e.g., characterization and
 story- building—that I view as most important for students, which could be
different for someone else.

Other instructors could also utilize the information gathered here in
different types of classes. As stated before, many other fields of study have
instructors incorporating traditional RPG elements in their classes to benefit
learning, so the use here does not have to stop at literature surveys. More spe -
cialized literature courses, such as a class focused solely on the author Edgar
Allan Poe, could provide a consistent narrative across the author’s canon that
might be more difficult with traditional instruction. At the same time, as evi-
denced by Mark Mullen’s sample composition assignment provided in “On
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Second Thought…” collected in Richard Colby’s Rhetoric/Composition/Play
through Video Games, freshman composition courses have found that the
immediacy of the dialectical debate present in many RPG scenarios can drive
home lessons concerning the importance of rhetoric and audience aware-
ness.32 I have incorporated informal assignments that do this in my compo-
sition courses as well, and students have grasped rather complex topics easily
when practicing in a fictional scenario. By adopting exercises like these, the
practice will hopefully spread to various areas of the English department,
giving students a new perspective on how to “properly” interact with litera-
ture. With many English departments struggling with falling enrollment
numbers for majors and growing resistance from university administrators,
legislators, and students themselves concerning the value of English courses
(literature courses most of all), instructors in these departments who do not
wish to see students miss out on the analytical and communication skills
being delivered predominantly by these courses should consider other ave -
nues to improve student engagement. Letting your students play RPG cam-
paigns in the classroom may seem like a distraction from the task at hand,
but, if used correctly, it may just be what helps make students once again
like, if not love, the texts we value so highly.

Appendix 1
Assignment Sheet for RPG Exam

Midterm Exam

Prompt
In this scenario, a large meteorite is heading toward Earth. It will destroy

all life on the surface of the planet, but luckily, the government has created
underground bunkers that should allow human life to continue on this planet.
The problem, however, is that there is only room in the bunkers for a small
percentage of people. Therefore, a representative has been sent to your com-
munity to find people who can contribute something useful to humanity’s
survival. At the town meeting, you will each be given a chance to justify your
inclusion in the underground bunkers. After each person has had a chance
to speak, the floor will be opened for debate, at which point you may bring
up, in turn, any concerns or suggestions for the operation that you may have.
After the allotted time, a decision will be made and the chosen group will be
allowed into the bunker.
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The Details
You will need to come to class ready to  role- play as your chosen character

from one of the works we have read. As you will recall, I mentioned that it
could be any character, whether minor or major, and be ready to act how he
or she would act given their characterization from the original work. Every-
one must take part in the debate and speak at least once so that you have
something to write about for the  follow- up essay. You will not be graded on
how well you perform or whether or not you mess up. I don’t expect you to
be perfect, and if you do mess up and act out of character, just be ready to
discuss it in your essay. After our discussion, you will be given time to take
notes on the day’s events to help you write the paper. I will also record the
debate and post the recording online tomorrow morning.

After the class period, you will have a week to write an essay concerning
the event. Your goal for this essay will be  two- fold. One, you will want to
critique your own performance. If you feel like you accurately portrayed
your character, you will need to provide evidence both from the class (what
you said during the debate) and evidence from the text (what the character
said in the original story). Both of these are required to have a good response.
Second, in addition to critiquing yourself, you will also need to critique
the performance of two of your fellow classmates, following the same guide-
lines (providing evidence from what they said in class and what the original
character said or did to decide whether or not it was an accurate portrayal).
As always, feel free to contact me if you have any questions.

Requirements
Final draft due ___________________________

At least 2 pages, no more than 5, MLA Formatting

Tips
• You must include a citation for each work you discuss.
• Use the time given to your advantage, not only to proofread your

work but to rework passages and improve your content.
• Consider taking your paper in to the Writing Center.
• Don’t wait until the last minute.
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Playing Between the Lines
Promoting Interdisciplinary 
Studies with Virtual Worlds

Reneta D. Lansiquot, Candido Cabo 
and Tamrah D. Cunningham

Creative people often find their most potent expression through objects
and tools that offer the most possibilities: imaginative children enjoy  role-
play and are far more interested in a box than the toy inside. However, even
the most appropriate technologies require a foundation in effective theory
to foster creative learning and student success. Bloom’s taxonomy is a con-
ceptualization of learning objectives that helps educators assess student
progress through different cognitive levels in a given discipline.1 Krathwohl’s
revision of Bloom’s taxonomy emphasizes remembering (can the learner recall
or remember the information?), understanding (can the learner explain ideas
or concepts?), applying (can the learner use the information in a new way?),
analyzing (can the learner distinguish among the different parts?), evaluating
(can the learner justify a stand or decision?), and, finally, creating (can the
learner plan and generate a novel product or point of view?).2 Learning is
enhanced if it (a) is situated in  real- world and simulated contexts, fitting new
information with what is already known; (b) is collaborative; and (c) integrates
evaluation into the process. Unifying these aspects, interdisciplinary studies
challenge learners to think critically, communicate effectively, and work col -
laboratively with others. Consequently, learners are able to distinguish the
per spectives of different disciplines; purposefully connect and integrate
knowledge and skills from across disciplines to solve problems; synthesize
and transfer knowledge across disciplinary boundaries; and apply their capac-
ity as integrative thinkers to solve problems in ethically and socially respon-
sible ways.3 In answer to the remaining challenge for educators regarding
how to develop a means by which to achieve these outcomes, this essay exam-
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ines the impact of  role- playing games (RPGs) on virtual technologies and
the pedagogies used to promote interdisciplinary studies.

Role-playing exercises and games have been used for educational pur-
poses in a variety of disciplines and have been shown to improve learning
outcomes when compared to more traditional pedagogical approaches.4 It
could be argued that the two key elements of RPGs are interactivity and col-
laboration.5 In this essay, we present our experience of the impact of RPGs
on environments such as Alice, OpenSimulator, and Second Life, and we high-
light pedagogies to promote interdisciplinary studies using these virtual tech-
nologies. The creation of collaborative RPG prototypes with Alice promotes
interdisciplinary connections and  problem- solving skills by linking writing
stories and computer programing.6 Moreover, applications implementing
avatars and virtual worlds such as OpenSimulator and Second Life are also
impacted by and provide a venue for RPGs, as these technologies allow for
virtual communities in which students collaboratively simulate natural sys-
tems and technological processes (e.g., how the human heart works or how
a home hot water boiler works), write procedures, and perform usability
tests.7 We also use, as a case study, the development of the  narrative- driven
RPG Meina of Alnel, which was created with RPG Maker VX Ace, to examine
how digital RPGs have shaped and transformed the creation of this  narrative-
driven game, as well as its formative and summative impact on  learner-
generated designs, creative production, and playful learning. Playtesting and
technical documentation are critical components of this process, as are cre-
ative writing, computer programming, and collaboration in a community of
practice wherein situated learning occurs in the virtual context in which it
is applied.8 The design process of Meina illustrates how undergraduate stu-
dents could use iterative RPG development to reinforce the interdisciplinary
connections between computer programming and writing throughout their
years in college. Overall, these three examples exemplify the ways that RPGs
can successfully promote interdisciplinary studies.

The creation of RPG prototypes with Alice and the Meina of Alnel case
study illustrate the interdisciplinary connections between computer program-
ming and creative writing. The primary pedagogical goal for the creation of
game prototypes with Alice is to expose  first- year college students to the con-
nections between general education courses and courses in their majors as
a first step to develop their interdisciplinary thinking. The Meina of Alnel
case study illustrates how students could use iterative game development to
further reinforce the interdisciplinary connections between computer pro-
gramming and creative writing during their undergraduate studies. Imple-
mentation of virtual worlds in OpenSimulator and Second Life help students
(gamers) establish interdisciplinary connections between natural and social
sciences, technology, and engineering; different aspects of what it means to
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be human are integrated in the mind of students. Moreover, implementation
of these virtual worlds has been shown to engage students in writing and to
promote technical communication skills.

Collaborating in Virtual Worlds

Traditional school curricula tend to fragment knowledge into little pieces,
sometimes depriving it of meaning and making it boring.9 Partly because
virtual worlds create entire environments, they can help students establish
connections among disciplines and are ideal for interdisciplinary studies.
Here, we present our experiences using RPGs in two interdisciplinary courses:
Technical Writing, which is inherently interdisciplinary, and Weird Science,
a general education course geared towards  second- semester students that
encourages critical thinking about what it means to be human.

Although students view virtual worlds, such as Second Life and Open-
Simulator, as games because they offer the ability to interact with  three-
dimensional digital avatars, online gaming environments can also motivate
gamers to become technical communicators.10 Virtual words present a means
to scaffold collaborations among disciplines, which is especially appropriate
for an inherently interdisciplinary course such as technical writing. Moreover,
virtual worlds provide ways to simulate the future in Weird Science, an inter-
disciplinary course based on the enduring question of what it means to be
human. The exercise of simulating the future to address the question of what
it means to be human elucidates students’ understanding of the present state
of humanity. In the hybrid version (i.e., taught partially in an actual classroom
and partially online) of the Technical Writing course, which naturally fosters
more online communication, students are assigned a recommendation report
on a scientific topic/process that requires completion of the following tasks:

1. Both with your group mates and on your own, explore Second Life
and teleport to locations related to your scientific topic. Discuss simulating
your natural system or technological process with Second Life residents.
What kind of audience are you catering to—technical or  non- technical?

2. Create a  three- dimensional model of your scientific process in Sec-
ond Life and at least one other comparable application such as OSgrid (a
free  open- source metaverse, a collective virtual shared space, powered by
OpenSimulator). Develop a manual to recreate your model and a guided
simulation. In Second Life, for example, use Linden Scripting Language to
incorporate interactivity. While you are developing your models with your
group, compare aspects of the chosen applications.

3. Write a recommendation report, including the five body elements
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discussed in class (i.e., introduction, methods, results, conclusions, and
recom mendations) and front and back matter. Your methods section
should highlight your simulation of the scientific process. Also, include
appropriate graphics, such as screen captures taken during the  three-
dimensional modeling and simulating process.

Incorporating  three- dimensional virtual worlds in previous iterations of this
course, which only required students to write manuals that include  step- by-
step instructions that would allow readers to recreate their models and guide
simulation in Second Life (i.e., steps 1 and 2 above only in Second Life, not a
recommendation report), significantly lowered student writing apprehen -
sion.11 The use of virtual worlds to promote technical communication also
allows students to move beyond the first few levels of Bloom’s taxonomy (i.e.,
remembering, understanding, applying). As they create a guided simulation
of their scientific process description—for example, how a home hot water
boiler works—the simulation process enables students to use their research
information in a new way. In order to model this scientific process, they must
distinguish among the different parts (e.g., stock, expansion tank, pipes for
hot water to radiators and cold water return, combination gauge, aquastat,
circulating pump,  blow- off valve, pressure release valve, and water supply
shutoff valve). Throughout the development phase, students must take notes
on their methods (e.g., how to install, build, and script, or other tips). In so
doing, they write procedural steps for building and scripting in Second Life
and OpenSimulator, and they then evaluate the results (analysis and evalua-
tion in Bloom’s taxonomy). This approach enables them to compare and con-
trast the affordances of different virtual worlds and justify their decision as
they collaboratively write a recommendation report. By the time they complete
this task, students have planned and created an original  three- dimensional
model and accompanying technical documentation that includes their points
of view (the higher level in Bloom’s taxonomy). That is, to complete this col-
laborative technical communication assignment successfully, students must
become educational designers. They must remember the information from
previous lessons—for example, how to write procedures or the details of the
scientific process that they researched for a previous assignment. They must
also explain their concept before they can apply this understanding in the
form of a guided simulation of the scientific process. Since they are required
to model this process, they must be able to distinguish between the different
parts of the process. Using both Second Life and OpenSimulator to make the
necessary distinctions, students can evaluate these virtual worlds, recommend
one over the other, and justify their decision. Finally, throughout this assign-
ment, they are creating, planning how to model their scientific process, and
producing a guided simulation.
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Weird Science is a  writing- intensive  team- taught general education
course in liberal arts and sciences that explores the creative nonfiction liter-
ature on the shifting and expanding definitions of humanity and  post-
humanity from the perspectives of the natural and social sciences, technology,
and engineering, incorporating digital media throughout. As their final group
project in this interdisciplinary course, students must imagine the future of
nature and/or humanity (molecule, animal, human, or beyond, as well as
future interactions that explore the relationship between the individual and
society) and, with their group, create a representation (an avatar) of what it
means to be human in a virtual world. Students are instructed to animate,
simulate, and annotate their avatars as appropriate using Second Life. They
then must engineer the virtual space to meet the needs of their prediction
(i.e., the virtual human and its required interactions). During the final group
presentation, they are required to explain the process, demonstrate an impor-
tant aspect of their avatars, and provide the rationale for its appearance,
movements, interactions, and surroundings. In doing so, students develop
and articulate their ideas of what it means to be human in a virtual future
world that they have created, thereby interpreting and redefining humanity.

In response to this challenging assignment, students have created several
novel ideas to support their points of view about the future of humanity. For
example, one student in a group that focused on new habitats specifically for
a  water- based civilization offered this explanation of the group’s project:

Using Second Life, our group was able to create a future where life moved to the
water. The idea that I first created was that life would move out to the sea, under
the sea, and underground as well. However, as a group we used the virtual world
to show life on the water. We created a floating platform on the sea. We divided
the platform into four areas and placed homes on each one. Using aspects of
each of our original ideas, we created the futuristic world.

Another student in this group touted the benefits of using virtual worlds,
describing how this experience enabled him to synthesize what he learned
in this course:

I think Second Life has helped me because I would not have ever imagined
myself having an avatar. The experience of creating things has everything to do
with what I have read during the semester. For this project, I built stairs for the
house. I also created a power generator and a few surfboards. I helped move the
house and worked on the infrastructure of the village. We met online a couple of
times and the experience was really fun while working on Second Life. I was
never a video game person, but the difference with Second Life is that we can
interact and create things. 

As these student accounts show, collaborating in virtual worlds enables learn-
ers to reach the highest level of Bloom’s taxonomy as they synthesize nonfic-
tion literature to write a final research essay defining humanity and to create
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a final group project, planning and simulating their points of view about the
future and redefining humanity. Collaborating in virtual worlds provides learn -
ers with a context for creating that is normally unavailable in the classroom.

Interdisciplinary Digital  Game- Based Learning 
for Game Designers

Collaboration, interactivity, and the potential to elicit emotional responses
in players/students (for example, considering what it means to be human)
are key elements of  game- based learning (GBL), which uses challenges related
to games that often have a fantasy element in order to engage players in learn-
ing through the development and creation of a story.12 In order to create a
truly educational game, educators need to make interdisciplinary learning,
in this case computational thinking, computer programming, and creative
writing, essential for creating because the true  twenty- first century literacy
is programming.13 Following national trends, the vast majority of our students
play video games,14 so using GBL pedagogies is natural to situate learning in
contexts that are relevant to our students and to fit the new information into
what students already know. For this reason, we used an innovative, inter-
disciplinary approach to teaching  problem- solving, computational thinking,
and writing to  first- year students majoring in a Computer Systems degree at
our institution. We developed a learning community15 that links two courses
in Computer Systems (one course is an introductory course to problem solv-
ing and computer programming, CS1, and the second course is an introduc-
tion to the field of computer systems, CS0) and English Composition.

In the English composition class, students write original video game
narratives (a plot or schematic structuring of temporal actions) in groups.
Students use the hero’s journey plot structure—beginning with the Ordinary
World then moving to a Call to Adventure; the Refusal of the Call; Meeting
the Mentor; Crossing the Threshold; Tests, Allies, and Enemies; Approach
the Inmost Cave; the Ordeal; Reward; the Road Back; Resurrection; Return
with the Elixir; and Return to the Ordinary World—to write an original back-
ground story for a video game and then present their ideas to the class.16 A
few ideas were chosen to be developed further, and students collaboratively
revised these chosen stories with their group, first using concept maps to
represent the current story. Finally, students individually developed an engag-
ing character  side- quest and accompanying concept map, including the
rationale for the importance of such a quest to the protagonist as well as to
the target audience of the game.

In the CS1 computer programming class, students implement these sto-
ries as a video game using Alice, and, in the CS0 survey course, students
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explore architectural and hardware issues to describe a possible game delivery
platform. The concepts and skills introduced in the computer courses are
contextualized by a problem (game design) that is relevant to students and
connected to concepts and skills developed in the writing course. Moreover,
traditional English composition is taught to connect to the computing courses
that  first- year students take. The common assignment across the three courses
in this learning community is a design document, which includes three sec-
tions: analysis (video game narrative, target audience, review of competing
games, and delivery platforms); design (player characteristics, game mechan-
ics, challenge, and description of the media platform); and project description
(video game prototype, review of relevant literature, pseudo code, flowchart,
concept map, and storyboards).17

Students in this course are aware of how RPGs influenced the creation
of their  narrative- driven video game prototype—its plot, characters, setting,
and branching story paths. One student from the most recent cohort of our
learning community explained this influence on his chosen game:

The narrative of the videogame that I plan to develop, Ominous, is inspired by
RPGs. This game’s initial setup is loosely based on many games that I have
played, such as Final Fantasy, Fire Emblem, Kingdom Hearts, and Muramasa
Rebirth. I can attribute my game’s story to the concepts in these RPGs in one
way or another. For instance, Ominous is an action RPG that revolves around
the idea of revenge and absolution. Final Fantasy is a game for the masses that
has many chronicles; in this case, the various new versions of this game all tell a
tale of fantasy with different characters that either grow together or face many
trials with one another. Fire Emblem inspired the interaction between characters
in my game. Much as in the Fire Emblem game series itself, the relations with
allies in Ominous help to create advantages in battles against foes. Kingdom
Hearts contains an enjoyable fighting sensation that I will draw upon to help me
construct the conduct of the battle mechanics of Ominous. Finally, Muramasa
Rebirth is also an action RPG that specifically influenced the gameplay of Omi-
nous in that it is a  two- dimensional game that uses a weapon to eradicate ene-
mies. The side quest of this game, “Blade of Ominous,” is an original
development designed to challenge the player to want more at the end of the
tunnel. Ominous gives the player one goal: to defeat the final boss and unveil the
truth behind the tragic past of the main character, Shikaro.

As this student account makes clear, developing game narratives requires
playful learning as well as significant critical thinking skills. Learners must
take on the role of game designers and draw on their prior knowledge of
playing  narrative- driven games to create, write, and program their own sto-
ries. Student progress in the development of  problem- solving and computer
programming skills using programming narratives can be mapped to Bloom’s
taxonomy. As game players, students have already internalized progress
through the initial categories in Bloom’s taxonomy. For example, remember-
ing can be mapped to learn the mechanics of the game (commands, controls);
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understanding to learning the effects of the mechanics on the world; applying
to how to use the mechanics to achieve one’s goals in the game.18 It can be
argued that playing most games will not take students over those initial three
levels in Bloom’s taxonomy,19 even though some games will require students
to analyze, evaluate, and create. For example, the game Dragon Age: Origins
allows players to use existing tools to recreate mods or modifications of the
game based on the player’s own interpretation of what should be playable in
the game. However, as suggested by Papert, one strategy to improve education
is to transform students’ enthusiasm for playing games into an enthusiasm
for creating and designing games.20 Game creation and design will take stu-
dents through the remaining levels in Bloom’s taxonomy. For example, when
programming narratives, students need to analyze and evaluate possible imple -
mentations of their story as a computer program in an iterative way following
the classical program development cycle (design-write-test-debug-back to
design), which eventually will lead to the creation of their game prototype
(see also “A Case Study: Meina of Alnel” below).

All in all, while students do not find the development of computer pro-
gramming narratives easy (in part because Alice is an educational tool and
not a professional game development tool, and it is difficult to create in Alice
a game with the sophistication that students are used to in commercial
games), this is “hard fun”21 that motivates them to be more persistent in find-
ing solutions to computer programming problems than they would be with
more traditional approaches to teaching/learning  problem- solving and com-
puter programming.22

A Case Study: Meina of Alnel
Below is a summary of the  narrative- driven RPG Meina of Alnel, which

was created with RPG Maker VX Ace by Tamrah Cunningham, a current
game design graduate student who completed the first cohort of the afore-
mentioned learning community as a  first- semester undergraduate. We will
use this game developed during her time as an undergraduate student to
examine how playing RPGs has shaped and transformed the creation of this
 narrative- driven game, as well as its formative and summative impact on
 learner- generated designs, creative production, and playful learning. Playtest-
ing and technical documentation were important parts of this process, and
collaborating with peers from the learning community influenced design
decisions. Overall, the design of Meina was an interdisciplinary endeavor
resulting from the integration of knowledge and skills from different disci-
plines, such as creative and technical writing and computer programming.
The following summary illustrates the draw that narrative provides:

150 Part II. The Tome of Knowledge



The world of Alnel was set on a cycle of destruction and salvation since its cre-
ation. In order to break free of the cycle and save people from the God of Chaos,
humanity depended on one man who held the favor of the God of Creation—he
shall forever be known as the Trusted. With his power and the holy weapon gifted
to him, he was able to seal the Chaotic God. But the seal was not permanent, so it
is up to his descendants to maintain the seal.

It has been 450 years since the time of the Trusted, and the seal is once again
weakening. The job once again falls on another. However, this descendant has no
desire to save humanity and would rather watch the world burn instead of offering
her aid.

This is the story of Meina, the reluctant Descendant of the Trusted, as she learns
to accept her role as the savior of Alnel.

Plot
Meina of Alnel went through several major plot changes over a span of

a few years. The creation of this RPG was an iterative process, as participating
in the learning community provided information coupled with prior knowl-
edge of RPGs, and the experience gained writing structured narratives
resulted in formulating an original game narrative. The attention to narrative
structure evolved naturally into a plot that can be separated into each aspect
of the hero’s journey. At first, the narrative was going to be the clichéd, a typ-
ical  role- playing story about a young girl who is destined to save the world.
She would start off as a happy woman who just wanted to spend time with
her best friend, but the call to start her adventure begins with an unnatural
earthquake that splits her from her best friend and lands her near the main
antagonist. From there, her journey consists of chasing after this evil god
and meeting friends along the way. After a while, it became clear that the
plot was  one- dimensional and, therefore, not particularly interesting. It fol-
lowed the very typical formula that many such games are known to follow:
a girl with mysterious origins is saved by a guy who then declares himself
her protector. The player finds out that the mysterious girl has a very impor-
tant power that is the key to saving the world, so the journey is a means to
finding a way to strengthen this power and using it to seal the ancient evil
threatening the world again. This was the same formula used by many games,
even down to the fact that the mysterious girl is the player’s point of view.
As this game was being programmed, both the dullness of the story and the
need for a complete overhaul of the game became apparent. The current plot
of this game came about as a result of playing around with a new game devel-
oper program. While translating everything from the previous version of the
game to the next program, the plot slowly changed. The major change that
really affected the plot was the reforming of Meina, the heroine of the game,
and her relation to various characters and events of the story.

RPGs such as Final Fantasy I–VI, Tales of Symphonia, and Tales of Ves-
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peria inspired the creation of this game. Playing the Final Fantasy series
sparked the idea of the elemental crystals: fire, water, earth, and wind. The
old Final Fantasy games, before Final Fantasy VI, focused on the importance
of four central crystals that basically protected the integrity and balance of
the world, especially in Final Fantasy III. Playing Tales of Symphonia inspired
the names of half of the spirits in the game (e.g., Undine and Sylph) and the
idea of a Chosen One. The names of the spirits in Tales of Symphonia are as
follows: Undine for water, Efreet for Fire, Gnome for Earth, and Sylph for
Wind. Undine and Sylph were selected for the names of two of the Cardinal
Spirits, while the names Din and Gaia were selected from literature. Although
having the idea of the “Chosen One” is a cliché of the RPG genre, Tales of
Symphonia handled it in a different way. Players have to decide how much
they are willing to give up and how much they are willing to compromise in
order to maintain their role as the chosen one—even though they know it is
a lie. There were two chosen ones: one who was extremely selfless, and one
who hid behind a trickster mask in order to hide how much he despised his
role. Finally, playing Tales of Vesperia inspired the idea of the “Children of
the Full Moon,” or people with a special bloodline who are coveted by most
but despised by another group. The character, Estellise or Estelle, is able to
find those who did not covet her for her powers and live her life the way that
she wanted.

Character
Character development has been an iterative process also influenced by

RPGs. The current Meina was a complete change from her first two iterations.
The first version of Meina, called Denise, was a very optimistic, young, cheer-
ful girl, always willing to help and not reluctant to sacrifice herself to complete
her destiny—and therein lay the problem. As the game progressed, the extent
to which this character was stagnant became clear. She felt that she was fine
in her current status and had no reason to change.

The purpose of the main character’s journey is to change as a person
and reach a  self- actualization of being. This gives the players a reason to con-
nect with the character and to grow alongside her. As such the second version
of Meina that was developed still had the same persona, but it was a mask.
She was a pariah for her powers and, for this reason, she developed a mask
of cheerfulness and the unhealthy desire to please everyone so that she could
feel wanted. This was slightly better than the previous version, but still not
ideal because it seemed as though it had been done too often.

So then the conception of the third version of Meina, or the current ver-
sion, came into being. After a name change, it was necessary to separate this
Meina from the rest, and a complete personality overhaul became necessary.
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So this Meina became the antithesis of the past versions. Instead of being
optimistic and cheerful, she is cynical and hates her destiny as the savior of
the world, which places her on a pedestal for everyone to either worship or
shun. In some RPGs, this desire to refuse such a task is normally associated
with the hero’s journey step, the Refusal of the Call. When heroes deny the
responsibility of taking on the task that is given to them, they are usually
pushed into the journey by either the antagonist doing something unforgiv-
able or by someone whom they respect, such as a mentor figure or maybe a
friend, pushing them to accept their responsibility. The refusal of the call
offered such an interesting outlook on the protagonist’s inner thoughts that
it was something worth expanding.

Customarily, the tension and conflict that ensues from the hero’s reluc-
tance to accept responsibility is quickly glossed over and treated as a small
 stepping- stone on the hero’s path of  self- actualization. For Meina, this was a
major character development opportunity that could not be as easily solved
by having a person of authority telling her to “do her job.” Her inner ten sion
and conflict was something that made up a major part of her personality 
and her personal history. It was not something that she could easily move
past without embarking on a journey to confront herself and her attitude
that the people around her were just betting chips in her plans for revenge.
So, now not only was she on a journey to save the world, she was also on a
journey of personal discovery and transformation to learn about the impor-
tance of relationships and the value of the people who actually care about
her.

The RPGs Tales of Abyss and Kingdom Hearts Series influenced character
development in Meina of Alnel. One influence was the character develop -
ment of Luke Fon Fabre in Tales of Abyss. Luke was the main character. He
was extremely spoiled and naïve about the way the world worked due to the
fact that he had lived in isolation for seven years. The game focused on how
his character changed from being a spoiled brat who did not care about any-
one else, to a scared boy who became so selfless that he put little worth in
his own life. His last change was finding the balance that he needed. The
character development of Riku from the Kingdom Hearts Series (Chain of
Memories and Dream Drop Distance) was also a major influence. Riku’s char-
acter progression starts in Kingdom Hearts where he begins as being an  anti-
villain who was furious at being abandoned by his best friend and was easily
convinced to do the bidding of the villains. Near the end, though, he realizes
the errors of his ways and tries to change. In both Chain of Memories and
Dream Drop Distance, players see the progression of the main character as
he tries to come to terms with the darkness and guilt that he dealt with from
the first game to become a hero and someone worthy of walking the path of
light.
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Setting

The setting of Meina of Alnel was barely changed over the iterative
process. At one point, the fantasy world of Alnel had been small, limited to
two major continents and a lost island. The names for the various locations
that make up this world were chosen in a very peculiar manner that went
against typical naming conventions but fulfilled the purpose adequately. At
first, the world was going to be seamless, so there was no world map and the
character was able to walk from one area to the next. This worked until the
number of maps for the game became massive. In order to keep the game
simple, it became necessary to add a world map. This map evoked a visual
understanding of where everything was supposed to go instead of forcing
the player to guess the orientation of the roads. The only other change in the
setting, made later in the iterative process, was that the lost island in the
game became a floating island and was given a less ambiguous history. The
lost island was there only for the sake of the plot.

Branching Story Paths

Side quests are an important aspect of RPGs. They serve two purposes:
they are a way to offer character development and a way to gain items that
are normally unobtainable. The latter is an easier problem to tackle and offers
players a rare item and either an optional boss battle, dungeon crawl, or both.
Two side quests with significant narrative interest remained throughout the
development process. Later on, however, a major side quest was added that
divided the game’s plot progression into two paths: one that focused on fight-
ing and contained an extra dungeon, and another that focused on plot pro-
gression and character development. The side quest is contingent upon
whether or not the player has decided to save an important character who is
in need of help. The player can decide to help, gaining further insights on
various characters, or decline to help and take up the path with more enemies.
Popular RPGs commonly feature the death of an important character; in an
attempt to avoid this clichéd path, the death of this character was left as a
choice for the player to make during the side quest.

The RPG Chrono Trigger’s side quest, called Bring Back Crono, was a
major influence on Meina of Alnel. The goal of this optional side quest is to
bring Crono back to life using the titular Chrono Trigger. Although Crono’s
death cannot be avoided, whether he comes back to life is up to the player.
The game has twelve possible endings that the players unlock by fighting the
final boss at various key points of the game; not reviving Crono unlocks one
ending, and saving him can lead to three other possible endings. As such, his
importance if the player does get him back diminishes greatly for two reasons:
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players do not have to keep him in the active party and he is a silent protag-
onist who does not even have any spoken lines.

This case study illustrates that developing the narratives and techniques
of RPGs requires significant critical thinking and  problem- solving skills. RPG
Maker VX Ace was chosen because of the nostalgia that the artwork provides.
The sprites are cute and small, and the tiles used to construct the world are
vibrant and whimsical. When people play Meina of Alnel, they relive the time
period when RPGs, especially JRPGs (Japanese RPGs) such as Final Fantasy
VI and Dragon Quest, were designed in similar fashion. The nostalgia effect
is powerful on many players who reminisce, “I remember this type of game… .
I miss playing them!”

Game Design and Moving Up the Levels 
of Bloom’s Taxonomy

RPGs take players through the levels of Krathwohl’s revision of Bloom’s
taxonomy, emphasizing remembering, understanding, applying, analyzing,
evaluating, and, finally, creating.23 The development of an RPG is an inter-
disciplinary endeavor as  narrative- driven RPGs draw on, primarily, computer
programming and creative and technical writing. Creating a RPG focused
on storytelling alone would not make a strong game. Vital elements of com-
puting such as flowcharting, for example, allow for a stronger experience as
these visual representations of an algorithm help organize conditions of var-
ious game mechanics sometimes taken for granted. In addition, think of a
locked treasure chest in a game. In order to open the chest, the player may
need a password. What if the player enters an incorrect password? Sometimes
this can be difficult to visualize in a story, so, as the game designer under-
stands and becomes more comfortable using a flowchart that visually shows
how this event can be set up, improved gameplay can result.

When Meina of Alnel was in the beginning phases of planning, several
things needed to be taken into consideration. First, because this game would
be an RPG, the creator had to know the necessary genre elements. As a genre,
RPGs can be very difficult to define and differentiate from other genres. The
most basic definition of an RPG is that it is a game that allows players to
assume the role of the avatar character. While this is true, that definition can
be applied to many other genres of games as well. For example, action games
are classified as having players controlling an avatar. So what truly makes an
RPG an RPG?

One of the key criteria that was a big factor in the creation of Meina of
Alnel is the importance of a  narrative- driven plot that focuses not only on
the exploration of the world, but the exploration of the characters and their
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development throughout the story. Just as players were able to grow alongside
iconic characters like Cloud Strife from Final Fantasy VII or Commander
Shepard of the Mass Effect trilogy, players will also grow alongside Meina as
she goes through her own journey.

Given the many types of RPGs, especially JRPGs, certain facets are nec-
essary in order to ease players both old and new into the game. One of the
main things a game needs is a tutorial for the various game mechanics. To
set up the tutorial for Meina of Alnel, the designer first had to decide what
needed to be explained and then figure out the best way to explain this infor-
mation to the player. After reviewing tutorials found in other games and even
tutorials explaining how to use, for instance, Microsoft Windows 8 and other
software manuals, the designer decided that one of the best methods to
explain the mechanics of the game, without having too much text thrown at
the player, is to make the tutorial an interactive experience where key infor-
mation is highlighted and a simple, but concise definition is given so that
players can easily remember the action and then immediately use it so that
it is relevant and should, therefore, be easier to recall at any given point of
time during gameplay.

In Meina of Alnel, for instance, there are tutorials to explain the battle
mechanics, how to use the quest log, and how to go about solving various
puzzles. Another necessary element is having  in- game clues in order to help
players know where to go. Since this game’s plot progression is linear, players
need to have some direction as to where to go next.  Non- player characters
are useful since players can to talk to and gather information from them.
Also, highlighting certain words or phrases in another color in the textboxes
makes players recognize significant information.

Before actually creating the game, the designer needed to plan a basic
outline of the plot progression and a good flow of character development.
Creating a chart of all the locations that players will visit with the key plot
points and what type of enemies the players would encounter (if any) pro-
vided the game with a sense of slowly coming together. When it came to
designing the actual characters, the focus was split into two portions. The
first portion focused on explaining the characters, their motives, how they
were in the past, and how they will be at the end of the game. This portion
also explains any relationships characters form throughout the game, how
they affect them, and how the relationships help them grow into their end
selves. The second portion was the technical side, which included the char-
acter stats, their experience growth rate, what weapons they use, and what
skills they learn at certain levels. This was certainly more difficult since, in
order to see if these characters are balanced, they needed to be tested con-
stantly in order to see if they felt right in the various battles and if players
could use the uniqueness of each character to form strategies.
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The protagonist, Meina, went through several iterations. At first, she
was a generic female main character who had static character development.
After several playthroughs, her character was changed in response to play -
tester remarks about her shallowness and lack of growth. Through a survey
of other RPG characters,  anti- hero characters seemed to hold the most appeal,
so Meina took on the mantle of a pessimistic  anti- hero, which offered a more
interesting arc for character development.

After several more playthroughs with the new version of Meina, players’
opinions were livelier and engaged. They wanted to see her change. She was
a hateful person surrounded by supportive characters, and her flaws made
her seem more human and opened up room for growth. She went from being
static to dynamic, a character into which players felt more inclined to invest
their time in order to watch her change and grow.

Improvements in programming skills also influenced and  cross- fertilized
the design of the game. Computer programming skills made it possible to
implement the narratives as a RPG game. During the creation of Meina of
Alnel, one problem that had to be resolved was the implementation of vari-
ables in the game. A variable is a named storage location in a computer’s
memory that can hold information such as text or numbers. Variables in
RPGs can open up a variety of avenues that offer better gameplay experiences.
They can be used to create password systems, simple  monster- hunting side
quests that require players to defeat a certain amount of enemies, and a par-
ticular scene requiring a certain item for progress. When the developer first
started the design of this game, she did not know what variables even meant,
so she had to learn through tutorials how to implement variables in order to
create more interesting gameplay.

Moving up the levels of the taxonomy allowed for planning and creating
a novel,  narrative- driven RPG. Furthermore, the development of Meina pro-
vides a good study of how an interdisciplinary approach to games enriches
a game’s design. It illustrates how students could use iterative game develop-
ment to reinforce interdisciplinary connections between computer program-
ming and creative and technical writing throughout their college years.

Conclusion: Best Practices for Integrating RPGs 
in Interdisciplinary Studies

We explored the impact of RPGs on virtual technologies and pedagogies
used to promote interdisciplinary studies. Our experience indicates that
learning is enhanced if it is situated in real world and/or simulated contexts,
fits new information with what is already known, is collaborative, and inte-
grates assessment into the overall learning process. Collaborative learning
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provides a meaningful context for social negotiation as it creates conditions
in which students can negotiate the boundaries between the knowledge com-
munities to which they currently belong and those to which they would like
to belong.

We used play as a way to develop a means by which to achieve these out -
comes. In courses as varied as Technical Writing, a general education course
on what it means to be human (Weird Science), English Composition, and
Computer Programming, RPGs have helped our students develop writing,
critical thinking, and  problem- solving skills while developing an integrative
view of their college education. The case study provides an example demon-
strating how RPGs are able to provide an emotional and meaningful learning
context that promotes learning and academic advancement.

We also identified and implemented a framework, Bloom’s taxonomy,
which could be used to integrate assessment in the learning process. Bloom’s
taxonomy can be used to conceptualize and measure learning outcomes in
pedagogies that use RPGs and virtual learning environments. Playful learning
and game design can take students from the most elementary (remembering)
to the most sophisticated (creating) cognitive categories. Using creativity as
a learning outcome—assembling, constructing, designing, developing, for-
mulating, writing—is a best practice for integrating RPGs in interdisciplinary
studies. While working on personally meaningful projects, students  role- play
and collaborate with peers, and, in doing so, they are engaged in meaningful
learning as they create new products and points of view.

While the pedagogical approach using RPGs described here is effective
for our student population, particularly underrepresented minorities, we
should be cautious in extrapolating our results to other student populations
and institutions. Further studies will be needed to determine how this
approach might work for different student populations.
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Part III

The Book of Change: 
Enacting Social 
Transformations



Teacher as Dungeon Master
Connected Learning, Democratic 

Classrooms, and Rolling for Initiative

Antero Garcia

Dungeon Mastering itself is no easy undertaking, to be sure.
But Dungeon Mastering well is doubly difficult. There are
few gamemasters around who are so superb in their conduct
that they could disdain the opportunity to improve them-
selves in some way. Fortunately, this work addresses the
mat ter at length, and gives you plenty of suggestions on all
aspects of Dungeon Mastering (as well as some of the finer
points) in order to help you improve your own efforts. Take
heed, and always endeavor to make the game the best it can
be—and all that it can be!

—Mike Carr, Foreword 
to Dungeon Master’s Guide

(1979)1

By the time the first edition of Advanced Dungeons & Dragons emerged,2 the
role of the Dungeon Master had transformed from the purely arbitrating
judge on the sidelines to the central producer of content and facilitator at 
the gaming table. Explaining the setting, emerging conflict, and how the
world reacts to the decisions that participants make, the Dungeon Master—
both in 1979 and continuing today—teaches players about the world in which
they play. If the bound volumes of published  role- playing game (RPG) books
like The Player’s Handbook and The Dungeon Master’s Guide encapsulate the
system of play, the Dungeon Master disseminates the actual play experience.
More simply: for the majority of RPGs, the role of the Dungeon Master is a
crucial component for people to actually be able to play the game.

Looking at how the culture of tabletop RPGs—particularly Dungeons &

164



Dragons—has changed over the past four years of the genre’s existence, this
essay highlights the ways that Dungeon Mastering offers powerful skills for
teachers today. In doing so, I trace a history of participatory culture and mod-
els of democratic education. Rather than drawing A to B comparisons between
classrooms and gaming—a potentially fraught exercise that trivializes gaming
culture and simplifies the nuanced challenges of classroom pedagogy—I look
at how Dungeon Mastering is entrenched in  decades- long traditions of what
Henry Jenkins et al. refer to as “participatory culture.”3 By looking at the
foundations of participatory culture and this theory’s extension into “con-
nected learning,”4 I highlight how the role of the Dungeon Master is one that
facilitates powerful learning and literacy development for players, offers
newer modes of learning engagement than what are currently being offered
in schools, and provides students with contexts for learning that can be
applied in the “real world.”

Presently, there is a dearth of empirical data about how RPGs can affect
academic learning. While this essay does not address this need, I provide a
foundation and key principles of classroom practice that must be adapted
from successful dungeon mastering. By discussing the anecdotal experiences
of a middle school teacher, I highlight lessons of RPGs as they helped shape
classroom learning over the course of a year.

A Brief Note on Vocabulary

Particularly in light of the oppressive rhetoric that is cast upon the cur-
rent state of public education in the second decade of the  twenty- first century,
there is an, as yet, unspoken irony in comparing teachers to Dungeon Masters.
The image of guarding and oppressing youth in labyrinthine school spaces
is a telling metaphor that deserves elaboration. What’s more, game design
evolution has seen changes in the language in RPGs from “judge”5 to “Dun-
geon Master”6 to “Storyteller”7 (to mention a few examples). These different
names could be seen as a trajectory that highlights shifting narrative roles
over time.8 However, for the sake of this essay, I focus on the primary language
of the “world’s most popular  role- playing game”9 and adhere with compar-
ing—not sardonically—teachers to Dungeon Masters. Further, in the context
of this essay, I am using the Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) 5th Edition defini-
tion of a Dungeon Master; this is a particular stance with regards to the role
of Dungeon Masters, and not one that is universally shared: “The Dungeon
Master is the creative force behind a D&D game. The Dungeon Master creates
a world for the other players to explore, and also creates and runs adventures
that drive the story.”10
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Participatory Culture
In describing how digital tools make the production of media almost as

seamless as the consumption of it, Henry Jenkins coined the term “partici-
patory culture” to reflect this contemporary change.11 In a  co- authored white
paper, he writes: “Participatory culture is emerging as the culture absorbs
and responds to the explosion of new media technologies that make it possible
for average consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate, and recirculate media
content in powerful new ways.”12 While I explore how participatory culture
is funneling into the learning practices of young people later in this essay, it
is important to recognize that tabletop  role- playing has been historically
ahead of the curve when it comes to participatory culture. Since its inception
and its invocation of myriad inspirational sources in “Appendix N” of the
first Dungeon Master’s Guide,  role- playing games have embraced Jenkins’
notion of appropriation and recirculation of preexisting media.

It is important to acknowledge that the media genre of tabletop gaming
predates the epochs of desktop publishing,  What- You-See-Is-What-You-Get
(WYSIWYG) functionality, and crowdfunding (though these advances very
much affect the genre today).13At the same time, while participatory culture
is typically enfolded within the genres of online participation, the virtual
worlds that are explored, copied, and remixed in gaming modules are impor-
tant  proto- examples of participatory culture at work. For every evening that
RPG participants explored the halls of a forgotten kingdom from Middle
Earth, or interplanetary travel in games like Gamma World14 and Spelljam-
mer15 landed players in storylines from Star Trek, the spirit of participatory
culture was alive and well, thirty years before Jenkins coined the language.
Building off of familiar cultural and storytelling tropes, the foundations of
tabletop RPGs are built upon an active participation with the threads of pre-
existing media.

Similarly, the notion of “transmedia” can also be seen at work in early
RPG play (and continuing today). Looking across media genres, transmedia
can be understood as “a process where integral elements of a fiction get dis-
persed systematically across multiple delivery channels for the purpose of
creating a unified and coordinated entertainment experience. Ideally, each
medium makes its own unique contribution to the unfolding of the story.”16

Anecdotally, in my current D&D 5th Edition campaign, we are playing
through the published adventure Hoard of the Dragon Queen.17 Taking place
in the world of the Forgotten Realms, players around the table invoke knowl-
edge from D&D Forgotten Realms novels they have read, videogames they
have played like Baldur’s Gate18 which takes place in the titular city, board
games like The Lords of Waterdeep (the name of a large city in the Forgotten
Realms), and past encounters in the world from previous games. Together,
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this information allows players to create a rich, loosely constructed history
of the Realms. It is anything but forgotten at our table but is also far from
comprehensive. Drawing from decades of knowledge scattered across myriad
media platforms, the Forgotten Realms is an amorphous space in which play-
ers construct knowledge vis-à-vis transmedia experiences. Like many expe-
riences in  role- playing, this is not a definitive, empirical explanation of
trans media and participatory culture at work within gaming. However, for
games that place in published settings like Forgotten Realms, Greyhawk, the
world of the Dresden Files, or film and TV worlds like Middle Earth or the
Firefly series, transmedia opportunities extend player understanding and pro-
vide platforms on which characterization and plot can be built. In this sense,
one must recognize that since the 1970s RPGs have been a hotbed for powerful
transmedia experiences that are collaborative, fan driven, and loosely  open-
ended.

Another thriving form of participatory culture that one should consider
is the role of fan fiction. While digital distribution of fan fiction through
online sites is currently undergoing significant debate around topics of mon-
etization and ownership,19 one could argue that playing within a preexisting
fictional world is a multimodal form of fan fiction. Karen Hellekson and
Kristina Busse discuss six ways that fan fiction can be interpreted:

1. Fan fiction as interpretation of source text.
2. Fan fiction as a communal gesture.
3. Fan fiction as a sociopolitical argument.
4. Fan fiction as individual engagement and identificatory practice.
5. Fan fiction as one element of audience response.
6. Fan fiction as a pedagogical tool.20

While one can look at RPGs aligning to all six of these different aspects of
fan fiction, it is important to focus here on how the medium acts as a peda-
gogical tool. Even more importantly, I would argue that aspects of the remain-
ing five points about fan fiction only bolster the utility of the medium as a
mode of instruction and education. Though Hellekson and Busse emphasize
that the genre promoted individual engagement, the  co- construction of fan
fiction narratives is unique to the ways RPGs function as collaborative fan
fiction. Even if a Dungeon Master approaches her or his gaming group with
an adaptation or remix of a popular storyline, the direction and details of
how the narrative unfolds is largely in the collective hands of the players.

In a previous article, my colleague and I explored how digital learning
ecologies exemplify the ways fan fiction communities offer powerful plat-
forms for youth to learn and interact.21 Building off the research of John Seely
Brown, this essay references a “learning ecology” as “an open, complex adap-
tive system comprising elements that are dynamic and interdependent.”22
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Rather than looking at learning as a process that happens to individuals,
Brown’s language highlights the social engagement amongst participants, the
environment in which these participants interact, and the various texts and
media utilized; learning, then, is an ongoing component of rich spaces like
tabletop gaming communities. The interaction of players, game mechanics,
story, and visual aids and implements (like maps, figures, dice, and character
sheets) could be a  self- contained learning ecology. More broadly, one can
imagine a local gaming community that shares ideas within a local brick and
mortar store as a larger instantiation of such an ecology. That digital tools
like online social networks extend such ecologies should be understood, par-
ticularly in light of Jenkins’ definition of participatory culture. In light of this
framing of a learning ecology, I argue here that the decision making of RPG
Dungeon Masters functions as the bedrock on which powerful pedagogical
instruction can emerge.

Though  role- playing is a collaborative effort—each agent within the
gaming ecology affects the experience and outcome of play—the Dungeon
Master is the most deliberate in enacting his or her agency on the direction
of a game. Yes, this is a generalization: some gaming systems place more
agency in the hands of players and various modes of play are going to lend
more direction within the purview of players. However, even when playing
within the “sandbox” games that are guided by player choice, nearly every
decision is mediated by the Dungeon Master’s whim. Be it an interaction
with a  world- weary barkeep, a description of the  woods- shrouded labyrinth
that players choose to explore, or the weather patterns that may plague a
lengthy road trip to Waterdeep, the Dungeon Master’s role of facilitating all
aspects of play outside of an individual player’s control means that if their is
a center to a singular gaming ecology it is the Dungeon Master.

Shoring Up Learning in an Age of Participation
Recently, a group of researchers has looked at the learning principles

that emerge within today’s context of participatory culture. Calling this kind
of learning a “connected learning,” these researchers help illustrate how such
models of learning today are

socially embedded,  interest- driven, and oriented toward educational, economic,
or political opportunity. Connected learning is realized when a young person
pursues a personal interest or passion with the support of friends and caring
adults, and is in turn able to link this learning and interest to academic achieve-
ment, career possibilities, or civic engagement.23

Establishing youth interests and collaboration as platforms for understanding
how young people are learning in the  twenty- first century, there is a very
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clear  through- line that bridges the research about participatory culture with
the principles of learning today. By building on the notion of participatory
culture—including transmedia and fan fiction—connected learning is a useful
framework for educators to consider how to better leverage youth learning
as it is already occurring for specific academic purposes.

Primarily framing learning principles in after school activities such as
in online gaming communities24 or around popular young adult (YA) liter-
ature,25 connected learning can act as the groundwork for establishing new
teaching practices within classrooms. As such, I believe that the forms of
understanding and education that happen informally around a gaming table
are precisely how connected learning can be mediated by teachers. More sim-
ply: connected learning classrooms have a lot to learn from Dungeon Masters.
My own work has attempted to highlight how teachers are taking up models
of connected learning within their classrooms today.26 In traditional models
of tabletop  role- playing, the Dungeon Master and players sit and play with
a mutually agreed upon set of rules, contexts, and cultural limits (a game
that makes too many players uncomfortable with its content, for example,
will quickly lose its player base). With this shared interest, connected learning
highlights how information is distributed, stories are constructed, and under-
standing of rules and setting are reinforced over time. Tabletop  role- play is
connected learning in action.

While tabletop  role- play is exemplary of connected learning it also high-
lights a key salient factor that can help schools sustain this new model of
education: the role of a key facilitator. At least among most popular RPGs,
the role of the Dungeon Master (or equivalent) is central to the play experi-
ence. This individual is present but different from others at the table. She or
he constructs narrative; provides contextual support through description,
taking on  non- player character personas, and adding details to the world as
requested by players; and arbitrates rulings on complex gaming systems. As
every edition of The Dungeon Master’s Guide illustrates, final ruling decisions
are ultimately the decision of the Dungeon Master (at least within the realm
of D&D; this can differ for other RPGs). There exists a burden for all players
to ensure the gaming is a fun experience, but this is most centrally the Dun-
geon Master’s underlying task. It is with this understanding that one can
begin to see a much clearer role that a teacher as Dungeon Master model of
classroom instruction can play in informing powerful learning. When the
teacher is culling together and mediating the mutual interests of classroom
participants, he or she is guiding forms of engagement and arbitrating as
necessary. This is not simply a semantic shift in how one describes what
teach ers do; instead, this is an important acknowledgment that the teaching
of teachers must incorporate the sound principles of mentorship, support,
and forethought that are central to engaging RPG experiences. In the next
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section of this essay, I look at some of the foundations of these learning prin-
ciples before more fully diving into examples of classroom Dungeon Master-
ing.

The Classroom as a Space for Democratic 
and Critical Inquiry

While this essay has thus far drawn connections between traditional
forms of RPGs like D&D and forms of participatory culture and connected
learning, relatively little of this description has focused on what teachers do
within classrooms and schools. Set aside, for a moment, your own recollec-
tions of school and of how schooling is presently framed in the public media:
the rote  skill- and-drill preparation for  high- stakes tests, the series of desks
lined in rows, the drudgery of schedules guided by  factory- modeled bells.
Yes, these are often the vagaries of U.S. education. However, even looking 
at educational theory that extends more than 100 years into our past, the
ground work for powerful  game- based learning and exploration in schools
has been slowly brewing. Further, much like at the heart of one’s favorite
D&D campaign, the possibilities for transformative learning are most fully
realized by a flexible mediator of learning and engagement: teachers can be
the innovative Dungeon Master for today’s schooling system.

More than a century ago, philosopher John Dewey challenged the
archaic and disconnected traditions of schooling. The rote mechanics and
the disconnect between “school and society” illustrated for Dewey that
schools were preparing students in a context disembodied from the real world
in which they will interact.27 Both in terms of content of inquiry and in mode
of pedagogical engagement, Dewey’s concerns were not only what was being
taught but where and how. Across his career, Dewey would revisit these sen-
timents; for many scholars these would be seen as culminating most suc-
cinctly in his 1938 work Experience and Education. Arguing for a “democratic”
model of schooling, Dewey’s vision is one that is built on sociocultural prin-
ciples of learning frequently upheld in today’s educational scholarship but
not fully implemented within the current public schooling landscape. For
Dewey, forms of inquiry, exploration, and meaningful connection between
curriculum and real world interactions should be at the center of how we
educate and engage with young people.

While Dewey’s vision of democratic models of schooling shaped schools
and educational philosophy in the U.S. in the early twentieth century, a “crit-
ical pedagogy” largely shaped by South American pedagogues like Paulo
Freire has challenged conceptions of power and oppression in Western edu-
cation over the past six decades.28 I have looked at the convergence of
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Deweyan forms of democracy and South  American- influenced critical ped-
agogy in models of  twenty- first century schooling elsewhere,29 but it is impor-
tant here to acknowledge that Dewey’s vision of schooling—while interested
in progressive education—did not specifically explore issues of power, labor,
and liberation in ways that were intentionally taken up by Freire and, later,
educational researchers like Ira Shor,30 Ernest Morrell,31 and Peter McLaren.32

A key tenet of critical pedagogy, “problem-posing education,” emphasizes
that knowledge is not deposited by a teacher to a student via a “banking
model of education,” but rather that knowledge is created through ongoing
questioning, inquiry, and dialogue.33 More recently, Francesco Crocco has
pointed to the possibility of merging critical pedagogy with traditional  game-
based pedagogies by arguing for a “Critical Gaming Pedagogy” that engages
Freire’s work to “promote critical thinking about hegemonic ideas and insti-
tutions rather than to propagate them.”34

Bringing together the concepts of critical pedagogy and Dewey’s pro-
gressivism, it is important to highlight how a teacher as Dungeon Master can
bring these two bodies of educational theory together synergistically. On the
one hand, Dewey illustrates how content knowledge learned in an English
classroom, for instance, can be applied to a specific context from which to
learn; for gamers, an encounter in a wayward dungeon is an opportunity for
players to embody learning that is otherwise abstracted across texts in a gam-
ing manual. On the other hand, critical pedagogy encourages teachers to take
this  context- specific application of learning and leverage it for liberatory pur-
poses. To this extent, the possibilities of a Dungeon Master, both in the class-
room and at the gaming table, that guides participants toward actively cri tiquing
conceptions of power is one that would also guide a Freirean “problem-pos-
ing” model of education35 and also build experiential, democratic learning
opportunities. Further, such forms of learning are intentionally taken up with
not only understanding real contexts for learning but for exploring the roots
of issues of equity and justice.

Though contemporary research in critical pedagogy considers the role
of schools as sites that orient students toward specific forms of labor, as noted
by Jean Anyon36 and Paul Willis,37 the initial bedrock of Dewey’s American
progressive education offers a platform from which to understand the poten-
tial relevance of a Dungeon Master as teacher model. For instance, in 1932, a
contemporary of Dewey’s, George Counts, wrote the aptly titled pamphlet
Dare the School Build a New Social Order? Advancing the issues of relevancy
and access within schools, Counts’ prescient call for progressive reform
demands that “teachers must bridge the gap between school and society and
play some part in the fashioning of those great common purposes which
should bind the two together.”38 It is striking to recognize that the issues of
relevancy at the center of Dewey and other pedagogical scholars’ concerns
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are often found within the opportunity to “play” and take on identities and
roles through simulation. What is important to see across the work of Dewey
and his contemporaries is that this concern for relevance and bringing school
closer to the needs of the “real world” continue today. Particularly as main-
stream media describe the role of schools as preparing students for future
careers that do not yet exist, the elasticity of instruction is crucial. Being able
to manipulate and play with ideas and concepts is one main purpose of
inquiry as Dewey describes it.

Play and role-play are key avenues for understanding society and one’s
role in it. Exploration and manipulation of principles and ideas is fundamen-
tal to learning for young people,39 however, the creative principle of divergent
thinking is not supported in most secondary school settings.40 Johan Hui -
zinga’s formative theoretical work on games, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play
Element in Culture, illustrates how games can be understood as key ways of
teaching and conveying culture.41 Huizinga explains that games are played
within a “magic circle” where social norms are ignored. Within the “ritual” of
play, players are granted the agency to do things that society would judge as
strange; “falling down” during Ring Around the Rosie, for example, is common
and expected behavior in the “magic circle” of play. Similarly, talking in a fan -
tastical patter as a haggling halfling bard may seem silly, but is within the
expected norms of D&D  role- play. Huizinga emphasizes that a main charac-
teristic of games “is in fact freedom.” Noting that “play is not ‘ordinary’ or ‘real’
life. It is rather a stepping out of ‘real’ life into a temporary sphere of activity,”
Huizinga’s work highlights how games can safely cordon off student explo-
ration into a virtual space for students to explore.42 While RPGs have histor-
ically developed around genre fiction settings like fantasy, science fiction,
and the Wild West, there is little to prevent virtual exploration of contem-
porary settings. Having students at the helm to  de- escalate global crisis, seek
out new technologies, and mediate  inner- city strife can all lend themselves
to applicable new contexts of learning and play. Constructing such academic
play as a “problem posing” mode of learning enables students to think crit-
ically about their own positionality and the collaboratory opportunities that
emerge. Such play parallels longstanding use of simulations within education,
but emphasizes the identity construction and mediation process. Like stu-
dents developing “critical consciousness”—a nuanced, critical understanding
of the world, one’s place within it, and a clarified sense of agency to enact
change—in a Freriean model of critical pedagogy, students can explore who
the characters they play are43; their wants, desires, aspirations, and fears offer
metacognitive illumination on how students interact and engage.

In fact, such virtual world learning is promoted in online gaming sys-
tems. Games like World of Warcraft are frequently upheld as powerful learn-
ing tools.44 However, I would argue that one can adhere more closely to
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Dewey’s vision of bringing school and society closer to one another via  non-
digital contexts of learning. As Marshall McLuhan explains, Dewey’s progres -
sive models of education are not about  high- tech advances in technology,
but about intentional use of dialogue: “John Dewey worked to restore edu-
cation to its primitive  pre- print phase. He wanted to get the student out of
the passive role of consumer of uniformly packaged learning.”45 By moving
away from the consumption of print, Dewey not only signals key principles
of participatory culture (only 70 years early!) but also harkens to modes of
engagement that reflect oral culture. Describing a secondary orality, Walter
Ong notes that “Its participatory mystique, its fostering of a communal sense,
in concentration on the present moment” offers a powerful new mode of oral
communication.46 This prescient form of communication occurs in dialogue
across a gaming table and, potentially, within the classroom. What this means
for education and gaming is that the contexts for play and exploration require
little to no digital technology; they require a safe setting for learning in which
students are able to explore, imagine, and create.

The Dungeon Master Teacher: Connecting 
Learning, Constructing Contexts for Play

Currently, a smattering of gaming enthusiasts bring RPGs into K–12
schools and into their classrooms. These activities are shared anecdotally on
blogs, in zines, and in conversations around gaming tables. While companies
like Paizo are actively supporting libraries and schools to incorporate RPGs
in the classroom,47 there are two challenges that this process faces. First, there
is a lack of empirical research on how RPGs are supporting classroom learn-
ing. Secondly, there is a lack of material to support teachers who are unfa-
miliar with RPGs but interested in incorporating Dungeon Master techniques.
Among the many courses  pre- service teachers are expected to take to receive
their teaching license one would be hard pressed to find courses that discuss
polyhedral dice, the rules statistics for flumphs, or the best way to avoid a
slumber lich. Distilling this a bit more clearly, the parts of playing an RPG—
narrating, mediating, socializing—are simply not a part of how teachers in
the U.S. are prepared today.

As we’ve seen throughout this essay so far, Dungeon Masters—as the
key central mediators in RPGs—support powerful forms of connected learn-
ing in schools. Further, if one returns to the roots of Dewey’s and Freire’s
beliefs about student identity and agency in schools, a central challenge that
persists in education today is that schools lack context of learning within the
public sphere that students will eventually enter. As such, the connected
learning role of the Dungeon Master is one that can bring in the elements of
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imagination, fun, and academic learning while simultaneously supporting
 youth- driven models of engagement. The remainder of this essay, then,
addresses the second main challenge of incorporating RPGs within class-
rooms. As the teacher below highlights, there are some disparate examples
of RPGs influencing education, but the widespread possibilities of sustainable
educational change via  role- playing are not seen yet. Building off a dialogue
with a teacher on his extracurricular incorporation of RPGs, I offer a frame-
work for radically transforming teaching practices through the art of Dun-
geon Mastering.

Chad Sansing, a middle school teacher in Virginia and member of the
National Writing Project, ran a yearlong Pathfinder campaign for his students.
Though this project began as an extracurricular endeavor, Sansing noted
ways his students’ participation shaped their academic and democratic iden-
tities. Interviewing Sansing about the campaign, he recalled the history of
the program: “Last year, during the 4th 9 Weeks, several kids at school asked
for a D&D club during advisory time. Serving as  nerd- in-residence, I agreed
to host the club and run the campaign.” In a 5,000-word treatise, Sansing
offered a synopsis of the story, the world he and his students constructed,
and the ways this world was changed by the ideas and actions of the youth.
Like any  long- term campaign, the twists of player ingenuity take the players
in myriad directions. This is not the neat  story- arc of a  five- act Shakespearean
drama. Instead, the experience found Sansing constantly reconfiguring his
campaign to meet his students’ interests. Although an extracurricular pro-
gram, Sansing’s expertise as a teacher points to the ways the RPG sessions
could creep into an English Language Arts curriculum. He notes,

Before the adventure began, most students wrote back stories—without much
help from me—that brought them together on the map I showed them of the
campaign world. I asked them to come up with explanations for how they could
all wind up in one particular nation at the same time. All kinds of writing and
creativity ensued as we got characters built over the first three or four days of
club.

Sansing guided much of the rules arbitration—not expecting most of his stu-
dents to spend the money on or focus on the minutia of rules in a nearly
600-page book. Instead, he would suggest how the dice were used, offer key
explanations of each player’s character attributes, and help mediate what stu-
dents wanted to do in combat with how these were executed mechanically.
While some aspects of rules understanding can be seen as an important skill,
Sansing highlights a key principle that Dungeon Masters employ: rules can
get in the way of engagement. Worrying less about mechanics and more about
the interests of students, Sansing emphasizes that taking on being a Dungeon
 Master- influenced teacher is about adjusting content toward allowing student
voice to emerge.
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By worrying less about the mechanics of a 3.5 edition D&D variant,
Sansing allowed students’ sense of adventure to guide what occurred. Though
he designed the campaign, it was done so because he knew his students. In
this sense another key lesson is presented: relationships matter. A successful
Dungeon Master in the classroom is one that refines her or his instruction
based on what she or he knows about the students. This is even more directly
explained in The Dungeon Master’s Guide. Noting the various interests of
players, the Guide explains:

Knowing what your players enjoy most about the D&D game helps you create
and run adventures that they will enjoy and remember. Once you know which of
the following activities each player in your group enjoys the most, you can tailor
adventures that satisfy your players’ preferences as much as a possible, thus
keeping them engaged.48

The Guide goes on to provide an  non- comprehensive list of activities includ-
ing acting, exploring, instigating, fighting, optimizing, problem solving, and
storytelling. Within a fictitious setting of a virtual world these are powerful
activities to engage in. One can imagine extending such a list to more fully
take on academic contexts of learning if they seem conducive to what one
knows students are interested in.

By creating a gaming experience that was personalized and accessible
for his students, Sansing offers an even more important lesson about being
a classroom Dungeon Master: learning should feel adventurous. Reflecting on
why his campaign was successful, Sansing said,

Kids want to cooperate and learn with, through, and from people and stories
that involve them in personal inquiry, trusting relationships, and opportunities
for exploring identity at school. A well designed lesson, unit, curriculum, class,
or year is one in which kids feel like adventurers, in which they feel like heroes,
and in which they can apprehend the heroism of their peers, some of whom
fight awful battles just to be present and to risk being seen and heard.

By making learning feel adventurous, one can see how schooling becomes
much more than a rote delivery mechanism of content; it becomes a foun-
dation on which students explore ideas, take on new identities, and generally
get to try out new experiences in the safe confines of a  teacher- mediated
space. One can learn from this campaign that powerful teaching can look
quite a bit like a memorable campaign: intellectual foes slain, journeys taken,
memories created. Learning is leveled up.

A final lesson that Sansing offers is about the tension between structure
and openness. As he reflected, “Playing D&D with my kids was like teaching
them in a participatory learning environment—without them it would have
fallen flat; with too much control on my part, the game would have sucked.”
One can glean from this the understanding that teachers as Dungeon Masters
should know when to back off. As Farne notes, “On the one hand, play is con-
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sidered as a ground on which adults intervene by building paths, materials,
structures that give it an additional value; and yet, on the other hand, due to
a pedagogical project, that very ground is preserved as natural as possible
assuming that this is its true value.”49 This fleshing out of a “true value” in
play and of providing concrete “structures” is the kind of mediation that Dun-
geon Masters engage in. It is a fine balance between prescription and  open-
ended play. Sansing provides this context while also harking back to the key
focus for Dungeon Masters—making the game fun: “An explicit and repeat-
edly stated purpose of the group was to be a community and to enjoy our
time together as  co- creators of an awesome story.”

Sansing thus illustrates four key foundations teachers can adapt that
come from Dungeon Mastering:

1. Rules can get in the way of engagement.
2. Relationships matter.
3. Learning should feel adventurous.
4. Know when to back off.

One should keep in mind that these four elements work synergistically. With-
out knowing one’s students one is unlikely to be able to know what instruction
needs to be adjusted or what feels adventurous. Likewise, some structure is
important to maintain a feeling of adventure. Knowing what pedagogical
scaffolding can be taken away and what needs to remain in order to keep the
experience held together is a skill that comes with teaching practice. Ulti-
mately, these four elements can be read as benign truisms about classroom
practice. However, it is important to consider them in light of what happens
in RPG campaigns. As a Dungeon Master, one’s responsibility is to arbitrate
rules when necessary and remove them when they become little more than
 time- consuming clutter. Further, knowing how to mediate the many person-
alities encouraged at an RPG table is a delicate skill and one that can quickly
undermine the element of fun if not done carefully. Additionally, without
epic stakes on the table, there is little incentive for traditional RPG campaigns
to proceed forward. While Sansing’s students highlight some of these excep-
tions (some players were much more interested in the customization and
progression of their own characters’ storylines than a sense of  death- defying
adventure), it is the epic quest that provided the forward momentum of a
 year- long process of learning and community building. Sansing’s experiences
as a Dungeon Master echo a key academic belief noted by Jeff Howard in his
work Quests: Design, Theory, and History in Games and Narratives. Exploring
how digital games could replicate literary works, Howard highlights the pow-
erful connections across various literary works, noting that “pedagogical
applications of quests can potentially benefit humanities teachers in a broad
range of educational situations.”50
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Though my conversation with Sansing and anecdotal flotsam and jetsam
offer myriad ways to continue to endorse a Dungeon Master pedagogy within
the classroom, I also want to offer a brief caution. While it is fruitful here to
consider the pedagogical power of a Dungeon  Master- approach to classroom
teaching, it is important to also acknowledge some of the underlying tensions
that exist. Because the RPG table does not hew to the same constraints of
today’s classroom, noting similarities and differences between the two modes
of engagement is akin to meaningless navel gazing. However, looking at the
differences between Dungeon Mastering and teaching illustrate conceptions
of power and democracy within learning contexts. Looking at language from
the first Dungeon Master’s Guide in the 1970s, one is reminded of how RPGs
can feel different even from the broad definitions of connected learning dis-
cussed earlier in this essay:

The danger of a mutable system is that you or your players will go too far in
some undesirable direction and end up with a  short- lived campaign. Partici-
pants will always be pushing for a game which allows them to become strong
and powerful far too quickly. Each will attempt to take the game out of your
hands and mold it to his or her own ends. To satisfy this natural desire is to
issue a death warrant to a campaign, for it will either be a  one- player affair or
the players will desert en masse for something more challenging and equitable.51

It is this description that—though the RPG genre has grown significantly over
the past four decades—plagues the vision that it is a purely democratic affair.
In ways that may not align even with the Deweyan principles of democratic
schooling, Gygax offers here a distrust of players in tabletop games. While
some RPG games are much broader in the freedoms they offer players (and
some RPGs are played without the role of a Dungeon Master), one can imag-
ine that one must maintain an optimistic belief in the capabilities and inten-
tions of students. The epic quest one provides them can either uplift the
professional interests of students, or squash intellectual desires. The respon-
sibility of classroom Dungeon Masters is to do nothing less than instill feel-
ings of intellectual curiosity and empowerment in the young adventurers as
they set out to create change in the real world beyond the classroom.

Describing her work designing Alternate Reality Games (ARGs), Jane
McGonigal argues that “games are a powerful platform for change.”52 Indeed,
as the foundation for  in- school learning ecologies, one can see the role of the
Dungeon Master making learning an epic, customized challenge for students.
Reflecting on some of the key takeaways from his campaign with his students,
Sansing illustrates how the lessons of play, the lessons of schooling, and the
lessons of civic identity and community are intermingled. He offers a set of
key precepts that teacher and student alike can adopt:

Natural 1s are bad, but failure is sometimes funny and always safe in our class-
room. Natural 20s are good, but sometimes being great at something right off
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the bat changes what comes next or what’s expected of us. Everyone has some-
thing to say, but some of us take more time to find our voices than others.
Everyone wants to belong, and we can include them when we decide to be
patient, inviting, and kind. Everyone has a sense of humor. Stories are best cre-
ated together. Community sometimes requires sacrifice, even when sacrifice is
just a willingness to be silly in front of others.

Conclusion: Teaching Beyond Failure
Nearly a century ago John Dewey wrote in Democracy and Education

that “From a very early age, however, there is no distinction of exclusive peri-
ods of play activity and work activity, but only one of emphasis.”53 As a medi-
ator of the kinds of emphasis within a classroom, teachers can help issue
powerful learning that emerges specifically from modes of play. While rules
and specific gaming systems can come to mind to do this (this essay, for
example, has largely used D&D examples of RPG play), it is equally important
to recognize that powerful play stems from and spurs imagination. By strip-
ping away archaic notions of high stakes testing, greater possibilities emerge.
Learning can be driven from and guided by the collective imagination of stu-
dents and teachers. Mediating the wants, questions, and desires of young peo -
ple into an epic adventure is what a Dungeon Master can do in this setting.

This shift toward a classroom Dungeon Master is also one that changes
the language of schooling. Typically, “failure” is abysmal and sorely looked
down upon. To fail is to be unacceptable in school. However, failure is a reg-
ular, accepted part of RPG play. To fail may be a frustrating experience, but
it is one in which growth emerges. One learns from failure and—while one
does not look forward to the failed Will save at the 11th hour of an epic bat-
tle—it is an accepted part of how RPGs engage their participants. In this
sense, consider how different schooling would be if failure were taken out of
the picture. Even in the relatively short length of the development of the RPG
genre, there has been significant growth and flexibility. As Appelcline notes54:

The  role- playing industry grew out of wargaming, a predominantly simulationist
hobby. However, many of those wargamers were out to win, and that was the
idea that infused the early RPG industry under gamemasters like Gary Gygax
and Rob Kuntz. Primordial adventures like S1: Tomb of Horrors (1978) and other
D&D tournament modules offered challenges that players might succeed or fail
at.

The history of tabletop  role- playing continues, and one can see a deliberate
shift to “narrativist gaming style.”55 Appelcline’s history largely looks at how
such models of gaming are found in “indie” games. Ultimately RPGs aren’t
about “winning.” There is no letter grade given in any edition of D&D. Judg-
ing success and progress was to take into account myriad qualitative and
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quantitative factors: my hit points, my level and experience, my sense of
exhaustion after a long night of play, my yearning to play again soon. Dun-
geon Masters make learning participatory; they  co- construct a fulfilling, chal-
lenging learning experience and do so in relation to the interests and needs
of their participants. They mediate fun and offer epic opportunities for even
the shyest participants to step forward and save the day. Roll for initiative.
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Playing for Change
FreeMarket and the Rise of Serious 

Tabletop  Role- Playing Games

Troy Leaman

As of 2015, digital (video) games are a commodity, a channel for per-
suasion, and a medium for education, but also an art form, an activist’s tool,
and a means of expression for the average person. While still a young
medium, the digital game is now comparable in status to the newspaper,
novel, radio, or film in its potential scope of influence and controversy. In its
critical reception it has made the journey from source of moral panic, past
tool of  self- actualization and liberation from drudgery, to reach the sober
spotlight that examines its position in a nexus of economic and political
forces.

In contrast, how have tabletop  role- playing games (TRPGs) fared? They
have been in existence as long as the “real” start of video gaming, that is, since
the early market penetration of home gaming systems and video arcades in
the early 1970s. No  role- player over 40 can forget the Satanic panic that
haunted the early days of the hobby and marked the hobby’s rite of passage
as an entirely new medium. The passing of fear brought a short honeymoon
of beatification, and it is with a trivial amount of digging that one can find
research papers that valorize the potential of the RPG as a means to  self-
actualize or learn empathy.1 While once a profitable industry, the heyday of
TRPGs’ earning potential has passed. Yet, it is also undeniable that the larger,
more lucrative digital game hobby itself owes something of a debt to TRPGs
for some of its more popular genres, forms, and settings.2

Although TRPGs, as an economic industry, will never be as large a mar-
ket force as digital games, they have an underdeveloped capacity as tools for
fostering societal change. They afford potential conditions for deep, reflexive
self- and societal exploration anywhere two people can sit down and talk,
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and, compared to digital games, TRPGs have lower development costs and
greater versatility in creative scope. Beyond simply acquiring skill with play-
ing a given game system, practitioners of the tabletop hobby can be seen as
acquiring a body of knowledge built from a collection of learned heuristics—
easily modifiable resolution systems and immersive/expressive techniques
that provide a toolkit3 they can take anywhere and use to crack open the
fetters of consciousness through a shared interactive experience.

An expanded exploration of the TRPG’s transformative potential is
timely in light of the fact that digital games are becoming ensconced as a pri-
mary tool of mass persuasion for entrenched institutions. This consideration
should not be seen as a conspiracy theory—there is no scheme being cine-
matically masterminded by a modern day James Bond villain. This is simply
the result of groups with the money and  know- how, such as the American
military, looking for a natural channel for messages pertinent to their needs.
TRPGs may provide the needed grassroots counterbalance, one that is open
source, cheap, and adaptable. They could provide access to a social “labora-
tory” that can allow dynamic exploration of alternative possibilities to the
dominant, static, institutional interests.

Digital games’ penetration into an  ever- growing sphere of institutional,
corporate, and private worlds is visible in their implementation as “serious
games.” At its broadest definition, the serious game is one designed with a
primary purpose other than entertainment. This primary purpose can be
(non-exhaustively): educational (a classroom game designed to impart histor -
ical facts with context), practical instructional or vocational (a game teaching
doctors how to recognize cancer cell masses),  simulation- oriented (most war -
games, emergency response exercises, and corporate exercises), persuasive
(encouraging favorable reception of a political group’s or social movement’s
goals by graphic demonstration of a situation requiring attention),  marketing-
oriented (interesting users in a product that sponsors the game or works its
way into gameplay), or artistic (designed to provoke thought on a subject,
per haps without a final persuasive point in mind).

Digital games can be found serving all of these alternative primary pur-
poses. TRPGs, I suggest, can do likewise, but, in particular, they excel in a
hybrid of the persuasive and artistic serious game that I call the aware serious
game. The aware serious game can serve the (non-entertainment) purpose
of provoking player thought and mental exploration of ideas initially closed
off or underdeveloped. This may be a free form exploration (like artistic seri-
ous games) or one that a designer creates with the aim of leading players to
a particular viewpoint (like a persuasive game). But it is a specific feature of
the particularly freeform and repurposable quality of TRPGs to allow any
given game instance to shade from one serious form to the other by the whims
of the Game Master or the players.
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For the purpose of exploring avenues of social change, the most useful
(aware) serious game TRPGs would be ones that create the most radical dis-
junction from the ideologically constituted self of the current historical
moment. These could be games removed in  space- time or culture from the
reference point of neoliberal capitalist consumer subjecthood. Some existing
games that might fit the bill include Dog Eat Dog, Steal Away Jordan, Durance,
Shock, Microscope, and FreeMarket. Each of these in different ways presents
a playing field for the imagination in which constitutive features of  self-
understanding are dislocated, unhinged, shifted, transfigured. The psychic
mold is stretched in unexpected ways. Setting is largely responsible for cre-
ating an immersive texture that stretches normal experiential boundaries.

In the case of Dog Eat Dog, a framework is offered for the exploration
of key colonial issues; players take on the roles of subaltern subjects struggling
for  self- determinacy, but against impossible (i.e., realistic) odds. Steal Away
Jordan taps into the experiential vagaries of slaves in the antebellum South.
The game’s focus is not on escape so much as on delineating the texture of
life under these conditions. Similarly, Durance, although staged with science
fiction trappings, reproduces the experience of being a penal colonist based
on the early Australian model. Shock is far less setting specific; its features
remain unelaborated until defined by the players. The group chooses one
significant technological or sociological “shock” factor whose impact on the
society is decisive and whose ramifications are explored and played out with
the greatest possible consistency and consequentiality. Essentially, the game
examines the effects and complications of radical and sometimes catastrophic
change. Microscope has the same openness in terms of setting and a similarly
interesting linear drive in exploring the implications of the initial starting
points of player decisions. By generating a world from ground zero and trac-
ing its teleological arcs of development, players receive a visceral sense of
evolutionary stages and constitutive growth arcs, of conditioning mecha-
nisms, and of the dynamics of change and inertia, all of these being significant
structural features of the temporal and experiential coordinates of life on our
planet. As the need for technologically sensitive intervention in ecological
shifts becomes ever more pressing, games like these become more and more
pertinent. Finally, FreeMarket, a literary science  fiction- based construct, plays
with  post- scarcity social models in a transhumanist setting. The game expe-
rience is centered on cooperation and experimentation with  self- expression,
unfettered by basic survival needs or current social protocols.

To demonstrate TRPGs’ serious game potential I will take a detour
through the  better- mapped fields of digital game (and science fiction) studies
to acquire some  worked- out and readily applicable theories about the cog-
nitive and persuasive potential inherent in game play. Then, after presenting
these concepts in their original context, that of examining the operations of
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digital gaming as a persuasive medium, I will refocus these models onto
TRPGs, bringing their unique strengths into view in the process. I will con-
clude by testing these theories in a case study of one of the games mentioned
above, FreeMarket, to see how the transhumanist setting of this TRPG can be
a vehicle for serious exploration of societal change.

The Persuasive Potential of the Digital Game
To glimpse the magnitude of digital games as tools of persuasion, con-

sider one of their largest, best funded, and institutionally directed success
stories. Within the last fifteen years, digital games have established themselves
as a significant part of American military planning for training and recruit-
ment. Wunderkind’s America’s Army has brought about such a boost in recruit -
ment that the army has been able to consistently reach its enlistment targets
for the first time in decades. Success breeds copycats, and other nations have
rushed to follow suit, with Britain producing Start Thinking Soldier and China
the dubious Glorious Mission. As game play seamlessly merges with online
recruitment sites, young players are now better able to connect their gunmetal
black fantasy worlds from the game screen to the  real- world job market.

In his article “Serious Games and Social Change,”4 serious game researcher
Christoph Klimmt has laid out why digital games make a good channel for
persuasion. Klimmt presents fifteen persuasive effect mechanisms, the last
three, collected under the heading Effect Mechanisms Related to Persuasion
and Attitude Change, being of most interest: “Situation Definition as Play Pre -
vents Persuasion-Resistance Stance (Mechanism 3),” “Game Narrative Con-
tributes to Persuasion (Mechanism 10),” and “Attitude Change may result
from Misattribution of Attitude to  Real- Life Source (Mechanism 13).”

In quick summary, the formal structure of the digital game does not
resemble any of the more explicitly persuasive media because the individual
is not expecting to encounter such mechanisms. The player, in fact, often has
a naivety about potential persuasive encroachments in the game. Unlike in
a biased, selective media presentation of news items, for instance, there is no
visible imprint of an overt strategy at work here. Since players often do not
expect persuasive stances, their resistance to these mechanisms is lower. In
Klimmt’s words, they are less likely to adopt the “anti-persuasive” stance dur-
ing play, a kind of mental armor that would fortify the player with counter
strategies—an awareness of conflicting, vested interest or bias, distortion, or
omission. In other words, the digital game allows a persuasion attempt to
“fly under the radar.”

An  anti- persuasion stance mentally places the individual into a state of
wariness vis-à-vis attempts to shift her viewpoint on an issue, making such
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efforts easy to spot and dismiss. Digital games mask the mechanism of per-
suasion by changing the space of mental engagement from one of a direct
address/discourse with the individual, with the line of persuasion presented
on a platter for consideration, to an arena of immersion in sensory detail,
where the lines of persuasion acquire a new form as texture elements or pieces
of window dressing working with other elements to suture together the
immersive background; therein biased selection, distortion, and  propaganda-
laden visual information become readily accepted as part of the play expe-
rience.

Also, many successful games provide a narrative, and narratives have
the virtue of fostering a “transportation” or “immersion” into the game’s story
world, again wearing down resistance. Much of this aspect of Klimmt’s work
draws on narrative transportation studies by researchers like R.J. Gerrig, M.C.
Green,5 and T.C. Brock. This field addresses the ways in which the internal
mental processes of reading a narrative result in readers empathizing with
viewpoint characters and entering a state of perception that foregrounds the
internal narrative world in their mental registers so strongly that the percep-
tion of the real world dims. This suggests that exploration of a fictional world
through reading produces an experience that generates memories and
thoughts as valid and salient as any primary world experience.

Ideas and values encountered in the story world are—by virtue of the
psychological mechanisms brought into play during immersion—“…pro -
cessed less critically (e.g. in terms of questioning credibility and truthfulness
of the information), while [they are] still perceived as being a relevant source
of information for  real- world beliefs and attitudes).”6 Klimmt also pinpoints
a tendency in people “to confuse sources of information (especially fact and
fiction sources), which opens a pathway for fictional information to affect
 real- world beliefs and thoughts.”7 Thus, slippage occurs.  Real- world param-
eters that determine belief structure and behavior patterns are subtly
realigned, augmented, even polluted with fictional ones and generate hidden
shifts, veerings, a reconditioning and rise in vulnerability to persuasion.

Klimmt focuses on the positive ends to which such stealth persuasion
could be put, such as changing attitudes towards sending girls to school in
countries that repress women’s education. But such stealth persuasion can
just as easily be put into the service of more disagreeable agendas. By stealth
persuasion, I mean any persuasive form that does not directly address the
message receiver. Instead, it relies on hints, innuendo, or subtle pressures to
induce one to form conclusions and fill in gaps from a provided narrative
without explicit instruction to do so. It relies partially on people’s natural
proclivity to fill in such gaps or incorporate hints in order to aid narrative
closure.

In Games of Empire (2009), Nick  Dyer- Witheford and Greig de Peuter
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explore how such stealth persuasion has been applied to advance military
interests. They posit that “Long-standing interaction of video game culture
and the military apparatus is a component in the banalization of war.”8 Build-
ing on the work of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in Empire (2000) they
suggest that populations undergoing war require heavy reconditioning and
resocialization in order to “endure and endorse such an ongoing state,”9 and
digital games have their undoubted place in accomplishing it.

Dyer-Witherford and de Peuter partially demonstrate this theory using
a case study of the game Full Spectrum Warrior (FSW), highlighting its effec-
tiveness in contributing to the normalization process. They explain how the
civilian game fits into the project of banalizing war:

Implicit in this doctrine is an understanding of war as a project with not only
military but also ideological and political dimensions. Maintaining an imperial
populace’s will to fight is as important as battlefield dominance … whatever the
success or failure of simulators such as FSW in preparing soldiers for Baghdad,
their role in habituating civilians to perpetual war may be as, or more, important
… when the same militaristic identities and assumptions are reiterated by
numerous media channels and asserted by many institutions, the chances for
their reproduction rise. In societies on a war footing, militarization, as we men-
tioned earlier, becomes part of everyday life, from downloading a free mission
from the Kuma War Web site to CNN reporting the daily threat level based on
Homeland Security’s  color- coded terror alert system.10

Here, the authors express the notion that most digital games fall into step
with the promotion of the rhetoric of Empire, in part by incorporating “con-
ventional wisdom” about national identity goals. As players identify with
characters who are pursuing those goals, an implicit rhetoric of “common
sense” is generated, which is anything but ideologically neutral. Players will
tend to be drawn towards games that reinforce their sense of comfort with
the new status quo, games that help position them as part of the solution in
the ongoing struggle of subduing Empire’s enemies.

In contrast to this view of digital games as part of the infrastructure of
imperial dominance, game maker and researcher Ian Bogost considers how
games could be used in a more personal and idiosyncratically rhetorical fash-
ion, one that considers the system of play/interaction as more important than
any narrative values being smuggled in. In Unit Operations (2006) and Per-
suasive Games (2007) he discusses the potential of “procedural rhetoric”: the
choices a designer/programmer makes in the way her game computationally
(procedurally) represents a system (models a slice of reality) make a statement
about how that system works in the real world. The designer’s choices indi-
rectly create a commentary on the modeled system, and any striking differ-
ences from the player’s understanding of that underlying model can create a
productive dissonance or distancing effect that causes reflection on the rep-
resented system. This  dissonance- inducing gap between presented model
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and player expectation Bogost calls “simulation fever.” As digital games
require discrete and nested sets of procedural algorithms to work, they pres-
ent a fully configured model of another system that reflects the coder/
designer’s considered choices of the most significant features to present: a
selection hierarchy is deployed following specific criteria. This creates a new
form of rhetoric, differing from the oral and visual rhetoric common in our
culture, one where the rhetorical argument is formed by the outline of the
system or procedures designed to create a model, hence Bogost’s term “pro-
cedural rhetoric.”

Game designer Anna Anthropy develops a similarly oriented focus on
the formal design of game systems and their potential to carry rhetorical
meanings. Anthropy describes the plethora of programs that allow people to
make their own small games without any real coding skills (examples include
Scratch and Gamemaker). In her book Rise of the Videogame Zinesters (2012)
she energetically argues that now is the moment for the average person to
take advantage of these tools and tap into the communicative potential of
digital games to make their own (called by her “personal” or “folk”) games:

What videogames need right now is to grow up. The videogame industry has
spent millions upon million of dollars to develop more visually impressive way
for a space marine to kill a monster. What they’ve invested almost nothing in is
finding better ways to tell a story, and in exploring different stories to tell. That’s
for us to do: the people who don’t have to sell thousands of copies of a game to
break even, who aren’t obliged to fill their games with eighty hours of content,
who are beholden to no one, who are free to be silly and weird and creative and
personal. Hobbyists and zinesters. You and Me.11

All this sets a scene for seeing the digital game as more than simply a
channel for dominant political and economic agendas. Bringing Bogost’s con-
cepts into productive dialogue with  Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter yields
insights into a zone of potential resistance to the hegemony of dominant ide-
ological interests. The latter suggest that playing digital games encourages a
kind of system thinking approach to life itself. Players learn to see and project
causal patterns and consequences of game action/moves and to transfer those
projections to analogous situations in the real world. In Ted Friedmann’s
words, “Playing a simulation means to become engrossed in a systemic logic
that connects a myriad array of causes and effects. The simulation acts as a
kind of  map- in-time, visually and viscerally (as the player internalizes the
game’s logic) demonstrating the repercussions and interrelatedness of many
different social decisions.”12

This new level of understanding promoted through game play provides
the basis for a cognitive leap in which one can conceive of new ways of approach -
ing things in the real world. It provides an internal toolkit for reframing pre-
viously successful approaches into qualitatively different situations, taking
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effective interaction strategies into new playing fields. Moreover, this gener-
ates an awareness of a zone of mobility for potential interactive strategies
with never before encountered situations perhaps leading to the creation of
new social constructs that could productively displace problematic existing
ones.

Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter advance the hope that this will encourage
a sense of empowerment in individuals to rethink societal structures they
normally accept as given, leading to a suppleness of approach that would
change existing structures, not through outright destruction (such as by rev-
olution) but by a withdrawal and reallocation of support to these newly
framed systems. They call this the “Exodus from Empire,” based on another
concept borrowed from Negri and Hardt. In  Dyer- Witheford and de Peuter’s
wider view, digital games have the potential to go beyond being the site of
passive ingestion of ideological thought, to becoming a vehicle for significant
cultural change. They provide a space for conscious reflection and open up
an experiential pathway for the generation of messages and ideas about new
ways of being beyond the existing sociopolitical formats and systems.

In her work Critical Play, game designer Mary Flanagan also promotes
the transformative potential of games, but complicates the issue by identify -
ing conflicting values that may arise during the game design process and
undermine this potential. The work is a broad study ranging from children’s
games to installation art and digital games. Flanagan first formulates the crit-
ical play method, which merges with the  well- known iterative game design
model (develop-playtest-revise-repeat) used by professional game designers
across many subfields. To this she adds, at several key points in the iterative
cycle, space to incorporate and evaluate designer values. By highlighting the
important task of making sure that initially designated values are continually
verified throughout the design process, she creates a methodology to help
designers prevent their value goals from being subverted,  re- aligned or weak-
ened (“drifted”) by the forces of the design process. This process is always
being pulled in different directions by conflicting agendas that can impact
the game’s final form, such as the potential clash between the designers’  avant-
garde aesthetic desires and the audiences’  market- shaped tastes.

The Persuasive Potential of TRPGs
Digital game analysis has unquestionably reached a level of complexity,

of productive controversy that marks it as a maturely developed field of inves-
tigation, albeit with much unexplored terrain. TRPGs, by contrast, represent
a relatively virgin field of study, one that can benefit, however, from a vigorous
mining of the more established field. This is all the more so since conceptual
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schema and derivations from digital game analysis have an affinity for being
translated to intuitions for TRPGs. Any emerging field builds its road maps,
its structures of investigation by an intelligent and creative sourcing not only
of facts but hypotheses, of cautiously imaginative but rigorously precise spec-
ulations. Borrowings from related fields can only enrich that process, con-
joined with sober methodological reflection and an awareness of significant
structural and phenomenological divergences.

As it happens, Bogost intended the concept of procedural rhetoric to be
extended to  non- digital systems of persuasion,13 and it readily transplants
into the TRPG context. However, some careful distinctions must be made.
TRPG systems are not as strictly and comprehensively formulated as the cod-
ing of digital games (where a thing is only possible if its potential has been
accounted for by the code). In the latter setting, all ramifications and implica -
tions of individual game components must be strictly and consequentially
mapped out and codified. By contrast, TRPG system settings or mappings
can have a certain latitude, a fuzziness, especially in relation to  in- built zones
of possibility and room for imaginative play. Game Masters will develop sen-
sitivity to their players’ naïve intuitions of the doable, for instance, while at
the same time attempting to challenge such sensibilities with deliberate strate-
gies of genre bending and intrusion into the game setting. And while some
players and Game Masters prefer strict genre fidelity, a precisely rendered
representation of “the real,” others will playfully stretch and work in fantasy
elements in a large variety of modes and genre inflections.

In the case of system mechanics, these can also sport designed biases
regarding what can be done (favoring representational “accuracy” vs. imag-
inative freedom) or what should be done, offering room for modeling stylistic
or  genre- specific parameters. The game system ideally will encourage players’
choices of character actions and behaviors to be in line with replicating a
genre or consistent with a narrative logic to be followed.

The logic of the systemic replication or configuration of the fictional real -
ity of the game through its setting and system mechanics reflects, like Bogost’s
concept of the digital game code’s “argument,” a deliberate strategy or position
on how to model reality. Through its selection criteria and chosen represen-
tational focus or spin, a game system presents, even advocates, a position or
evaluative posture, an “argument.” That game systems carry such argumen-
tative or persuasive thrusts through their representational configuration and
its influence on the experience of play is a point already shown in many indie
TRPG games, including Liam Burke’s Dog Eat Dog, where the mechanics help
enforce the unfair advantage that the colonial power has over native groups.
Equally, Jason Morningstar’s Durance incorporates mechan ics to highlight
similar power imbalances in a science fiction penal colony game based on
the experience of English criminals in the setting of Australia.

192 Part III. The Book of Change



Anthropy’s concept of the zine game has implications and resonances
for TRPG culture, as can be seen in the current movement to take a system
or rules set and reskin it with different backgrounds/narratives. A popular
system frequently hacked and modified is Vincent Baker’s Apocalypse World
(2010), which has spawned a number of adaptations for everything from dun-
geon crawls (Dungeon World) to the love lives of high school monsters (Mon-
sterhearts). The Apocalypse World rules structure narrative flow (making
trouble for the characters while allowing them to look “cool”) in a way not
particularly realistic  simulation- wise but creating a good and engaging nar-
rative. In addition, Baker supports the right of others to create hacks of his
system. This may be a moot point, because it is legally impossible to copyright
a TRPG rules system’s mechanics.14 An individual explanation or full expres-
sion of them can be copyrighted (the particular choice of words), but the
under lying concepts themselves cannot (one cannot copyright the idea of
the hit point), and thus all TRPG systems are technically available for these
hacks.

Writer awareness of the responsibility to player communities to make
systems open source is on the rise. Colin Fredericks’ Sufficiently Advanced
(2nd edition) sports a well  thought- out end section where he explains his
elegant design methodology (with diagrams) with specific advice on how to
hack each rule element and its effect on the whole. The Cortex System (Mar-
gret Weiss Productions) boasts an entire book, the Cortex Plus Hacker’s Guide,
laying out how, based on the genre style and setting, one builds the system
to match one’s desired style of play. This, however, is limited by a focus on
three base “flavors”: heroic action, social melodrama, and superheroic.

Given that TRPGs share the digital game’s power of expression through
their system’s procedural rhetoric (and potential to create critical distance)
and have a library of usable systems to hack (also that writing a TRPG from
scratch is easier to do than coding a comparatively complex digital game),
TRPGs could be a medium of choice for game makers seeking to persuade
and educate through play. Learning to design and build them could be a legit-
imate aspiration for anyone with a message to share. Many players develop
a taste for the higher level gaming roles, and the progression from player to
Game Master to designer is a natural one.

As far as their immersive power goes, although not as salient  modality-
wise as the visual and sound show of computer games, TRPGs can tap into
equally potent channels of immersion experience similar to narrative trans-
portation brought on by the “textual” flow of the game narrative. The per-
suasive effect of this  textually- induced (imaginative rather than sensory)
immersion is considered further below.

In addition, TRPGs have a strength that digital games by their digital
nature will probably always lack, the effect of the intermediary human mind
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as the matrix or generative medium of the game world. Since 2003, the Inter-
national Conference on Technologies for Interactive Digital Storytelling (IDS)
and Entertainment, inspired by the writing of computer game designer Chris
Crawford and the approach outlined in Janet Murray’s Hamlet on the Holodeck
(1997), has focused on what are essentially the efforts of coders to replace the
role of the TRPG’s Game Master. The Game Master enforces the game real -
ity’s laws and controls every  non- player–controlled individual encountered
during play. Commonly, the Game Master also constructs a narrative frame-
work for the players with varying degrees of complexity.

IDS conferences are inundated with papers focusing on effective flexible
digital narrative systems and believable AI for digital characters.15 Although
much good work has been done (and many frameworks for storytelling have
been researched and codified) it is clear that the computer still cannot do the
work of one human brain in fostering a compelling degree of cognitive and
emotional investment in a world or even running a  non- player character, and
certainly not one that so readily responds to the whims and wishes of players.

Digital game studies make a ludological/narratological distinction
between the effect of the interactive mechanics of play (similar to Bogost’s
pro cedurals or unit operations) on player reception vs. the effect of back-
ground/story elements on it. Studies (and the games themselves) tend to be
skewed towards the ludological side with background/story a necessary ele-
ment, but in many ways secondary to understanding the effect of gameplay.
Seen from this perspective, a  first- person shooter could be alternatively set
in the Middle East, the Wild West, or on a spaceship without much change
in player appreciation, whereas movement controls or enemy A.I. would be
seen as playing a greater part in that experience. This slant often sees setting
as simply window dressing.

The distinction is paralleled in TRPG culture where there is a concern
with system and setting (in gamer slang, “crunch” and “fluff ”), but here setting
is on a more even keel with system. The relative importance of setting can
be seen by how many settings in TRPGs are ported, with the background
details identical, but into a completely different underlying set of mechanics
(e.g., the Traveller setting being ported to the GURPS system and the Cthulhu
Mythos setting expressed through BRP and Gumshoe mechanics).

Nothing but the Facts: The Lego of the Imagination?
This closer  co- dominance of the narrative and mechanical aspects is

due to the previously referenced importance of narrative textuality in TRPG
immersion. Crucial to the particular form of narrative transportation that
TRPGs engender is the accumulation of  in- game narrative facts (“as-if truths,”
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in other words, facts or truths that have validity only within the fictional uni-
verse, which are comparable to Kendal Walton’s specific imaginings or fic-
tional truths).16 These are statements that are true within a particular game
world and that can build successively on each other, such as, “Orcs on Skee
are honorable, are good at chess, sport  top- knots for hair styles, although my
character orc, Brontus, does his in a tonsure and thinks chess play is a sign
of moral failing.”

Players may start a collection of these facts by absorbing source material
understood as game canonical, or they may go in cold, but once play starts
and a campaign ensues, the state of play generates more and more background
details (about the characters, their beliefs and actions and the world of the
game) and creates texture, a density of detail that allows the player’s mind to
subsume a portion of his subject consciousness with that of the game’s back-
ground. In this it is very similar to the process of transportation that occurs
when reading a novel intensified by dramatic engagement and the power to
impact that narrative.

The unique setting of a game provides the beginning set of fictional
truths, a seedbed to grow the narrative arcs and nourish the layers of fictional
truths to be created in play. A wealth of fictional truths substantially enhances
and augments the immersive potential of any secondary world. Mark J.P.
Wolf in Building Imaginary Worlds explains

Since details of the secondary world displace those of the Primary World in the
audience member’s attention, the more detail the secondary world asks the audi-
ence to keep in mind (especially details important to the understanding and
enjoyment of the story), the more “full” the audience mind is of the secondary
world, and the more absorbing the experience becomes.17

“As-if facts” creating a believable world will also provide a very different set
of social rules and expectations for characters to navigate (something well
known to Empire of the Petal Throne players or those into Japanese period
 role- playing). The experience navigating these worlds instructs and informs
the player’s thoughts on (in-game) culturally perceived subjects in a way that
may bleed out into the real world in a manner similar to Klimmt’s under-
standing of persuasive mechanisms in digital games.

Novelty Breeds Contre Temps
Settings and backgrounds may be built from keystone “as-if facts,” which

can form gameplay experiences through channels that can greatly impact a
player’s understanding of the world. A structural template for finding and
building them can be found in concepts provided by science fiction literature
theorist Darko Suvin with his novum and theory of Cognitive Estrangement.18
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Here, Suvin builds upon Ernest Bloch’s concept of the novum (pl.: nova),
which is defined as an innovation or novelty (the novum) that can be validated
by an internal cognitive logic (its existence and effect remain narratively
internally consistent) and that, when introduced, creates in a narrative world
a totalizing phenomenon, making significant changes in the narrative world
compared to the normal (zero world) of the reader. Experience of this world
by the act of reading creates a feedback oscillation moving from the author/
reader’s norm of reality to willing immersion in (acceptance of) the narrative’s
actualized novum to understand what is happening, and then back again to
see reality afresh.19

Cognitive estrangement represents a unique instance of narrative trans-
portation in which the alien elements of the fictive world are brought back
into the reader’s reality. By accepting immersion into a different mindset and
space/time with strong internal identification, the reader brings back echoes
of that mindset when she returns to her normal embodiment (physically/cul-
turally in the real world). This places the reader as a “stranger in a strange
land” and in a situation of critically apprising distance towards her own world.
That critical distancing effect represents the position of cognitive estrange-
ment that Suvin prizes as the epitome of what reading good science fiction
should do for the reader.

A novum’s effect can be judged on three factors: magnitude, plausibility,
and relevance. Magnitude is the size of the change to the narrative world. It
can be as small as the introduction of a new technology, social norm, or
unusual character to the zero world, to as far reaching as an alternative space/
time history with the influence of alternative social movements or entirely
different dominant species as the focus.

Plausibility—in the form of logically (cognitively acceptable) internally
coherent effects of a novum—is an important evaluative criterion for Suvin,
and he dislikes stories that introduce a new wonder gadget but otherwise
paint the world as going on very much the same as the zero world of the
author/reader (i.e., introducing the teleportation booth to 1950s America
would not leave it the same  TV- loving,  commie- hating, Madison  Avenue-
dazzled USA with an extra bit of gee whiz; in fact, it would not be improbable
that the U.S. social structure would be completely destabilized). Suvin places
much significance on the scientific/rational plausibility or possibility of the
novum’s existence and integration within a fictional space with its conse-
quences intricately worked out. However, he concedes that a lot can be learned
from an implausible novum with plausibly worked out ramifications.

His concept of relevance is an index for how much the contemplation
of the novum affects the reader and changes his understanding of the real
world. Many stories exist with plausibly worked out  world- changing wonders,
which, while they provide a bit of escape, offer no alternative viewpoints to
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review one’s world and change one’s understanding of things. Suvin considers
these false or  flash- in-the-pan novum. Of the three criteria he proposes, rel-
evance is the one he correlates with the generation of aesthetic pleasure in
its contemplation. He accounts for this in the fact that one not only genuinely
learns from the experience but that one’s awareness of the scope of the pos-
sible is stretched. An inner dilation occurs that opens virtual vistas before
the mind’s eye, a dim sensation of spaciousness and unchartered potential.
One senses an almost tactile enlargement of internal as well as projected con-
ceptual and real spaces.

Any TRPG can be analyzed or designed for its  thought- provoking poten-
tial by teasing out the key novum of its setting/background and considering
the kind of seedbed for  as- if facts they would generate. Not limited to science
fiction studies’ understanding of the word novum, one can trace the potential
for player experiences in which a similar mental stretching might occur. Here,
then, not only alien technological or futuristic social settings but any kind
of cultural or historical settings whose social reality, norms, expectations and
mental climates can create an estranging oscillation with one’s own become
a fertile soil for mental growth. In conjunction with this, the game system
must be appraised for its efficacy in modeling the reality of that novum, how
it might reinforce, displace, negate or float above it, keeping in mind that
system in itself can by its modeling choices (i.e., procedural rhetoric) belie
what appear prosaic.

TRPGs thus have two possible modulators for creating their unique mix-
ture of immersion in oscillation with a productive estrangement. One is
through how a game system communicates its model of reality and the other
the potential novum of the game setting and how it creates and interpolates/
shakes up the player in her experience as a character in a world different
from her own. TRPGs can be said to have a potentially “co-determined” dis-
tancing effect as one or the other (or both) may be an influence on the player’s
experience. Additionally, the personal experience and knowledge that Game
Masters and players bring to the game have the greatest effect. A thoughtful
Game Master and player group can take a standard Dungeons & Dragons
vanilla setting and generate breathtaking stories that would impress Suvin
or, for that matter, Tolkien. Alternatively, a group can turn anything into a
dungeon bash/bug hunt that triggers no more reflection or internal expansion
than a DOOM session.

FreeMarket: A Case Study in Serious Games
A short case study of Luke Crane and Jared Sorenson’s game FreeMarket

(2010) will illustrate how these concepts might yield a productive framework
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for analysis of TRPGs and for their potential as serious games. FreeMarket
provides a setting that incorporates nova with substantial magnitude and 
relevance. It also sports system rules that serve to illustrate some of the delib-
eration on the ways to integrate setting and mechanics, and thereby dem -
onstrates how TRPG game system processes can function as a procedural
rhe toric modeling experience. The game illustrates how setting ideas and
system modeling can function in conjunction to create a player experience
of productive and  eye- opening estrangement. Furthermore, FreeMarket’s rel-
ative novelty, conceptual sophistication, and even distributive  under- exposure
offer incentives to commentators and players to study or play with its reser-
voir of ideas and concepts.

FreeMarket is a game in the transhumanist genre that shares concepts
with the Transhuman Space setting for GURPS, Eclipse Phase, Sufficiently
Advanced, and some older cyberpunk TRPGs. The game setting is thus informed
by some of the philosophical and speculative concerns of a transhumanist
philosophy whose roots stretch back to web discussions in the 1990s and
grandfather studies like J.D. Bernal’s The World, The Flesh and the Devil (1929)
and J.B.S. Haldane’s Daedalus: Science and the Future (1923). Interestingly,
the relationship is reciprocal, and transhumanist discussion has been signifi-
cantly influenced by concepts developed in the TRPGs.

One of transhumanism’s foci is the quest for personal immortality and
social, technological development into a posthuman, postmortality state of
being, which is only dimly envisioned as achievable at present. It decenters
the importance of “baseline” humanity by pushing for improvement on all
aspects of the human “design,” and it sometimes creates room for sharing the
world with  non- human minds (A.I., or in some cases animal species that
humanity has uplifted to its level of intelligence or learned to communicate
with). Debate is active on the methods, means, and possibilities of such pro-
jections.

The creation of the postscarcity society is one of the posited prerequisites
for any kind of progress towards a transhuman way of being. In such an envi-
ronment money no longer determines access to resources, and any material
object can be readily created (printed) from raw materials that are not subject
to scarcity flux. As is self evident, money, as a transaction value placeholder,
becomes obsolete in such a social setting. A culture predicated on this kind
of resource configuration naturally generates a different social structure and
resource allocation system. While seemingly paradisiacal, these kinds of
social determinacies create their own unique set of problems, something that
FreeMarket is designed to actively investigate.

Although this social configuration is currently unachievable, explora -
tions of this space of possibility are within reach. Like a gedankenexperiment,
TRPGs offer an effective framework for a communal cooperative examination
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of its conditions. They provide the best  open- ended,  real- time configurable
immersion in the space of play, with system mechanical contours providing
suitable setting feedback. This exploration would not only aid in understand-
ing the desirability and weakness of the ideas presented for consideration
(the nova) but also open up the contrasting current world experience for cri-
tique, and both make noteworthy goals for serious game play.

Welcome to the Donut: FreeMarket Station, 
a Setting with Nova for Consideration

FreeMarket’s setting is a space habitat near Saturn that serves as a relay
for a massive data store on one of Saturn’s moon. The station is fully auto-
mated and run by the station’s computer, called the Aggregate, thus elimi-
nating the need for work from the player characters, who are its inhabitants.
The station is provided with plenty of sophisticated matter printers and can
even print biological entities in the form of fully created human beings (there
are no A.I. minds or animal uplifts here, however). Although station culture
and infrastructure ensure that all basic needs—food, shelter, data (informa-
tion is considered a need partially sustained through a cybernetic interface
with others and the station as a whole)—are met without effort, access to
further resources to build and create inessentials or cultural interests (realize
 self- actualization) is based on gaining social recognition for one’s actions.

The Aggregate monitors something called “Flow,” which is the intang -
ible social currency players can draw on to do extraordinary things. Flow is
increased by prosocial actions, activities that show cooperative behavior,
increase social cohesion, or benefit others. Specific examples of such prosocial
actions pertinent to the setting include: generosity (gift giving), keeping bar-
gains, making friends, garnering positive attention (attaboys), and working
cooperatively and efficiently with others on tasks. Some ways to spend/lose
Flow include: impeding or irritating people with one’s actions (which earns
or rather incurs a “frownie”), using station resources to produce things (print-
ing, cultivating, recycling), and committing actions against the mind, person,
or property of another. Once a player’s Flow value falls below zero, the indi-
vidual may be considered for exile.

A player can also accomplish more by linking up with  like- minded indi-
viduals to form ad hoc groups, to which the system is willing to grant con-
siderable extra material and technological resources because the action of
these groups tends to (in theory) benefit the society as a whole. Other setting
nova with interesting implications include the discovery that memory has a
quantifiable aspect that allows it to be stolen, manipulated, and written onto
a blank (newly formed human body) with relative ease. This ability to write
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memory into new bodies and the maintenance of a database of copies of indi-
viduals’ minds in case of  replacement- need means that death is usually con-
sidered an inconvenience and murder rude, but not a criminal offence. Crime
is not recognized in this setting. There are no “laws on the books” to constrain
any player’s behavior (although station automation works hard to prevent
any serious sabotage). Only when a player becomes unpopular enough by his
actions (represented mechanically by a substantial drop in Flow and/or accre-
tion of “Frownies”) does he become vulnerable to being voted off the station
(never to return). The setting’s identifiable nova then are: postscarcity, near
immortality, no crime (although society eventually punishes antisocial indi-
viduals with exile or an ineffectually low Flow level), social currency gained
by prosocial, generous actions, and freedom to experiment with life and with
art, especially if working cooperatively within a group.

Exploring these nova provides a provocative contrast to the experience
of life in contemporary society. By examining a subset, or selection of details,
of FreeMarket’s system mechanics, one can uncover their implied procedural
rhetoric and see how they could shape the experience of these nova through
play.

Flow as an Example of Procedural Rhetoric
Crane and Sorenson, as designers of the game, are aware of how game

mechanics shape player experience through the channeling of character
choice of actions and decisions. For several years they ran a popular conven-
tion seminar called “Game Design Is Mind Control.”20 The seminar dealt
with game design in general, not limited to TRPGs in particular, and here
they demonstrated that rules function to move players to perform  never-
before considered actions (within the space of play). By setting parameters
on mobility and opportunity and offering restrictions, incentives, and a spe-
cifically channeled field of action, rules induce new modalities of engagement,
new strategic thinking in players, a phenomenon that can be productively
explored by intelligent game design.

FreeMarket is a game whose space of play, on its surface, models the
experience of being an immortal cyborg living on FreeMarket Station—a
place where all one’s physical survival needs are taken care of. What then
remains is the drive to explore creative and expressive needs, the primary
arena and focus of action on the station and one regulated and constrained
by Flow. The Flow mechanic thus represents a key area of exploration for
questions of procedural rhetoric. How does it shape and configure the expe-
rience of the  in- game setting? Flow is (in both game mechanics and in setting
fact) a personal numerical rating, minutely monitored by the space station’s
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computer (the Aggregate) and the game’s Game Master (the SuperUser). Flow
is risked in challenges and efforts to accomplish a task, like printing a vat cat,
hacking someone’s stereo computer, or writing an opera. By assigning the
cost and reward of Flow for various actions, the system indirectly shapes the
player character’s continuing choice of action. In pricing some things high
or offering great return on effort, the game system encourages the same
course of actions in player strategy that the  in- game society finds desirable.

Flow, however, is no absolute barrier; freedom of action is also a setting
social value and a  system- supported fact. The player character is always free
to experiment and try something even if the cost of failure in terms of Flow
expenditure is high. For example, the cost of actions against the station (such
as hacking the Aggregate’s ID system or trying to sabotage station property)
is set at a high cost, and even succeeding at an action with such a high cost
could lead to exile. However, friends provide safeguards against serious Flow
expenditures that could cause Flow to drop below zero, and potentially trigger
exile. This situation activates an involuntary Flow tax that can shift enough
Flow to bring a reckless character back above zero. This makes “Friending”
a social action with potentially serious consequences. The Flow mechanics
reward cooperative action in a variety of ways, and thus the system/setting’s
procedural rhetoric supports sociability as a value greater even than the phys-
ical  well- being of FreeMarket Station.

All  story- significant activity resolution in the game is handled through
a  point- scoring, “perfect information” (transparent), escalating card draw
system that narratively abstracts many of the things other games simulate
through a minutia of die rolls. The abstractions are contoured by cybernetic
metaphors such as “error correction” and “burning.” What this loses in a “real -
istic” simulation experience of action, it gains in conveying a sense of the
general experience of being a transhuman entity.

Experience of Play
Rather than providing players with another  mayhem- centered game of

pillaging and violence, FreeMarket’s designers seemed intent on providing
an experience of a different way of being, one constituted around the trans -
humanist concepts explored by their favorite science fiction authors. Crane
and Sorenson

wanted to make a challenging, different, type of roleplaying game… . So many of
these [other] roleplaying games are just the same game dressed up to looked dif-
ferent. [They are just] adventure fiction: you form a group, you get into trouble
with this group, you kill your way out of it and take stuff so that you can kill
your way out of the next problem … [we were] inspired by contemporary sci-
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ence fiction and it[s ideas] hadn’t been addressed in any roleplaying game. Stuff
by Cory Doctorow or Jim Monroe … Bruce Sterling … Gibson … Scott Wester-
feld … new  sci- fi concepts that had been started in the 80s that had been [since]
overshadowed by cyberpunk … [we wanted to examine] the whole transhuman-
ist movement.… [There are existing] games that make pretensions to be a tran-
shumanist scifi game but [you just] get your party together and you go through
space dungeons and kill shit and that’s not science fiction.21

In both setting and mechanics, the common challenges players meet
reflect some of the speculative elaborations of the authors. The card draw
sys tem, in conjunction with a steeply set Flow cost configuration, makes for
a  non- standard play experience. FreeMarket does not offer the kind of reward
structure many escapist fantasy TRPGs provide. Flow is not easily maintained
and character groups often fail without meeting their projected goals. This
 in- built experience of failure is, however, one the authors indicate as being
productive. Failure downplays the all too common  direct- reward,  immediate-
gratification experiences in consumer society, hence moving away from some
of the materialistic values and stimulus reinforcements of contemporary cul-
ture. In the FreeMarket society, process is more important than goal achieve-
ment or consumer gratification. Cooperative networking and creative interplay,
by being mechanically supported and reinforced, become the dominant expe-
riential modes of engagement for character and player alike. One may spec-
ulate on the social projections and reform visions the authors may be offering
to their players.

While some of the designers’ statements seem to support active delibera -
tion on these issues, they also strongly support  player- driven interpretations
of a setting with many unelaborated, unspecified features. These productive
lacunas provide a large playing field for player exploration. Here one recog-
nizes a fertile interplay of rather strictly defined and configured mechanics
with more openly expressed setting features. Social hierarchies, for instance,
are only vaguely defined. Other important setting features require elaboration
by the players themselves and are often generated through play. Memories
become the site of such figurations and imaginative constructions, and these
have mechanical as well as dramatic functions. As game play proceeds, char-
acters build a reservoir of meaningful memories on which the SuperUser
draws to generate the narrative thrust (called the “mashup”). Since memories
can be converted into data, manipulated, and stolen, they have a kind of cur-
rency and value in the game economy as well. In general, the game assigns
a higher value to ephemeral cultural phenomena than does contemporary
society, though this need not be expressed in terms of Flow.

All this makes for an uncommon game experience, and many players
find the openness of the setting and the latitude of social protocols uninspir-
ing and even problematic. A more experienced player group I informally
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polled online22 acknowledged that the game is more suited to a game style
with higher player initiative—one that is proactive rather than reactive, gen-
erating narrative rather than purely focused on dramatic response to Game
 Master- furnished background material. This particular group’s interest lay
in the more banal aspects of West Coast  start- up culture, and its products,
celebrities, and inane proliferation of marketing technologies were used by
them as fuel for a productive, imaginative sand box game with  pop- culture–
infested comic overtones.

This specific playing instance of FreeMarket as a deconstruction of mar-
keting and celebrity culture is well within the purview of the setting/rules,
which can furnish an interesting platform of critique for the more irritating
excesses of capitalist consumer culture. But this presents merely one possible
case of the nuanced variety of examinations the game can accomplish if
directed by active players. One sees here the abundant uses to which the game
environment may be put, and that it encourages  self- reflexivity and humorous
elaboration on current social phenomena. In its potential as an aware serious
game and its efficacy in drawing on its initial nova, it invites players to think
about social structure, economy, the nature of law, social groups (tribal, ad
hoc), technology’s impact on society and infrastructure, and, finally, the changes
to the fundamental nature of being human that derive from the permu tations
of these nova. In other words, the game can serve the (non-entertainment)
function of encouraging players to learn and think about a vitally different
society through as many different lenses as there are proactive player groups.

This variety is supported by the game’s procedural rhetoric, its “mashup”
mechanic, which uses player control over character memories as a means of
setting generation, and the designers, in one interview, point to this as a
deliberate effort on their part to leave the game’s focus in player hands. With
such a heavy emphasis on freedom of player interpretation, the designers
seem to position the game more as an artistic—that is, a  thought- provoking—
game rather than one with a deliberate,  author- designated persuasive or ped-
agogic slant. However, latitude exists for players to pull the game experience
in those directions, making it an interesting hybrid genre, i.e., an aware seri-
ous game.

Unfortunately, even with this procedural support such sophisticated
game play configurations are not necessarily the rule, however, and a sub-
stantial number of players polled online voiced frustrations. A recurring
complaint was the openness of the setting and the unfamiliar abstractions of
the card draw mechanics. FreeMarket as a system and as a setting, it turns
out, is both controversial and unpopular with many gamers. The loose social
protocols of the setting seem to invite raging and uninhibited dystopian artic-
ulations, particularly in players who construct a less politically or socially
inflected background and perhaps lack imaginative maturity. Certainly, not
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all such dystopian interpretations of FreeMarket lead to productive evalua-
tions of the potentials and limitations of such a culture or one’s own. Many
players also seem to prefer the finer grain resolution systems of more simu-
lationist rules, using the conventional die roles to determine contingencies
with well quantified and extensively elaborated parameters.

Conclusion: A Prescription for Change
The best way to see the potential of TRPGs as serious games is to search

out games with disjunctive potential and to play them with the  open- minded
intent to learn more about oneself and the socially constituted world in which
one lives. I have mentioned several games above that would make good start-
ing points. Going beyond this initial sampling, the next step is to learn to
design games that serve an author’s intent to share an experience or idea—
be it social critique or prescription for positive social change. FreeMarket 
is a free exploration, by the designers’ intent, of a  non- monetary based,
 coop er ation- prescribed society that is open to both utopian and dystopian
readings. Playing FreeMarket, with some structure provided by a Game Mas-
ter acquainted with the game’s weaknesses, could thus be a useful classroom
or  think- tank experience. Consequently, as a serious game FreeMarket could
prove useful towards imagining social change.

Further development of TRPGs’ potential as serious games is tied to
finding tools suitable for analyzing the nuances and specificities of the med -
ium. This study offers as a starting point two instruments appropriate for
opening up TRPGs’ structure and content for closer examination: the concepts
of procedural rhetoric and novum. These evaluative implements can be used
on any currently existing TRPG to judge its facility to serve as a serious game,
whether it be to provoke thought (artistic), provide a viewpoint (persuasive),
or somewhere in between (aware). Growing awareness of the interdependence
of a TRPG’s content and system with its putative designer goals will not only
aid the development of new serious TRPGs but will also assist in the building
of a library of potential serious games from among the existing abundance
of titles.

In addition to FreeMarket, a pool of promising TRPGs like Dog Eat Dog,
Steal Away Jordan, Durance, Shock and Microscope, while designed for (thought -
ful) entertainment and often played solely with that aim, could be repurposed
as serious, social change-oriented games. These games could be subjected to
a design cycle akin to Flanagan’s critical play method, in which scrutiny of
the configuration of setting facts, nova, and system mechanics, combined
with actual play and player feedback, yields refinements and evaluative coor-
dinates that can be directed towards  pre- established serious game values.
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TRPGs can then take their place on the civic stage as instruments of play,
exploration, and change.
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Leveling Influence
Klout and the Introduction 

of Social Leveling

Joseph B. Meyer

When Sam Fiorella went up for an interview for a vice president position
at a marketing agency with fifteen years of experience, he felt extremely qual-
ified for the position and believed he had a good chance at getting the job.
That is, until the interviewers asked him about his Klout score. After pulling
up his score, something that Fiorella did not even know existed; the inter-
viewer was disappointed to see a 34 next to Fiorella’s name. Fiorella would
later learn that he was eliminated specifically because his score was too low.1

When Wired produced the article detailing Fiorella’s story in April 2012, a
flurry of stories, editorial opinions, and analysis began to appear examining
what Klout was, and why it was (or was not) important. Alarms were raised
about that little number barring access to jobs, providing material “perks” to
people, and producing yet another way in which people can feel inferior to
others with higher scores.

Klout, the social media online measurement tool that indexes one’s
“influence” on a scale of 1 to 100, is the emergence of a new form of social
mea surement that takes its cues from elements introduced by  role- playing
games (RPGs). By tracing the development of Klout and the explosive growth
of video games in popular culture, this essay analyzes contemporary mani-
festations of what Gilles Deleuze has termed the society of control. Underlying
this trend is the evolution of the term level from RPG mechanic to a ubiqui-
tous signifier of power and status. That is, from an indicator of an avatar’s
total power (experience, abilities, access to items, etc.) in a game to a broadly
understood indicator of position on any real or imagined hierarchy.

This evolution is facilitated, in part, by the growing influence of gaming
in contemporary society, particularly in the gamification—“the permeation
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of  non- game contexts with game elements”2—of work, consumption, and
leisure over the last decade. As technology has evolved to allow for the collec -
tion and tracking of large amounts of data, the interpretation and application
of that data has evolved with it. Broader cultural adoption and understanding
of gamification along with evolutions in technology have influenced current
trends in wearable computing and bolstered the quantified self movement.
Klout represents yet another evolution beyond gamification through its meas-
urement of social influence and—particularly relevant to my argument—its
presentation as a singular indicator of (influential) power that reflects the
function level serves in contemporary gaming.

Ultimately, level has grown beyond its humble origins as a mechanic,
much as Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) grew far beyond a niche form of play.
As level evolved from a single character statistic to the cumulative indicator
of a character’s power, D&D would evolve and influence an entire genre, even -
tually permeating much of gaming (broadly conceived) and popular culture.
The creation of Klout during the cultural ascendance of gaming—in no small
part due to the adoption of leveling and character persistence refined by RPGs
into most genres of gaming—marks the emergence of transferring gaming
cultural logics into broader cultural norms and social control.

Klout is not merely the gamification of social networking—mechanics
from gaming placed on top of social networking—it is the digital manifes-
tation of “invisible” social relations that produce material consequences for
those that do not “measure up.” The very real experience of Sam Fiorella
being denied employment because of Klout raises the question: what happens
when the mechanics of fantasy become the controls of reality?

Moving Beyond Gamification: Scoring Is Not 
the Point(s)

Klout, an online tool that launched in 2008, measures a user’s influence
across a range of social networks. Each user is provided a score, which Klout
defines as “a number between 1–100 that represents your influence. The more
influential you are, the higher your Klout score… . Influence is the ability to
drive action. When you share something on social media or in real life and
people respond, that’s influence.”3 Utilizing a proprietary algorithm, Klout
gathers data on a user’s social networking activities through over 400 signals,
which include content interaction, such as Facebook likes, Twitter retweets,
and Instagram comments.

In an official blog post from 2011 titled “A Beginner’s Guide to Klout,”
Megan Berry answers the question: “so what is Klout and why does it mat-
ter?”
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Klout measures influence across the social web. We assign a Klout Score from 1
to 100 based on your ability to drive action. We also find your most influential
topics, your influencers, who you influence, as well as other stats surrounding
your influence. Think of it as a social credit score that will increasingly impact
your life… . We believe influence is the ability to drive action.4

Klout’s application of scoring through statistical tracking of particular actions
on the social web appears  game- like at first glance, but is Klout another form
of gamification or something more? Tracing the history of the ideas behind
gamification, Felix Raczkowski opens his paper with the simple statement,
“Digital games are about points.”5 Points underlie many gamification systems
as a “magical” effect that simulate value and spur competition.6 By tracing
ideas back to psychiatric experiments in the 1960s, Raczkowski argues that,
“Point-based, closed systems are not to be seen as inherently ludic phenom-
ena, but as arrangements of human motivation, measurement, and experi-
mentation.…”7 Klout does fall underneath a metric of measurement, and one
that motivates users through its application of a score to their social network -
ing practices, but there’s something missing, particularly in regards to the
fundamental nature of gamification and digital games being about points.

While Klout does in fact refer to its own rating system as a score, what
is particularly  point- like about the Klout score? In many games and gamified
environments points are accumulated and are rarely taken away from the
player or participant. The motivating goals of points within the system are
to achieve a high score in order to move on to the next level, earn valuable
prizes, or simply reach the top of a leaderboard. The Klout score, on the other
hand, is a constantly variable rate that is not a simple exchange between an
act of labor or skill on the one hand, and a rewarding of points on the other.
Indeed, even the act of posting on social networks does not necessarily guar-
antee an accrual of points in the positive if one posts to social networks too
much without the requisite engagement required to be considered an influ-
ential post. So the question becomes, what is the point of the Klout score?

If one takes a gamification view of Klout’s purpose, the obvious outcome
involves the perk system that is connected to users who have signed up for
Klout. With perks, users with certain scores and topics of influence are offered
marketing freebies, events, and privileged access above those with lower
scores, and are then asked to tweet about their experience with the product
or event. While tempting to reduce the workings of Klout to the “bullshit”
of gamification that Ian Bogost has railed against, it does not reflect the same
form of hiding  work- as-play within hastily  grafted- together game mechanics
a la “exploitationware.”8 For perks to work, users have to sign up and create
an entire Klout profile; this produces the incentive for the exploitative online
marketing labor performed by users through their posting about free prod-
ucts to their social networks. But what about those who have not signed up
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willingly, those who are not signing up to produce free labor, posting about
specific products or companies that reward them through perks? There is a
 not- so-subtle undertone of coerced labor through specific gamed systems
within a particular workplace or marketing push, but when the gamified sys-
tem is all encompassing, where does the game stop?

Taking Raczkowski’s example as a starting point, Frequent Flyer Pro-
grams (FFPs) are utilized to provide motivation for flyers to maintain loyalty
with a specific airline, and with accumulation of points comes a form of sta-
tus:

FFPs … establish a hierarchical architecture in closed spaces that externalizes an
individual’s “wealth of points” (or, simply, her score) in the form of status dis-
plays. Just as token economies enabled tiered access to different parts of the
ward, so do the scoring economies of FFPs in airports… . However, architectural
arrangements in physical space like these gradually gave way to purely digital
structures in today’s media environments… . The tiered progression and status
displays are even more emphasized; the scores become universal (cf. Xbox Live
Gamerscore)—psychiatric architecture is translated to software and hardware
architecture.9

Within the  self- contained space of a FFP, the status symbols are linked to the
specific act of flying with a particular airline and the material rewards con-
tained therein; however, as scores become universal the score itself becomes
the privileged space of comparison across digital environments. Unlike a uni-
versal scoring system like Xbox Live, Klout is not a cumulative score but a
fluctuating scale that must be consistently maintained. An Xbox Live user
can choose to not play games and gain Gamerscore for a year, but still return
to the same score they had before. With Klout, if a user does not maintain
their social networking influence, their score diminishes. This produces not
only an unfair advantage to those who choose to stay  always- on and engaged
with their social networks, but also an uneven playing field for those who do
not even know they are being scored in the first place.

The metagame nature of Klout reflects what Joost Raessens has termed
the “ludic turn” in culture, or a higher value placed upon play and games
reflected in the trends of gamification in the corporate and education sectors
as well as the emerging playfulness in media. This is of particular importance
in relation to Klout’s measure of social media influence, as it becomes a spe-
cific arbiter of the quality and reach of individuals within this playful ecosys-
tem of new media. However, as explored above, even though this game is
being played, large populations of the “players” are unaware of their partic-
ipation in this new form of playful media experience. This lack of knowledge
suggests a need for what Raessens has termed ludoliteracy. Ludoliteracy is
“The ability to be immersed in, yet at the same time maintain critical distance
to media, as well as the ability to address the arbitrary nature and mutability
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of rules.”10 Raessens goes into more detail regarding the nature of ludoliteracy
in contemporary culture:

Ludoliteracy … is applicable across the full spectrum of media. It involves play-
ing by the rules, bending and adjusting the rules in order to move easily through
the system, or where necessary and possible, adjusting the system or playing the
system… . Considered as such, the term play is not only suitable for characteriz-
ing our contemporary media culture (playful) but also for defining the knowl-
edge and skills (ludoliteracy or play competence) required to function in media
culture.11

Ludoliteracy can be characterized as another structuring system of society
within the digital space, and Klout is the numerical indicator of an individual’s
success within that specific structure. Klout and the algorithm that measures
social media users’ influence rely upon the assumption that everyone pos-
sesses a certain level of ludoliteracy. Much like other ordering structures in
society, there are those that are served by the particular rules and functions,
and those that are left out.

Klout reflects Raessens’ “ludic turn” through its adoption of gaming
measurement systems, specifically levels as indicators of power and experi-
ence. While codified within Klout’s system as a “score,” there is no static indi-
cator of a particular action adding to a cumulative total. The Klout Score is
instead indicative of a position on a hierarchical scale of power and prestige
surrounding an individual’s experience and skill in utilizing social networks.
By framing Klout’s scoring system as a hierarchical scale and its adoption as
one form of ludoliteracy, one can trace Klout’s lineage back to D&D and the
cultural redefinition of the term level.

What is a level? The Oxford English Dictionary provides eleven defini-
tions of level as a noun.12 Reading through all of the definitions, the closest
to providing a starting point for a deeper examination of a level in the context
of RPGs and its adoption as a signifier of power is provided by definition 3.d.:
“A position (on a real or imaginary scale) in respect of amount, intensity,
extent, or the like; the relative amount or intensity of any property, attribute,
or activity. Freq. preceded by a n. denoting the property, etc. referred to, as
danger level, energy level, noise level.”13 In the case of RPGs, the property that
is denoted is the character level. This definition gestures towards what level
represents within RPGs, but only just. Indeed, it could be argued that this
definition is perfect for representing the mechanics of what a level implies,
but it is more than just the scale itself. Particularly relevant to the larger argu-
ment of this essay is definition 4.b.: “A plane or status in respect of rank or
authority; position in a hierarchy. Freq. with a qualifying adj.”14 This definition
provides the framework for my larger argument that level as a notional hier-
archy in gaming—a  place- holder for the various accumulation of skills and
experience a character gains—has made the jump to a real structural hierar-
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chy through its cultural construction as a sign of power in contemporary
society. The evolution of the term level begins with its codification in D&D
through the community playing, sharing, and constructing an understanding
that went beyond the original intent of the creators.

From Mechanic to Sign: The Communal 
Construction of Level in D&D

Upon its release in 1974, the original D&D was well received, selling out
its  first- print run of 1,000 copies.15 Over the next three years, D&D would
increase its  player- base exponentially, leading to the release of its  genre-
defining Advanced Dungeons & Dragons (AD&D), a series of three books
released from 1977 to 1979, including the 1978 release of the Player’s Hand-
book, which contains an extensive discussion of the leveling mechanic. In his
forward to the Player’s Handbook, Mike Carr opens by saying, “Players, play-
ers, and more players—that’s what comprises the D&D phenomenon. And
phenomenal is what it is, as the audience for this, the granddaddy of all RPGs,
continues to expand.”16 Within D&D, the community was everything. The
author of AD&D, Gary Gygax, takes great pains to address the players as
participants within the fantasy mechanics that he has created, but also as the
creators and influencers of those mechanics. In his preface to the Player’s
Handbook, Gygax writes:

This latter part of the Advanced Dungeons & Dragons project I approached with
no small amount of trepidation. After all, the game’s major appeal is to those
persons with unusually active imagination and superior, active intellect—a very
demanding audience indeed. Furthermore, a great majority of readers master
their own dungeons and are necessarily creative—the most critical audience of
all! Authoring these works means that, in a way, I have set myself up as a final
arbiter of fantasy role playing in the minds of the majority of D&D adventur-
ers.17

The original D&D was created as a set of guidelines, structured enough to
provide players a general standard with which to operate within their world,
but with enough ambiguity to allow the players the opportunity to tweak,
expand, and otherwise modify their play experience. As Gary Alan Fine has
pointed out, “One of the cardinal ‘metarules’ of FRP (Fantasy Role Play) gam-
ing is that there are no ‘rules,’ the rulebooks are only guidelines.”18 The magic
of RPGs lay within the communal production of the fantasy in which players
find themselves. This establishing principle of openness to modification
within the structure of the D&D rule set foreshadows the ubiquitous nature
of many of the key concepts outlined within D&D in the subsequent forty
years of RPG development. It also explains the dizzying array of interpreta-
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tions and applications of the rule sets from tabletop, to live action, to video
games and beyond.

One key concept fleshed out in detail within AD&D is character levels.
During the initial run of D&D within the Men and Magic volume, the term
level is utilized throughout the booklet, but little is said of its actual definition
within the context of fantasy play. Indeed, its application bares many similar -
ities to the initial definition of level examined above as an imagined scale of
quantity or quality. It is not until halfway through the booklet that level is
defined explicitly as relates to the player character: “There is no theoretical
limit to how high a character may progress, i.e. 20th level Lord, 20th level
Wizard, etc. Distinct names have only been included for the base levels, but
this does not influence progression.”19 The ambiguity inherent within many
of the rules established within this guidebook was both a blessing and a curse
for many players looking for clarification, and the creators were well aware
of this  double- edged sword; the title page included the following: “Inquiries
regarding rules should be accompanied by a stamped return envelope and
sent to Tactical Studies Rules, POB 756, Lake Geneva, Wisconsin 53147.”20

That offer of good faith towards players digging deeper into the rule sets of
the game world seems to have opened up a constructive dialogue between
Gygax and the players, clearly articulated in the Player’s Handbook’s “Expla-
nation of the Usages of the Term ‘Level’”:

The term level has multiple meanings in this game system. Although substitute
terminology could have been used in Advanced Dungeons & Dragons, common
usage of the term level to include multiple meanings is prevalent amongst exist-
ing players, so the term has been retained herein… . It was initially contemplated
to term character power as rank, spell complexity was to be termed power, and
monster strength was to be termed as order… . However, because of existing
usage, level is retained throughout with all four meanings, and it is not as con-
fusing as it may now seem.21

The “existing usage” was predicated by the fact that Men & Magic applied the
term level to multiple mechanics and systems without a proper definition of
what the authors intended, leading to players utilizing the terminology and
contextualizing level within its specific application of play.

This contextualization of level by the community of players reflects what
Fine has termed an idioculture—a system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors,
and customs peculiar to an interacting group to which members refer and
employ as the basis of further interaction.22 In the  follow- up Player’s Hand-
book, Gygax recognized that attempting to redefine the levels of play into
“rank,” “power,” and “order” would have alienated the idioculture developed
around D&D. Instead, Gygax explicitly details the four usages of level within
a  role- playing experience in order to provide a reference point for newcomers
and clarification for past players:
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1. Level as an indication of character power: A player character begins
the game at 1st level, i.e. the lowest possible level for a player character.
The higher the level number, the more powerful the character is.

2. Level as used to indicate the depth of the dungeon complex beneath
the ground: The 1st level of a dungeon is the first layer of the underground
complex of tunnels, passages, rooms, chambers, and so forth. It is the 1st
level beneath the ground. Beneath the 1st level is the 2nd, below that is the
3rd, 4th, 5th, etc. The higher the number, the lower the dungeon level (and
the more hazardous its perils).

3. Level as a measure of magic spell difficulty: The magic spells avail-
able to some classes of characters are graded by difficulty factor, which,
incidentally, reflects the spells’ effectiveness to some extent. 1st level spells
are the basic ones available to beginning characters. They are generally the
least powerful spells. Next come 2nd level spells, then come 3rd level spells,
and so on. The highest level of any type of magic spell is 9th level, spells
usable only by 18th level  magic- users; lesser  magic- users can possibly employ
such spells under certain circumstances which are explained hereafter, but
only at considerable risk.

4. Level as a gauge of a “monster’s” potential threat: Relatively weak
creatures, monsters with few hit points, limited or  non- existent magical
abilities, those which to little damage when attacking, and those which
have weak, or totally lack, venom are grouped together and called 1st level
monsters. Slightly more powerful creatures are ordered into 2nd level, then
comes 3rd, 4th, 5th, and son all the way up to 10th level (the highest, which
includes the greatest monsters, demon princes, etc.).23

While the first usage is especially important to my analysis of level in the
context of social processes, I have provided the extensive quote to illustrate
the complexity of level in its usage as a mechanic within RPGs. Examined
more closely, the term level as defined by Gygax is rooted within a matrix of
power. Explicitly stated in usage 1, a character’s level is indicative of their
power, the higher the number, the more powerful that character is. This
applies similarly to the monsters encountered, the spells available, and the
levels of a dungeon. When placed within this matrix of power, a character’s
ability to take on a monster, utilize a spell, or plumb deeper depths within a
dungeon is intricately linked to their level. As indicated in the extensive defi-
nitions of level quoted above, Michael Tresca’s pointed observation that “of
all the artifacts created by Dungeons & Dragons, the term ‘level’ has probably
caused the most confusion”24 is not far off. Encounters with  higher- level crea-
tures may lead to death, discovery of high-level spells may lead to frustration
at the realization that one does not have the skills to utilize the spell, or the
next level of the dungeon isn’t accessible due to an inability to pick a lock
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because one lacks a  high- level ability. As Tresca states, “level was explicitly
tied to personal power…”25 and that personal power opens or denies access
to character progression. In RPGs, these barriers are meant to be overcome
through a retreat to other areas to “level-up” one’s character and gain new
skills; they are  core- mechanics to a richer experience for the players.

How does one gain this power? In RPGs, levels are gained through accu-
mulation of experience. As David Ewalt notes, this experience system is a key
element of D&D that enhances character persistence by allowing player char-
acters to learn from their experiences.26 According to the Player’s Handbook:

Experience is the measure of a character’s ability in his or her chosen profession,
the character’s class … as he or she completes adventures and returns to an
established base of operations, the Dungeon Master will award experience points
to the character for treasure gained and opponents captured or slain and for
solving or overcoming problems through professional means.27

For each monster killed, or challenge overcome, the player’s character gains
experience. Once the character gains enough experience they advance a level,
gain access to new abilities, and—particularly relevant to this essay—become
more powerful.28 Returning to Tresca’s quote above, level is tied to power “…
instead of social status or good standing in a community.”29 The leveling and
experience mechanics within D&D are intimately tied to individual achieve-
ment and skill, and not just any action provides gains to character progression
and power. Acts are explicitly defined as valuable within a system. In the case
of D&D that system is slaying monsters and collecting loot.

This bounds the limits of the  play- space in order to provide an enter-
taining experience for the players so the action is centered on exploring dun-
geons and fighting monsters—not praying, training, and study. As Gygax
explains, “none of this is suitable to gaming. It is, therefore, discarded and
subsumed as taking place on a character’s ‘off hours.’”30 As RPGs have matured
and expanded, acts such as prayer, study, and training have actually become
game mechanics themselves. In one of the most popular  role- playing video
games in the last few years, Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, players gain experience
through traditional avenues, such as defeating monsters and going on epic
quests, but they could also elect to gain experience and levels through clan-
destine activities, such as pickpocketing and  lock- picking, or by becoming a
blacksmith or practicing speech (improving their bargaining prowess or abil-
ities to influence citizens). Indeed, the openness of the D&D systems has fos-
tered experimentation within the  role- playing genre, both tabletop and
virtual, that has allowed for not only the expansion of RPGs, but also the
redefinition of other game genres and perceptions of what is of value and
merits awards of experience.

Considering all of these subtleties that go into the creation and under-
standing of the term level, I offer this definition: A level is a  numerically-

216 Part III. The Book of Change



based sign indicating a character’s cumulative ability and experience within
 pre- defined parameters, such as profession, skill, personality, or any combi-
nation therein. Ultimately, a level can be viewed as an  all- encompassing sig-
nifier of the potential, value, and worth of any character in a particular system
or structure.

Level—communally constructed—becomes the indicator of power
within RPGs. Throughout its early iterations and development, D&D’s ambig -
uously defined terminology and open structure provided the opportunity for
the players and community to define and deploy the rules as they saw fit. In
the case of the term level, it became an idiocultural shorthand for character
power checks against a variety of systems within D&D. As level became the
accepted measurement of power its ubiquity grew along with RPGs. While
many different systems were developed over the course of D&D’s forty years
of existence (not least of which D&D itself !), nearly all games included levels.
While D&D set the term, the adoption of level into a broader cultural under-
standing was facilitated by the rising popularity of gaming in society, partic-
ularly the meteoric rise of video games as the dominant entertainment media
in the last decade. This was spurred, in no small part, by the smash success
of the Call of Duty franchise and its introduction of RPG mechanics into its
First Person Shooter (FPS) gameplay. With the leap of RPG mechanics to other
genres of video gaming in the late 2000s, level evolved from an idiocultural
term to a broadly understood cultural signifier transmitted by other forms
of popular culture.

Video Games Level Up: RPG Mechanics 
in Contemporary Gaming

On November 13, 2012, Call of Duty: Black Ops 2 was released worldwide.
Within 24 hours, the game had accumulated $500 million worth of sales,31

making Call of Duty the largest entertainment launch32 of the year for the
fourth consecutive year.33 Almost a year later, on September 17, 2013, Grand
Theft Auto V was released and generated $800 million worth of sales in 24
hours,34 far eclipsing the sales of Black Ops 2. To say that video games have
become a force in the entertainment industry would be a gross understate-
ment. What both of these franchises share are online multiplayer components
that provide persistent character advancement through a leveling system first
introduced by D&D. The popularity and subsequent saturation of RPG tropes
in contemporary culture can thus be traced trough the translation and adop-
tion of the  role- playing mechanics of D&D into videogames from their early
development to present day.

Matt Barton’s Dungeons and Desktops traces the history of computer
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 role- playing games (CRPGs) from their humble origins as  mainframe- based
distractions created by university students in their spare time, to shared social
worlds in massively multiplayer online  role- playing games (MMORPGs) like
EverQuest and Ultima Online, and sprawling  single- player epics like Mass
Effect and Elder Scrolls: Oblivion. What connects all of these games according
to Barton is that they all incorporate a numerical leveling system based on
an experience point system.35 These systems, which allowed for character
persistence and growth, were one of the key innovations that Dave Arne-
son—co-creator of D&D—introduced.36 Published in 2008, Dungeons and
Desk tops ends just as hit MMORPGs like World of Warcraft were taking RPG
mechanics mainstream to millions of subscribers.

On November 23, 2004, World of Warcraft (WoW) was released on PC
and by the end of the first quarter of 2005 WoW had achieved subscription
numbers north of 1.5 million players,37 but that was just the beginning of the
astronomical success of this game. By the end of 2007, WoW had hit 10 million
subscribers riding the wave of the release of its first expansion The Burning
Crusade earlier that year, as well as the announcement of its second expansion
The Wrath of the Lich King.38 By the end of 2010, WoW had hit the 12 million
subscriber mark39 and utterly decimated its competitors in the market. While
new MMORPGs would be released over the last ten years, none of them would
come close to the  user- base that WoW would maintain. This would be due
not only to WoW-as-game, but also through its cultural capital that would
develop well outside “gamer culture.”

WoW became a cultural phenomenon that inserted itself into the pop-
ular imaginary. On October 4, 2006, Comedy Central’s South Park would air
an episode featuring WoW titled “Make Love, Not Warcraft.” Utilizing a com-
bination of in-game recordings from WoW and the iconic style of South Park,
“Make Love, Not Warcraft” became Comedy Central’s  highest- rated mid -
season premier since the year 2000. In late 2007, game developer Blizzard
released a series of commercials featuring popular culture icons like Mr. T,
William Shatner, and Verne Troyer talking about their character avatars in
WoW. The success and increasing awareness of WoW and other RPGs began
to circulate beyond niche markets. 2008’s Role Models, starring Paul Rudd
and Seann William Scott, featured an epic LARP (Live Action  Role- Play) bat -
tle as the conclusion to the film, business journals began publishing articles
about the value of WoW in the workplace,40 and Cartoon Network developed
a  live- action show titled Level Up. Due to the popularity of WoW and other
MMORPGs and CRPGs, core RPG mechanics such as experience points and
levels became more recognizable to a broader public and fundamentally
changed the landscape of contemporary gaming.

Indeed, one of the joys that Barton attributes to RPGs in general comes
from watching a party level up and become more powerful, but the key to
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the growth of MMORPGs comes from the praise and envy from other players.
As Barton notes, “…it is far more rewarding in a MMORPG, where thousands
of other people can be aware of one’s achievements. Receiving recognition
for one’s prowess is a powerful incentive to continue playing any game.”41 As
online gaming grew throughout the 2000s, video game developers outside of
the RPG genre began experimenting with ways to keep players engaged with
their games outside of the main campaign.

The watershed moment in the transference of RPG leveling mechanics
into broader gaming culture was with the release of Call of Duty 4: Modern
Warfare on November 5, 2007. Modern Warfare was the first Call of Duty to
introduce a leveling system to the multiplayer component of the game, cre-
ating an addictive feedback loop for players with constant experience gains
throughout matches and a reward system allowing players to unlock new
weapons and modifications for their avatar. This was by no means the first
time that an FPS game had included numeric rankings for players: Halo
offered Trueskill rankings based off of player wins, for instance, but Modern
Warfare offered the first fully realized  RPG- based mechanics, featuring per-
sistent character advancement through the accumulation of experience in
matches. Modern Warfare’s sequel, Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 2, released
in 2009, would begin a four year streak for Call of Duty’s domination of the
sales charts and usher in the saturation of RPG leveling throughout gaming.

Grand Theft Auto V’s $800 million in sales in its first 24 hours illustrates
the increasing influence of video games on contemporary culture. It also
illustrates the ubiquitous nature of RPG leveling mechanics in video games.
The three main characters throughout the campaign level up various skills,
and the multiplayer component, Grand Theft Auto Online, includes player
levels gained through completing various online game modes. As video games
have made the shift to always on, connected worlds, the use of levels to allow
players to distinguish between one another based off of their experience
within the worlds has expanded exponentially. From levels making appear-
ances in racing games like Forza 5 and The Crew, to horror games like Dead
Rising 3, character levels have become almost standard features for any game
providing online multiplayer components.

I would be remiss not to note that it is not just console gaming making
levels ubiquitous; mobile gaming has also utilized leveling systems to encour-
age player engagement. QuizUp, an online quiz game on mobile devices, pro-
vides separate levels for each category a player engages with, allowing
accumulation of levels overall, but also an experience reset monthly for local,
national, and global rankings. This is just one example of the myriad ways
leveling mechanics have taken over many areas of gaming that reach a large
and diverse population across the world. Its saturation is nearly complete
within gaming space. It seems logical that eventually these mechanics would
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find their way into other aspects of society, and Klout marks one of the first
attempts at translating leveling mechanics to reality.

With Klout the “simple” mechanics of leveling in gaming are trans-
formed from a persistent indicator of the cumulative total of past accom-
plishments to a system of control designed around risk, individualism, and
marketing prowess. Indeed, at first glance Klout’s design and implemen ta -
tion of its scoring system is a far cry from those found in Advanced Dun -
geons & Dragons Player’s Handbook. However, each system ultimately comes
down to a singular number ranking the power of the person/character to the
environ ment and characters around them. The  level- as-mechanic in RPGs,
when framed in the contemporary context of  near- ubiquitous recognition
through its cultural transmission via popular video games, becomes a new
structuring system of society that falls in line with Raessens’ “ludic turn.” It
becomes imperative that individuals gain the proper ludoliteracy to compre-
hend level, not just as a mechanic, but as a signifier of power in contemporary
society.

As level jumped into broader cultural acceptance and understanding,
and the “ludic turn” became more pronounced through gamification exper-
iments in various structuring systems of society, a thirty-year- old computer
scientist began to wonder how influential his opinions on videogames, restau-
rants, and neighbors were on Facebook and Twitter—and how he could meas-
ure that influence.

Recipe for Klout:  Hyper- Individuation, 
 Curated- Self and Social Leveling

The creator of Klout, Joe Fernandez, states that the idea for Klout came
in 2007 after he went through jaw surgery and had his jaw wired shut for three
months.42 Being only able to communicate with friends and family via social
networks, Fernandez began to think about how his posts influenced others,
and how they in turn influenced him. After some data crunching of his own,
outsourcing coding to Singapore, and eventually moving to Singapore for
four months to complete the project, Klout would launch on Christmas Eve
2008 and by September 2009 Fernandez had relocated his company from
New York to San Francisco to be near the developers of the social networks
his algo rithm relied upon. In the Wired article that provides the above origin
of Klout, Mark Schaefer is quoted as saying “This is the democratization of
influ ence… . Suddenly regular people can carve out a niche by creating con-
tent that moves quickly through an engaged network. For brands, that’s buzz.
And for the first time in history, we can measure it.”43 The democratization
of influence that Klout fosters mirrors similar rhetoric that occurred during
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the 1990s around the democratization of financial management facilitated by
computer networking.

In Financialization of Daily Life, Randy Martin traces the impact that
new technologies of the 1990s had on producing the  hyper- individuated sub-
ject of the neoliberal restructuring of global capital that had occurred in the
1970s and 1980s. As global markets shifted and job precarity skyrocketed,
new technologies of financial management, spurred by the Personal Com-
puter and widespread Internet access, began a process that Martin has termed
financialization. Martin states, “Financialization promises a way to develop
the self, when even the noblest of professions cannot emit a call that one 
can answer with a lifetime. It offers a highly elastic mode of  self- mastery that
channels doubt over uncertain identity into fruitful activity.”44 Indeed, as
businesses began to abdicate their responsibilities towards their work ers,
convenient portals online opened up to allow individuals to manage their
stock portfolios, apply for insurance, and manage their various financial
accounts. Financial individualism flourished as  self- made millionaires began
proclaiming their secrets to success on the stock market and ways to maxi-
mize retirement savings while minimizing risk, securing an individual’s future
for the uncertainty surrounding employment in all levels of labor. The secu-
rity of seniority seemed to vanish overnight, and the age of the savvy investor
began.

As Martin notes, “…financialization does not simply blur boundaries
so as to create seepage; it insinuates an orientation toward accounting and
risk management into all domains of life. This statement does not mean that
all times and places are the same, but that … they are all subject to the same
culture of measurement.”45 Financialization fundamentally shifted the ways
in which individuals conceived of themselves as subjects—no longer was a
strict separation between work and leisure a given, or even available. An indi-
vidual’s success or failure in securing their future relied upon constant vigi-
lance in the management of their finances, not in their loyalty to an employer.
Precarity became the default, and an individual’s success lay primarily in
their management of risk factors for a future unknown: “When risk is culture,
life is lived to control outcomes and embrace uncertainty.”46 As corporate
pro fits soared and wages diminished,47 employment no longer signaled secu-
rity; financial acumen and an embracing of risk could provide the illusion of
security.

The same financialization is present within Klout’s own conception of
itself. In Berry’s description of Klout she encourages users to “think of it as
a social credit score that will increasingly impact your life [emphasis added].”48

This statement is less seepage of financialization than a  one- to-one parity of
Martin’s culture of measurement. If the 1990s were a period of shifting to a
culture of risk focused on individual financial management, the 2000s can
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be seen as a refinement of management techniques into production of social
value.

This production of social value is what Alison Hearn has termed “self-
branding.” Hearn states:

Self-branding involves the  self- conscious construction of a  meta- narrative and
 meta- image of self through the use of cultural meanings and images drawn from
the narrative and visual codes of the mainstream culture industries. The func-
tion of the branded self is purely rhetorical; its goal is to produce cultural value
and, potentially, material profit.49

Hearn argues that  self- branding arises due to a post–Fordist, postmodern
culture in which written language has lost all meaning and promotional cul-
ture has taken over. This promotional culture privileges the  commodity- self
in which  self- branding is a particular form of innovative and flexible labor.
Just as financial management seeped into many aspects of life like managing
risk outside of work,  self- branding blurs the lines between public and private,
labor and leisure, as individuals create blogs about movies, post links on their
Facebook, or tweet about a product they enjoy. Klout has incentivized and
cen tralized the cultural value that a multitude of  self- branding users have
created on the social web to produce the potential material profit Hearn
alludes to in the above quote. If Klout was merely a clearinghouse for  self-
branding individuals willing to sell their influence that would be one thing;
but Klout aspires for more.

In Hearn’s conception of  self- branding “work on the production of a
branded ‘self ’ involves creating a detachable, saleable image or narrative,
which effectively circulates cultural meanings.”50 The difference between
Hearn’s branded “self ” and Klout lays in the detachable image or narrative
that is set for sale. The Klout score is intimately tied with the individual that
it is attached to. There is no separate creation of a particular “self ” that is
then sold to the highest bidder. Indeed, if an individual has a profile on one
of the eight social networks in its algorithm, Klout has a score for them. In
a follow up blog post three months after “A Beginners Guide to Klout” The
Official Klout Blog made the following blog post, “100 Million People Have
Klout.”51 An interesting addendum to that would be to answer: how many of
those people were actually aware they had Klout?

While issues of multiple accounts on Twitter or Instagram may neces-
sitate pause when examining numbers of users within the Klout system,  real-
name-based social networks like LinkedIn and Facebook do not allow for
multiplicity or anonymity. Thus, I would argue that Klout represents more
than just a score of influence; it becomes much more akin to a level as defined
above. Klout becomes an  all- encompassing signifier of the social potential,
value, and worth of any social network user. Klout is the leveling system that
allows a culturally constructed understanding of the value surrounding social
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networking—spurred in part by the “ludic turn” produced through the cul-
tural transmission of  level- as-power via popular gaming. All users of social
networks have been given a social level—whether they are aware of it or not—
through Klout’s algorithm. Unfortunately—much like the arbitrariness of the
credit scores Klout aspires to be—this can have devastating consequences for
those without the requisite ludoliteracy required to interpret and understand
this new structuring system of society.

The measurement techniques employed to create the Klout score begins
to reflect what Gilles Deleuze has termed the society of control, which takes
over a previous society of discipline. Deleuze explains that,

In the disciplinary societies one was always starting again (from school to the
barracks, from the barracks to the factory), while in the societies of control one
is never finished with anything—the corporation, the education system, the
armed services being metastable states coexisting in one and the same modula-
tion, like a universal system of deformation.52

These metastable, coexisting states are reflected in Klout’s  all- encompassing
score that takes all social media posts of a specific user into consideration.
Tell ingly, much like Martin focuses upon the financial aspects of  hyper-
individualism, and Klout is attempting to become the social credit score for
users, Deleuze also defers to monetary terms in order to clarify his theory:

Perhaps it is money that expresses the distinction between the two societies best,
since discipline always referred back to minted money that locks gold in as
numerical standard, while control relates to floating rates of exchange, modu-
lated according to a rate established by a set of standard currencies.53

Klout and the codification of social influence becomes one more floating
metric of control in which individuals are measured against one another in
an  ever- increasingly fragmented and uncertain life. As Deleuze states, “Con-
trol is  short- term and of rapid rates of turnover, but also continuous and
without limit, while discipline was of long duration, infinite, and discontin-
uous.”54 The continuous turnover present in the society of control is reflected
in the system design Klout uses to bracket its measurements of social influ-
ence.

Klout’s interface design and communication of information mirror the
same type of precarity that plagues the financialization of daily life and lies
at the core of a society of control. The Klout score is compiled based only on
the last 90 days of a user’s social networking activity, making the Klout score
something that must be maintained through constant engagement with social
networking communities lest a user’s score degrade. This design produces
what Martin terms the “routinization of risk,” which “…makes a particular
historical and economic arrangement appear to be natural. This makes com-
mon sense out of what was hitherto nonsensical.”55 Klout takes the ambiguous

                           Klout and the Introduction of Social Leveling (Meyer)  223



nature of brands and individuals influencing their communities online and
codifies it into a common sense score from 1 to 100.

The Klout score becomes a hierarchical scale that allows the comparison
of individuals’ power to influence others through social networks. Much as
a character’s level in an RPG is predicated on the accumulation of experience
through specific acts, an individual’s Klout score is predicated on the accu-
mulation of engagement with other users of social networking sites. Indeed,
just as a level 100 player in WoW is more valuable in a city raid than a level
60 player, Fiorella’s score of 34 was passed up in favor of a 67—because they
were deemed more valuable. Even without the knowledge of the systems and
mechanics underlying each of these hierarchies, the outcome is the same.
Regardless of scales—whether 1–30 (D&D), 1–50 (CoD), 1–100 (Klout and
WoW), or even an infinite number of levels—the result is a system of imme-
diate comparison between subjects utilizing a numerical signifier of power
and worth.

Much like D&D and the games that it has inspired, Klout’s system makes
immediate comparison universal and ubiquitous. While striving to become
as influential in an individual’s life as a credit score, the Klout score moves
beyond the privacy and mystery that surrounds a credit score—itself not even
provided in a standard credit report unless requested by an individual—and
makes every user within its (real) world instantaneously accessible and com-
parable. Our reality is now a part of the multiverse in which every character
has a numeric indicator that dictates their power, access, and ability. As soon
as a user creates a social networking account they have become a player within
the system. As society continues to place increasing value upon an individ -
ual’s ability to navigate and exploit online social networks effectively, the
Klout score becomes increasingly important to living in contemporary soci-
ety.

The Klout score thus becomes a social level, a numeric value placed on
every user of social networking websites by  algorithm- driven content meas-
urement tools. This is especially damning for those who are unaware that
they are even being measured; Klout becomes a way to encourage develop-
ment and influence while simultaneously punishing those who do not foster
a particular type of engagement and marketability. As Martin points out, finan -
cial punishment has been used to control individuals or nations: “directed
violence has ever been an instrument of world power, but now punishment
has usurped conquest as a rationale as if to remind the unpunished that they
must play by the rules or their turn will be next.”56 Klout also acts as a mode
of social punishment for those that refuse to engage in its specifically defined
networked social practices. Much like a credit score, those who refuse to par-
ticipate will find their access to certain necessities (like housing, or in the
case of Klout, a job) in contemporary society denied them. Unlike a credit
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score, however, anyone can look at a Klout score at any time and make a
judgment of the value of any user of social networks.

With Klout and the social level, individuals’ lives become intimately tied
up with their influence and marketability. This intimate connection becomes
more than just a “branded self ” as Hearn discusses, but a process of constant
curation and delivery of influential content on social networks. This “curated
self ” is an involved process that is highly selective, but inseparable from the
individual. There is no longer a comfortable distancing between an individ-
ual’s “real self ” and their “virtual selves.” Indeed, for those that create a profile
on Klout and connect all of their accounts, all of their networks become
extensions of this score, and even provide an advantage against those that
have not  opted- in.

The Klout platform also encourages constant engagement and content
curation for the betterment of an individual’s Klout score. This design pro-
vides the opportunity for users to level up through the process of  self-
curation. The home page for Klout informs the user that they have yet to fol-
low a number of new accounts for that day, or post links, and suggests both
users and links that it has calculated will be of interest to the user’s followers,
reflecting the “grinding” prevalent in many RPGs (particularly MMORPGs)
that provide daily quests players can engage in to continuously gain  in- game
material benefits or increase status with certain factions. This social network
grind fundamentally challenges the imagined organic nature of user influ-
ence, changing the ways in which a user has previously engaged with their
community. This becomes a process of social leveling in which individuals
attempt to increase their social level by changing their online behaviors to
include such actions as sharing links, commenting on posts, and an overall
higher engagement with those in their networks. Much as the change in atti-
tudes towards financial management in the 1990s went from security through
employment to constant vigilance and management of assets online, changing
attitudes in the power of influence through online social networks has caused
a shift from organic engagement to a daily management of content creation,
curation, and delivery. These changing attitudes are not necessarily for the
better either. As Tresca points out:

The problem with status and levels is that it begins to shape the reality of the
game;  lower- level players perceive themselves as worthless and  high- level players
perceive themselves as morally superior. Of course, the primary component to
success in any  level- based system is time—players with more time on their
hands are capable of becoming much more powerful than similar player who
cannot devote as much attention to the game. The prestige associate with all
 high- level players is not necessarily  well- deserved.57

The application of the social level to all users of social networks becomes a
structuring system in which many of the players do not realize they are in a
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game. While the cultural knowledge transmission of the meaning of a number
next to one’s name has allowed users to recognize their position within new
media hierarchy, the ludoliteracy required to “play the game” has not been
transmitted. Indeed, the prestige associated with high social levels may be
just as little deserved as Tresca’s gamers, and may simply amplify the flaws
in current conceptions of social value and worth in contemporary society.

Conclusion
The ubiquitous nature of measuring social influence moves the Klout

score beyond the bullshit of gamification and into a broader cultural trans-
ference of RPG mechanics into the real world—the creation of the social
level. Taken within a matrix of power in which the level is the concrete numer-
ical representation of an individual’s experience, skills, and value—cross ref-
erenced, compiled, and codified—there is no longer an endgame or goal to
grind towards. The social level becomes an instant, publicly available indi-
cator of an individual’s entire social value within the digital media landscape
that has very real material consequences, as illustrated by Sam Fiorella’s unfor-
tunate introduction to his Klout score.58 This trend is particularly alarming
as the last decade has continued to build on the process of individualization
out lined in Martin’s financialization of daily life, with corporations continu -
ing not only to reduce the cost of labor, but even the opportunity for employ -
ment for new entrants into the labor market. As Hearn’s  branded- self evolves
into a  curated- self through a shift from the separate digital self to an  all-
encompassing  social- media-presence-as-self due to the flight of unemployed
workers to the utopic panacea of the Internet, an individual’s online presence
and influence become  ever- more valuable.

Klout becomes an indicator of what the endgame of a society of control
and the financialization of daily life may be. Returning to the “Postscript,”
Deleuze sketches a future vision of metastable states and individual modu-
lation and how they would affect individuals:

The conception of a control mechanism, giving the position of any element
within an open environment at any given instant … is not necessarily one of sci-
ence fiction. Félix Guattari has imagined a city where one would be able to leave
one’s apartment, one’s street, one’s neighborhood, thanks to one’s (dividual) elec-
tronic card that raises a given barrier; but the card could just as easily be
rejected on a given day or between certain hours; what counts is not the barrier
but the computer that tracks each person’s position—licit or illicit—and effects a
universal modulation.59

Klout is that which tracks an individual’s social worth and influence in social
networks, but also simultaneously becomes a means with which an employer
can instantly compare potential employees, an airline can provide expanded
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service to  high- level influencers, or a user can compare themselves and change
their own ways of interacting online. While Klout isn’t an  all- encompassing
metric for every aspect of life, it does measure an increasingly important,
culturally valued practice in the use of social networks online. As a confluence
of RPG mechanics and social influence, the fantastic and the real, and the
measurable and the ambiguous, Klout represents a new focus on the way in
which an individual’s cultural value is assigned.

For what is influence but the power to effect change? What does the
assignation of a number detailing an individual’s influence provide in the
broader discourse on human relations? By approaching Klout as an applica-
tion of RPG mechanics to social relations, connections to the ways in which
power operates in society can be made. Indeed, as indicated in my discussion
of levels in RPGs, the level is a matrix of power, indicating a characters ability
to access and interact with the world. By transferring these mechanics from
avatar to player, a new matrix of power is created in reality, that of the social
level. This social level has far reaching implications for those who do not fit
within the arbitrary structure that Klout creates. Indeed, questions as to who
are served, and who is left out, must be raised. Much as Raczkowski’s example
of the Frequent Flyer Programs creating spaces of privilege for higher level
passengers, the shift to universal scoring mechanisms of increasingly valued
exchanges on social media produces digital and material spaces of privilege.

These newly codified spaces of privilege are not created in a vacuum.
While a relatively new structuring system of society, Klout’s manifestation as
a ludic phenomenon spurred in part by the “ludic turn” does not negate the
influence of other structuring systems of society. An intersectional analysis
of Klout and social levels, taking in the operations of race, gender, and class
on access to and use of social networks, is critical. Klout’s algorithm, propri-
etary and shrouded in mystery, relies heavily upon the publicly accessible
infor mation and profiles of the users it measures. The daily violence and
 micro- aggressions perpetrated upon particular populations online and off
make many users weary of connecting various social networking accounts,
making profiles public, or posting “engaging” topics. If Klout is a way to mea -
sure influence on social networking—itself a reflection of a continuing trend
of  hyper- individualism and precarity in daily life—its complicity in the cur-
rent social landscape—online and off—becomes one more tool of discipline
and control.
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Part IV

The Manual of Play: 
Seeding New Avenues 

of Gaming



Shapers, Portals 
and Exotic Matter

Living Fiction and Augmented 
Reality in Google’s Ingress

Kai-Uwe Werbeck

Introduction: Ingress and the City of Bits
Google’s successful smartphone app Ingress has been described as a fas-

cinating combination of a “virtual scavenger hunt and the board game Risk.”1

While this is a suitable  short- hand of its basic game mechanics, Ingress also
borrows from  Role- Playing Games (RPGs). Since their emergence as a mass
cultural phenomenon in the 1970s, RPGs have constantly mutated, from the
still influential  pen- and-paper systems to LARPs (Live Action  Role- Play) and
a wide variety of digital iterations. With Ingress, the genre has again entered
a new stage. It blends RPG elements with what William J. Mitchell has termed
the “City of Bits,” in which “the real city that surrounds us and the video city
that guides us are held in perfect coincidence.”2 Ingress retains prominent
RPG characteristics—for example, the attack system, the inventory of items,
and the elaborate background story—and superimposes them onto  twenty-
first-century urban space.3 Players join one of two competing factions and
use their smartphones’ GPS function to fight for  so- called “portals,” digital
constructs attached to corporeal landmarks. As players have to be in physical
proximity to the portals in order to affect them, the gameplay creates a con-
tested, liminal space between the game world and the concrete affordances
of the city. In a video interview with DICE, John Hanke, the app’s inventor,
calls the result “Living Fiction,” explaining that “a local player event in London

234



will be designed to demonstrate how players interact with the storyline and
change it, by playing in the real world and how the news gets fed back to the
larger game community.”4

After first illustrating the structural similarities (and differences) between
earlier RPGs—both analog and digital—and Hanke’s living fiction, I argue
that by inscribing (role-playing)  game- like narratives into urban space via
smartphones, Ingress both challenges and consolidates the “postmodern” con-
dition, in which, ostensibly, experience is always already mediated and spa-
tiality rendered  topsy- turvy.5 At stake in this analysis of Ingress—and by
implication the blossoming genres of living fiction and augmented reality
games writ larger—is an answer to the question “how the lessons learned
from narrativist RPGs […] can be brought to digital media” as well as an anal -
ysis of modes of perception and experience in highly networked and media
saturated societies.6 Drawing a line from the first tabletop  role- playing games
(TRPGs) to video games to online games such as Ingress allows me to discuss
the cultural currency that  role- playing still has and to illuminate how the
genre is  co- opted into new meaning producing systems of communication.
To this end, the essay follows Gary Alan Fine who, in his seminal sociological
study on RPGs, sets up a triptych of three frames: “commonsense reality, the
gaming rules, and the content of the gaming fantasy itself.”7 Fine already
acknowledges that the complex interactions of these frameworks change their
relations to each other, a fluctuation that he calls “frame oscillations.”8 In
other words, the ratio of Fine’s three categories will vary in the actualization
of any given gaming session: some players will focus heavily on rules and
treat the RPG more like a board game, while others may eschew heavy reg-
ulation in favor of  story- telling. Frame oscillation is at work in Ingress: the
primary framework gains in importance as the superimposition of a virtual
map onto physical space is critical to success in Ingress. The secondary frame-
work—the structural core of the RPG defined through rules—is delegated to
the app, while the tertiary framework—the layer of the game that generates
the actual  role- playing—undergoes substantial revisions and is externalized;
 story- lines in Ingress are mainly advanced by a group of  non- player characters
played by actors brought to life in videos that are disseminated via the smart-
phone and Internet channels such as google+.

The notion that Ingress shares its DNA with the RPG genre is widely
accepted but remains  under- utilized in research. Its entry on Wikipedia, for
example, calls the app an “augmented reality massive  multi- player online
 role- playing GPS dependent game.”9 In an interview, Hanke is asked if he
foresees “any chance of developing player roles (much like player classes in
RPGs) where one’s role would adjust one’s attributes and capabilities in the
game (attackers, builders, linkers, farmers, etc., maybe with the possibility
of growing  multi- role characters)?”10 Hanke replies “good ideas,” suggesting
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an awareness that Ingress has the potential for further developments toward
RPG components.11  Co- creator Flint Dille, a  role- playing industry veteran,
further mentions in an interview that “missions” in Ingress are similar to
“quests that you might go on in a traditional RPG” but at the same time
acknowledges that the game’s structure necessitates changes to how these
quests are planned and executed.12 Along the lines of Dille’s comment, this
essay is not an attempt to force Ingress into a generic straitjacket; quite the
contrary, the term RPG in itself is understood here as by no means fixed and
monolithic. The genre has always been fluid, prioritizing certain character-
istics prevalent to its current permutation and omitting others while retaining
permeable and mutable boundaries throughout.13 Ingress is not (yet) a  full-
blown RPG in the sense of performative  inter- personal narratives, but it suc-
ceeds, I argue, in establishing the genre as a central part of the  online- gaming
community as it repeats evolutionary steps the genre has taken before. While
the app’s current position mirrors the early days of  role- playing, in particular
its relation to military strategy, as well as  single- player video- and computer
games, it already gestures toward the  near- future amalgamation of augmented
realities and RPGs.

Framing Ingress: The Genealogy of  Role- Playing
Games

In order to localize the shared DNA between earlier RPGs and Ingress
and query the ramifications of  role- playing elements being injected into the
City of Bits, I will take a step back and familiarize readers with the app. Tasked
with the amalgamation of map services and online games, Niantic Labs, a
 Google- owned start up, began developing the game in 2004 and made it
avail able for  beta- testing in 2012. Hanke and his team set up a storyline that
frames the game’s explicitly “technological” representation of space as
depicted on the “scanner,” the smartphone’s display. Ingress proposes the exis-
tence of an alien race, the Shapers, who have released “exotic matter” to earth.
The players choose a side and join either the Enlightened faction, which
believes that “exotic matter,” or “XM” in the game’s diction, is beneficial to
mankind, or the Resistance, which suspects the Shapers to have rather sinister
ambitions with regard to Earth’s future. In the game, the two factions are
assigned color codes (blue for the Resistance and green for the Enlightened)
that are applied to the game’s world map, a minimalistic,  black- and-grey
topography that represents the physical environment as a simplified abstrac-
tion.14 Gradually, this minimalistic “augmented” reality—presented from a
slightly canted bird’s eye view and zigzagged by other topographical elements
that correspond to the actual surroundings—is populated with blue, green,
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and grey fountains of energy that symbolize strategically important diegetic
elements, in particular the highly contested portals and pools of XM. Exotic
Matter replenishes the energy bar, which in turn enables the players to take
action; each operation—from attacking enemy portals to fortifying one’s
own—costs a certain amount of energy, a system similar to video game 
RPGs.

Ingress grants the players a (digital) view of their immediate surround-
ings with the current physical location being at the center, creating an abstract
yet fascinating map into which photorealistic images are inserted whenever
a portal is accessed. If so desired, ominous sounds that seem to come straight
out of some  sci- fi movie—including crackling, robotic voices—supplement
the experience. Fighting for territorial supremacy, players—represented by
an arrow on the scanner—secure, connect, and defend their own faction’s por -
tals, while trying to take down those of the other faction. To this end, they
fortify and link their portals using devices called “resonators” (among other
items), creating powerful fields of connected landmarks that cover the map
in green and blue geometries, respectively. In true RPG fashion, successful
actions generate Access Points (AP), which in turn slowly raise the experience
level of the individual players; the higher this level, the more powerful are
the items that the player can use to attack or mod a portal. Hacking portals,
players harvest items that can be stored for later use. Next to weapons of
vary ing power, collectable items—some common, others extremely rare—
include  so- called portal shields (which raise the defense level of the portals)
and  multi- hacks that allow the portal to yield more items when hacked. It is
noteworthy that the portals can be highly modified while level is the sole
indicator of a player’s power; the app does not include an additional numeric
set of typical RPG skills, such as Strength or Wisdom. Players can earn  so-
called badges, obtained through the completion of specific tasks, for example,
by hacking a certain number of unique portals or maintaining them for a
specific period of time.15  Long- time success in Ingress is facilitated by some
degree of cooperation, the working together of players from the same faction
in order to achieve their goals. Taking the idea of a party of adventurers to
the extreme, strength comes in numbers, even though it is important to note
that the game can be played alone without any difficulty.16 “Parties” in Ingress
are ultimately asynchronous; players are not required to be in the same phys-
ical location at the same time to work on a project. While keeping these recal-
ibrations in mind, it is safe to say that Ingress assimilates strategic elements
that refer back to the  pre- history of RPGs.

According to academic lore, the genealogy of modern RPGs begins with
Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson’s 1974 Dungeons and Dragons (D&D). Calling
D&D the “lingua franca” of RPGs, Erik Mona notes that its “most primal
form” has a direct connection to strategic tabletop games, in particular Chain-
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mail, a miniature game created by Gygax and set in a medieval world that
Arneson later extended.17 This development is noteworthy as it pertains to
Ingress’ partial return to the genre’s beginnings and illustrates the frame oscil-
lations mentioned above. RPGs rely on a base—Fine’s secondary framework—
that consists of a set of rules, reminiscent of the  thematically- aligned battle
simulations that preceded D&D.18 Exploring the world beyond the battle -
field, the game evolved and gradually added the element of  role- playing,
eventually granting a more  free- form gaming experience realized in the third
framework: “If you could imagine it, and the game master was willing to go
along, it could happen.”19 However, Ingress neglects the third framework with
regard to the acting out of roles and rather focuses on a specific, communal
form of embodiment. Thus, it shifts toward LARPs and the physical locations
in which they play out their reenactments.20 While Ingress players often dis-
regard props and costumes, the localities in which they gather in large num-
bers during important events regularly radiate a distinctly  sci- fi feel.21 The
lack of traditional interpersonal narratives has to do with the game’s reliance
on mass media—the smartphone, of course, but also platforms such as Twit-
ter—and thus mirrors a development that can also be observed in RPGs
played on video game consoles and home computers. The publisher, however,
fills in these gaps and creates a narrative in which important  in- game events—
at times decided by the mass actions of players—are acted out and visualized
in videos that flesh out the world of Ingress. In other words, the effort to pro -
pel the storyline forward is to a certain extent outsourced, a tactic similar to
early computer- and video games.

The scope and focus of this essay neither calls nor allows for a detailed
history of digital RPGs, but it is necessary to sketch out some of the seminal
and most influential titles, in particular with regard to features these games
first implemented and to which Ingress takes recourse.22 In the case of D&D,
the diegetic world either directly translated into video- and computer game
 spin- offs or at least inspired games that reproduce its “lingua franca” in elec-
tronic code. The speed with which the emergent digital culture of the later
1970s and early 1980s adopted—and maybe even paralleled—pen-and-paper
RPGs indicates an affinity between new media and the gaming model.23 At
this point it is noteworthy that the history of RPG evolution is in itself a con-
tested topic; with the genre being in steady flux it is difficult to trace a  clear-
cut genealogy in which one realization of the game precedes the other. As
Sarah Lynne Bowman points out, “the first  computer- based RPGs emerged
in the 1970s, around the same time as the  pen- and-paper games.”24 Already
in the 1970s, one sees the first games implicitly referencing tabletop systems,
for example Don Woods and Will Crowther’s  all- text computer program
Colossal Cave Adventure and its Atari VCS remake by Warren Robinett,
Adventure (this time around using simple graphics), in which the program-
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mer “had to draw his dungeons and dragons” and “where players found
weapon and other inventory.”25 While Akalabeth, the precursor to the  long-
running Ultima series, according to Matt Barton “included many conventions
that are present in even the most modern CRPG,” the next title of importance
for Ingress’ genealogy is in fact New World Computing’s 1995 Heroes of Might
and Magic. Barton cites “the choice of character class, attributes, a store from
which to buy weapons and armor, a leveling system based on experience
points, strategic combat with increasingly powerful foes, and a large area to
explore” as some of these conventions.26 They all, with the possible exception
of character classes, find their equivalent in Ingress in some shape or form.
While character classes are indeed absent from the app, some players under-
stand themselves as fulfilling certain functions for their faction. Ingress, it
seems, replays this concurrent evolution in front of our eyes and at the same
time changes some parameters.

There are other cues that Ingress takes from famous digital  trail- blazers.
Diablo, released in 1996, is considered the prime example of a “limited char-
acter development system,” where the  role- playing element is sacrificed in
favor of  fantasy- soaked action, another reconfiguration that returns with a
vengeance in the augmented reality game.27 Diablo is also noteworthy in this
context because it is part of a phalanx of computer games that populated the
Internet with  role- players in large numbers. Bridging the gap between isolated
computer  role- playing games (CRPGs) and online games, Diablo was instru-
mental in the development of the massively multiplayer online  role- playing
game (MMORPG), another strain of  role- playing DNA that resurfaces in
Ingress.28 As Mitchell reminds us, already in “1994 the video game pioneer
Nolan Bushnell was speculating about the possibility of network supported,
intercity competitive games involving tens of thousands of participants on
each team,” a prophecy that fulfilled itself quickly via networked games.29

Neverwinter Nights (1991–1997) stands out as the first successful MMORPG
set in the official D&D universe and the first online game to use a graphics
interface. In 1997, Ultima Online was launched, another benchmark in the
evolution of fantasy oriented  multi- player worlds that stands as the break-
through system for internet gaming. The trend arguably culminated in the
spectacular success of Blizzard’s MMORPG World of Warcraft (WoW). Due
to its immense impact on the popular imagination, it marks the apex of the
symbiotic relationship between RPG and digital mass medium. As Michael
J. Tresca writes, in 2004 WoW “exploded onto the scene” and “perfected what
the other MMORPGs struggled to achieve.”30 Almost a decade later, Ingress
profits from the genre’s gradual migration into the digital realm and yet again
reconfigures what it means to  role- play with others “online” by taking the
game to the streets. An interesting question, then, is how this transmogrifi-
cation affects what Sarah Lynne Bowman calls fluidity in RPGs, the recali-
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bration of ones’ personality that “applies not only to our values, attitudes,
and behaviors, but also to our very sense of  ego- concept.”31

Divergences and Overlaps:  Role- Playing Elements 
in Ingress

In order to convincingly triangulate  pen- and-paper systems, digital
RPGs, and Ingress’ augmented reality with regard to fluidity, certain core fea-
tures of the genre have to be set in relation to each other. Bowman offers a
useful definition of  role- playing games that provides a guideline for the fol-
lowing comparison. Bowman writes, “A  role- playing game should establish
some sense of community through a ritualized, shared story telling experience
amongst multiple players.”32 Ingress brings together an extremely large num-
ber of people, even though the communal aspect is complicated by the fact
that the media component immediately jettisons the necessity of being in
close proximity to other players. As I will show in greater detail later, Ingress’
game mechanics also affect the gaming style in that the app—like many video
game RPGs—simplifies the narrative created between players and focuses
more on algorithms to decide outcomes rather than  story- telling. Bowman’s
second core feature, similar to Fine’s frame, concerns “some form of game sys -
tem, which provides the framework for the enactment of specific scenarios and
the solving of problems within them.”33 In contrast to the first main feature,
Ingress easily adheres to this aspect, having the rules implemented and upheld
through the technology and algorithms underlying the app. Her last point
pertains to the possibility to “alter [the players’] sense of identity” in order
to “develop an alternate Self through a process known as identity alteration.”34

The players and the guide, the game master, share “a  co- created story space,”
a precondition that is reformulated in the context of Ingress.35 An Ingress
character is called an Agent, a fictional construct that nonetheless remains
rather closely linked to the actual person enacting the role in the  co- created
story space, which in turn is inextricably intertwined with the real world.

What then is the story that the app tells? In Ingress, the sudden appear-
ance of XM sets in motion a  large- scale fight for the future of mankind. Ingress
shares the  sci- fi genre with RPG systems such as Shadowrun or Star Wars.
As is the case with tabletop RPGs such as D&D, Vampire: The Masquerade
or the German  wizards- and-warriors system Das Schwarze Auge (The Dark
Eye), the publishers flesh out the world in which the  role- playing unfolds on
various levels, from supplemental materials to  multi- media  tie- ins. While
D&D, for example, spawned two feature films, Vampire’s World of Darkness
produced a large number of novels and a TV show, some of these dealing
with cataclysmic changes affecting the system’s master narrative. The fantasy

240 Part III. The Book of Change



world of Das Schwarze Auge serves as the setting for numerous computer
games that incorporate the events of the  pen- and-paper version. Ingress, too,
offers supplements: novels accompany the game play, while actors playing
 in- game characters attend fan conventions and appear in the  so- called Ingress
Reports, elaborated newsreels reporting on everything game related. The
announcer, Susanna Moyer, not only covers  large- scale events but also directly
“communicates” with  non- player characters essential to the story.36 Blurring
the line between fact and fiction, one report, for example, investigates the
“declining health of enlightened ideologue Roland Jarvis” in dramatic fashion,
including a feed of CCTV footage showing an actor playing Jarvis being
brought to some secret facility presumably for treatment. The reports thus
create a continuous story arc that introduces new elements to the game and
populates the  in- game world with  non- player characters that take up the
 role- playing where players may be too focused on their smartphones to
engage in performative practices.

Closely related to the gradual extension of the  in- game world, campaigns
add to the feeling of continuity and coherence. Campaigns often advance the
respective RPG’s master narrative as they tend to deal with major events
affecting at least parts of the fictional world. Usually stretched out over longer
periods—both with regard to playing and  in- game time—campaigns increase
the density of the narrative elements and create networks between otherwise
unrelated events. While Vampire: The Masquerade leveled the playing field
through the cataclysmic events surrounding Gehenna (2004), Das Schwarze
Auge opted for a radical reshaping of its main continent’s political and social
structures in Das Jahr des Feuers (The Year of Fire, 2004–2006). In the case
of Ingress,  campaign- like events take place when  so- called anomalies are ini-
tiated. During these anomalies, players come together in larger urban areas
to realize meticulously planned projects and to battle for supremacy. Expand-
ing Ingress’ master narrative, anomalies result in the emergence of higher
concentrations of XM around the globe, which then triggers a  multi- city arti-
fact hunt. Depending on which faction wins the anomaly, the storyline
advances differently, giving players the possibility to influence the course of
Ingress history on the  macro- scale.  Multi- media texts, such as the aforemen-
tioned, elaborately produced videos, illustrate the outcome on the level of
narrative, while changes made to the game play within the second framework
also reflect the victory of one faction. Yet, what may sound like an augmented
 reality- telenovela follows a master plan: Hanke has stated in an interview
that he has a blueprint for the current Ingress storyline planned out and that
he is able to determine when it will come to a grand finale of the narrative.37

Whereas Ingress’ narrative is thus to a certain extent prescribed (more
akin in structure to early video games than  pen- and-paper systems), the  in-
game world in Ingress is expanding exponentially. While the possibilities for
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imagined landscapes are in principle infinite for the  pen- and-paper systems,
players often refer to maps that define the geopolitics of the game. To be sure,
new game settings start out with a lot of terra incognita but, especially in
 long- lasting publications, the single topographical dots become connected
over time as more and more supplemental material is released.38 Games such
as Advanced Dungeons & Dragons and the aforementioned Das Schwarze
Auge offer  full- fledged worlds, including their own history, culture, and geog-
raphy. Video- and computer games (at least before  online- games were com-
mon) feature  semi- open-worlds, limited in principle through the capacity of
the storage medium and the imagination of the programmers. With the size
of the worlds and the degree of potential exploration varying, video game
RPGs offer a somewhat  non- linear trajectory that—in contrast to  pen- and-
paper systems—usually leads to the eventual denouement of the game with
the options for differing paths toward completion being rather minimal at
times. With the availability of new technological possibilities (including the
option to purchase  add- ons via the internet), the  so- called  sand- box games
(Rockstar Games’ Grand Theft Auto IV being a prime example) return to
considerably larger maps—open worlds—that impose only theoretical bound-
aries and offer the player an experience that more closely resembles that of
a  pen- and-paper RPG in terms of  in- game space. In this regard, Ingress takes
the next step and declares the whole world its map.

The new media component of the app affects the tertiary framework in
Ingress, a development that one also sees replicated in the move from  pen-
and-paper to video game RPGs as well, albeit in less extreme fashion.39 While
tabletop groups vary significantly in their application of  role- playing ele-
ments, a certain minimum of communication between the characters’ roles
is essential to the experience.  Role- playing elements, of course, differ from
the mere execution of rules established through the game’s structural base,
e.g., how the system handles the outcome of action through dice rolls, cate-
gories, and numbers. Both the more mathematical and the interpersonal level
of playing are present, even though—as explicated above—the ratio between
the two factors can vary significantly.40 Video and computer RPGs from the
early machines of the 1970s roughly up to the 64-bit consoles at the end of
the twentieth century reduced their  role- playing elements mostly because
interpersonal exchange was difficult to realize as the Internet was neither
widely available nor efficient enough to allow for verbal exchanges in  multi-
player games (except for players in the same physical location). Communi-
cation with  non- player characters in the game world was usually possible but
limited to only a few, repetitive,  pre- programmed dialogue options.41 Later,
games such as WoW, at least theoretically, reinstated  role- playing elements
into the diegetic, digital landscape. However, Barton has convincingly argued
that the interaction between MMORPG players (via headphones and micro-
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phones, for example) differs significantly from those taking place between
members of tabletop groups, and that the sheer number of participants in
the former in fact renders the game’s master narrative almost meaningless
with regard to the actions of single players.42 Ingress also performs such a
reduction of  role- playing elements and—while potentially bringing together
large groups of players physically as well as virtually—neither encourages
nor necessitates the production of interpersonal fantasy narratives, even
though the Ingress community actively discusses the game itself on social
media platforms.43

In most RPGs, characters are assigned attributes (regulated in some
shape or form) that the players can improve over time. When certain tasks or
quests are completed, players are awarded points, which in turn allow them
to increase the power level of their character. Whenever a  pre- determined
threshold is crossed, the character’s level increases, a development that—reg-
ulated through the rules of the system—becomes gradually more  time-
consuming. Ingress follows this pattern to a degree; players collect XM and
use it to attack, defend, or modify a portal, adopting the  rule- based part of
fighting in  role- playing. As briefly mentioned above, the players receive
Access Points (AP) that ultimately raise their characters’ level, increasing
their ability to deploy more powerful resonators and other items. Yet, by com-
parison, the characters in Ingress are simplified,  bare- bone constructs that
encourage players to understand themselves as taking up the role of an Agent.
They only differ in their affiliation to one of the factions, their names, and
the number of AP they have collected. However, many Ingress players distin-
guish themselves with regard to their approach to the game. Some specialize
in solving cryptic riddles that may hold the key to the next anomaly, while
others, for example, focus on the organization of group attacks. This said,
one significant difference between the smart phone game and other variants
of RPGs becomes quickly apparent. If one defines RPGs solely through the
aspect of performative  player- to-player interaction, then Ingress cannot be
considered a  role- playing game. However, the genre has always been subject
to modifications with regard to how the  role- playing is enacted. As I have
shown, many elements in Ingress are directly reminiscent of other types of
RPGs, borrowed from strategy board games as well as  pen- and-paper systems,
LARPS, and digital games, including MMORPGs.

Reconfiguring Urban Space: Ingress and Mediated
Modes of Experience

As outlined above, Ingress selectively picks elements from  role- playing
games, a genre that has historically been in constant flux. While certain
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aspects are conserved and intensified in Google’s app, others are drastically
reduced or jettisoned altogether. The question now becomes how the inscrip-
tion of Ingress’ specific brand of  role- playing into modern, predominantly
urban public spaces affects postmodern modes of experience.44 On the most
basic level, Ingress injects a  game- related playfulness into the city, regardless
of the sincerity and competitive spirit that some players exhibit as Agents of
either the Enlightened or the Resistance. As Gary Alan Fine notes, “fantasy
worlds constitute a ‘social world’” and the “fantasy content, shared by par-
ticipants, coupled with the complex subsociety of gaming, suggests that this
truly constitutes a ‘universe of discourse.’”45 Urban space, usually heavily reg-
ulated and restricted by law and convention, is turned into a discourse in
which rigid patterns of meaning are challenged. A “‘make-believe’ world set
apart from the everyday world” is thus performed in plain sight, producing
a parallel narrative in the process. In this respect, the app generates a form
of community similar to that of online groups such as MMORPG guilds, but
realizes these communal happenings in the streets, parks, and social spaces
of a given community (and beyond). In order to assess the game’s complex
effects on the subject’s modes of experience, I look at three prominent urban
theorists whose ideas in conjunction situate the  RPG- like structure of Ingress
vis-à-vis the networked societies of the  twenty- first century.

To be clear, my argument is not primarily interested in hailing Ingress
as a means to draw  role- players (or their stereotypes) out of their clichéd base -
ments. Bowman already does a great job in her study outlining the criticisms
and campaigns leveled against RPGs, while making a valid claim in favor of
the cognitive and social benefits of the genre.46 Rather, I am interested in
ways in which Google’s app can illuminate the subject under the auspices of
ubiquitous computing in conjunction with  role- playing. In an interview with
Georg Pichler, Hanke states “ten years from now reality and the virtual world
will interact seamlessly,” suggesting that augmented reality games have not
yet realized their full potential.47 In order to analyze some of these potentials,
I turn to Guy Debord and his technique of dérive, Mark Hansen’s concept of
bodies in code, and Jean Baudrillard’s philosophy of the simulacrum. Debord’s
writings help one to understand the geopolitical implications of the game,
taking into account a subversive or even utopian  under- current endemic to
the playful interaction with a given spatial paradigm.48 Hansen’s work enables
one to rethink the role of the body in highly mediated environments, a change
in focus that not only challenges notions about the validity of mediated expe-
riences, but also queries the phenomenology of augmented reality writ large.49

Finally, Baudrillard’s  often- cited concept of the simulacrum—the dangerous
copy without an original—allows one to ponder the ontological quality of
the images that playing Ingress produces when the digital and the physical
world overlap.50 It is not my primary goal to rethink Debord, Hansen, and
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Baudrillard in this essay. Rather, the theories under consideration here help
illustrate how Google’s app implicitly interferes with and queries questions
of  body- politics, phenomenology, and image theory respectively.

The scope of this essay does not allow me to go into greater detail with
regard to urban theory, but it should be noted that Debord, Hansen, and Bau-
drillard to a certain degree all belong to an intellectual tradition that queries
space as part of the system of capitalist accumulation. While my argument
is not contingent upon a critique of capitalist ideas—after all Ingress is a com-
mercial product even though it can be played for free—the game clearly par-
takes in the production of social space staged in the public sphere. Critical
in this regard is Henri Lefebvre whose writings on the city directly influenced
Debord. As Lefebvre argues in his  neo–Marxist attempt to shatter bourgeoisie
ideology—what he terms “mystification”—through the “autocritique of the
everyday,” the streets are a contested space organized by signals, symbols,
and signs that “we read and move through.”51 His thinking also informs the
writings of Michel de Certeau who in The Practices of Everyday Life argues
that consumption is a means of production by those who are not actually
producers but “reappropriate the space organized by techniques of sociocul-
tural production.”52 For him, walking becomes an intervention into “an elec-
tronicized and computerized megalopolis,” an act that is reminiscent of the
“hunters and rural folks of earlier days.”53 Again, while I am hesitant to grant
Ingress the political currency necessary to declare it a direct representation
of these theories, the insertion of the body into urban space marked by a
high saturation with electronic networks is a concept that—as I show in my
following analysis of Debord, Hansen, and Baudrillard—helps to illustrate
how Google’s app may affect our understanding of the city in the  twenty- first
century.

Debord, the driving force behind the  avant- garde International Situa-
tionist movement, championed the concept of dérive as a means to  re- read
the city under  late- capitalism: “Among the various situationist techniques,
dérive constitutes the act of a hasty traversal of varied environments.”54 Rem-
iniscent of flânerie, dérive, according to Debord, leads to a desired feeling of
being lost and afloat in the streets, which in turn recalibrates the sensorium
of the subject:

One or more persons devoted to dérive—for a shorter or longer period of time—
eschew their general automatisms with regard to patterns of movement and
action, and disregard their relations, work and leisure activities, in order to give
themselves up to the suggestions of the topography and its respective encoun-
ters.55

The result is a  geo- psychological experience of the urban environment that
fosters a sense of adventure, which it uses as a revolutionary tool against what
Debord terms the sedated society of the spectacle. This sense of adventure
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and the possibility of chance encounters is an integral part of Ingress as players
move quickly through spaces that are not necessarily part of their daily itin-
erary. The game reestablishes the city as a map that can be reexamined and
reappropriated, facilitating a new, coincidental outlook on the world as one
moves from portal to portal. My goal is not to charge Ingress with an explicitly
political energy: if at all, Debord’s subversive impetus is implemented into
the game as something decidedly “not real” in that its narrative incorporates
the possibility of revolution into its background story. While the game uses
terms such as Resistance to label one of its competing factions, and players
are referred to as Agents, it is not subversive in and of itself. However, the
utopian potential inscribed in new modes of experiencing the city  re- emerges
in the game,  role- playing the city as if it were a stage for performances outside
of the accepted norms and off the beaten paths.

Ingress players find new ways to engage with their surroundings as they
drift through the city, even though their interactions are always mediated,
filtered through the “scanner” of their smartphones. The game—cheating
not withstanding—cannot be played without the players’ movement through
Euclidean space. The centrality of the “portals” with regard to a successful
taking part in the action illustrates the allure of setting up “new” physical
places underneath the digital foil. While Niantic has the last word in estab-
lishing the portals, players are allowed to submit suggestions for new portals.
As Google states on its Ingress web site, the acceptance criteria for “good por-
tals” include:

A LOCATION WITH A COOL STORY, A PLACE IN HISTORY OR EDUCATIONAL
VALUE, […] A COOL PIECE OF ART OR UNIQUE ARCHITECTURE, […] A HID-
DEN GEM OR  HYPER- LOCAL SPOT […] More  off- the-beaten-path tourist attrac-
tions (i.e., if you weren’t a local, you wouldn’t necessarily know to go here). A
COMMUNITY GATHERING PLACE. […] A POINT OF INTEREST THAT FACILI-
TATES DISCOVERY/EXERCISE. Promotes the idea of “Adventures on foot.”
Encourages outdoor exploration.56

The selection of suitable “portals” presupposes, at least to a certain extent, a
familiarity with the environment and a wish to contribute to the hybrid world
of Ingress. Players will preferably establish historically or culturally significant
portals to which they have relatively easy access (while the competition may
not) in their everyday lives, contributing to the diegetic world and its master
narrative in highly personalized ways. As a result, the quest for suitable portal
locations may foster knowledge about and awareness of the geo- and topog-
raphy in the vicinity of one’s home, but at the same time alter its meaning by
interacting playfully with history. This produces a utopian experience—no
matter how fallacious—of having the power to write the narrative rather than
being subjected to one.

A second critical aspect is the convergence and amalgamation of physical
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experience and technology, to which Ingress also contributes. Hansen labels
individuals who experience technology as an extension rather than a limita-
tion of “bodies in code,” and while his study focuses on aesthetic theories
and their application to  multi- media art (explicitly disregarding traditional
video games), the technologically enhanced physical experience he describes
corresponds to the one taking place in Ingress. Hansen argues that embodi-
ment is realized in “conjunction with technics.”57 Thus, augmented realities
expand the scope of bodily (motor) activity, instead of confining them. The
immersion in virtual realities broadens human perception and the range of
experience. Hansen declares every reality a “mixed reality” and states that
“motor-activity […] holds the key to fluid and functional crossings between
virtual and physical realms.”58 His theories help one to see how Ingress bridges
the gap between the analog and the digital: the actual bodies of the players
are brought back into the public’s eye. If postmodernity and its digital net-
works indeed reconfigure space and render it a surface—an argument that
also resonates with Baudrillard’s skepticism toward our modes of experi-
ence—the app rethinks that condition. The importance of spatiality is rein-
forced and brought to the fore again, while temporality shifts from pure
simultaneity to a continuum in which actions are played out in asynchronous
ways. While tabletop RPGs and many video games “slow down”  in- game time
by breaking up combat into stretched out units—“in order for players to fully
examine each decision”59—Ingress happens in real time, with participants
even securing and destroying portals while driving in their cars.

In general, Ingress favors the technical component when it comes to
ensuring a smooth gaming experience with the smartphone replacing the
game master as the referee. In this respect it is closer to digital RPG rendi-
tions, minimizing the need for discussions of rules and relying more on algo-
rithms than literary interpretation with regard to the outcome of the actions.
As soon as the machine sanctions the move, the player’s action becomes part
of the game world as the dice roll (and by proxy, chance) loses in importance.
Ingress visualizes the networked quality of new media in impressive ways,
highlighting our reliance on technology as well as rendering visible the trans -
national vectors of modern  mass- communication. The game’s maps with
their links between portals are playful visualizations of information flows
similar to the ephemeral data streams of  mass- communication. Ingress’ visual -
izations range from local portal links to huge projects that can span extremely
large areas. In each case, the game connects dots, creating a palimpsest of
blue and green lines that denotes the moves made by the players as part of
the game—a digital diagram of the postmodern gospel of constant connec-
tivity that has even become an aesthetic practice known as field art. The app
thus gives form to Hansen’s theoretical framework that sets up the city as a
(partially  made- up) narrative in which meaning is negotiated through tech-
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nology in conjunction with the human body. In putting their augmented
bodies “out there,” players perform the intervention of new media into the
quotidian as a game.

Last but not least, Ingress squarely positions the digital image vis-à-vis
a concrete reality that the former allegedly has undermined—as theorists of
the postmodern have argued—to a point where the latter is distorted beyond
recognition. Baudrillard famously assumes an existential crisis playing out
“behind” the image, a development giving rise to the reign of the simulacrum.
He explains, “Such would be the successive phases of the image: it is a reflec-
tion of a profound reality; it masks and denatures a profound reality; it masks
the absence of a profound reality; it has no relation to any reality whatsoever:
it is its own pure simulacrum.”60 Ingress relates to this discussion as it com-
ments on Baudrillard’s assumed deterioration and/or disappearance of the
physical world. The game suggests that the image (the representation on the
“scanner”) indeed differs from reality (the landmark doubling as portal) but
still relates to the original place depicted on the screen. This is not to say that
Ingress is the solution to the presumed loss of depth in postmodernity—as
articulated by, among others, Paul Virilio—but rather that it addresses the
problem and offers a conciliatory perspective. The networks of digital tech-
nology, Virilio argues, alter the meaning of space as they allow users to con-
nect without being physically present in the same location.61 While not all is
well just because a physical object functions as the foundation for a digital
pastime, a  two- way connection between the two ontological layers is estab-
lished. Further studies will be necessary to gauge the relevance of the actual
topography underlying the  game- play, and they may find that the digital
image indeed overshadows or obfuscates the (historically charged) narrative
right in front of the players’ augmented eyes. But the general engagement
with the surrounding landscape (even if mediated) is undeniable.

The player’s gaze oscillates between the abstract representation on the
screen—and it is noteworthy here that the graphical interface could be much
more elaborate if so desired—and its more detailed  real- world equivalent. In
the process, both matrices are sutured together, softening Baudrillard’s cri-
tique of the (digital) image: Ingress suggests that reality is staging a comeback
in the age of ubiquitous computing.  Role- playing’s shared communities—fil-
tered through the electronic mass media sieve—reverse the experiential insuf-
ficiency attributed to the rise of the digital image that knows no original.
 Role- playing bodies in code counter the absence of meaning and recharge
that which is behind the screen with a new narrative. The result is a hybrid
image that imbues the digital representation with a surrogate there has been
in the sense of Roland Barthes, who claims that any photograph is linked
with a “thing that has been there” via an umbilical cord of light.62 The digital
construct is inscribed with a past that it borrows from the landmark’s history
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and then injects into the story being told within the expanding Ingress uni-
verse. While this could widen the gap between reality and image world, there
is also a more conciliatory reading in which the injection of corporeality into
a fantastic game world shared by many creates a Third Space that counters
a possible ontological and existential crisis brought forth by the simulacrum
that Baudrillard predicted in the 1980s. In that case, the fear of a vanishing
reality is alleviated by an opening up toward the (allegedly escapist) fantasies
that are so central to games in general and RPGs in particular.

Conclusion: Toward the Endgame
Ingress superimposes digital landscapes over Euclidean space and in the

process inscribes its  role- playing narrative into the fabric of the city, even if
this only happens in a historically contingent mode of pretense. Thus, the
underlying aspects of RPGs illustrated in this essay bleed into the first frame-
work, a playful exploration of a (usually heavily regulated) realm, the city. As
Ingress adds an element of physical mobility to the mix and creates an overlap
between diegetic and  non- diegetic topographies, the game impacts experi-
ences of the city in a way reminiscent of seminal critical theories of urban
space.63 The application of these theories on urban space should not suggest
that the  GPS- based app has political implications per se but rather that it illu-
minates specific  socio- political and cultural conditions shaping life in the
 twenty- first century. Urban theorist Joel Kotkin addresses issues of identity
and spirituality in the cities of the  twenty- first century and argues that “urban
areas, in the end, must be held together by a consciousness that unites their
people in a shared identity.”64 What was achieved by priests in earlier times,
he claims, is now achieved through dominant paradigms, such as “due pro -
cess, freedom of belief, the basic right of property.”65  RPGs, including aug-
mented realities embedded in living fictions such as Ingress, offer another
venue to add an adhesive to communities after the digital divide even though
one has to be careful not to take the utopian potential at face value. Research -
ers, I contend, have plenty of reasons to conduct more theoretical, cognitive,
and sociological studies on Ingress that will further the debates brought up
in this essay.

In conclusion, I would like to point out the release of another related
Google product, Endgame, as it continues the evolution toward augmented
reality RPGs begun by Ingress. In an attempt to bring together digital media,
film, literature, and the physical world, Endgame closes some of the gaps 
that still separate Ingress from traditional RPGs. The  multi- media project
kicked off on October 7, 2014, with the release of the first of three nov els,
Endgame: The Calling, supplemented by short films, Google apps, and even
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a planned feature film.  Man- on-man combat becomes possible in End game,
while the reward of the densely plotted campaign is real money. Three “pots
of gold” are hidden across the globe, and Endgame’s  multi- media narrative
yields clues to players as to where to find these treasures.66 Thus, while the
amalgamation of the first and third framework one encounters in Ingress con-
tinues, additional RPG tropes (such as the hidden gold or the groups of twelve
characters that comprise a party in Endgame) are added to the mix. In other
words, as in RPGs, the players shape the future of their  in- game world, with
the difference that it is not an isolated party that creates their own storyline
but rather one master narrative decided by representatives of the whole fac-
tion, updating the parameters of  role- playing as well as proving that the genre
continues to influence life in the  twenty- first century, argu ably on a bigger
scale than ever before. With Google’s current setbacks regarding its aug-
mented reality project Glass, the next generation hardware comes in the form
of Android Wear. The gadget—essentially a  multi- media wristwatch—has
been made compatible with Ingress in 2015 in part to make the game more
conducive to interpersonal exchanges.67 Looking at independent develop-
ments such as the virtual reality goggle Oculus Rift (even though at the
moment no advancements have been made to integrate the app with Rift), it
is easy to imagine how the dungeons and dragons of more traditional gaming
systems will virtually inhabit the very same university campuses and parks
that already are Ingress’ battleground.
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Descent to Munchkin
From  Pen- and-Paper 
to Board and Card

Cathlena Martin and
Benton Tyler

Tabletop  role- playing games (TRPGs) have effectively made the transi-
tion from pen-and-paper to digital media through the creation of computer
 role- playing games (CRPGs). CRPG genres like Japanese  role- playing games
(JRPGs) and massively multiplayer online  role- playing games (MMORPGs)
are ubiquitous in console and online play. While TRPGs have not received
the critical attention that computer games have in academic circles, several
scholars have traced the succession of their impact on digital games. However,
TRPGs have also had a significant impact on the analog hobby market of
board and card games, and this influence of TRPGs has largely been neglected.
Just as J.R.R. Tolkien’s novels helped inspire the creation of the genre’s envi-
ronments and races through Dungeons & Dragons (D&D), and tabletop
wargaming influenced its initial mechanics, the TRPG industry has in turn
influenced other analog games via settings and mechanics, even leading to
parodies. Specifically, we analyze how TRPGs, primarily D&D, have influ-
enced board and card games to create an  RPG- lite experience. In our discus-
sion, we use the term  RPG- lite to describe board and card games in which
players control a character and use their powers and skills to acquire equip-
ment and gain levels, but in general there is little to no expectation of the-
atrical personification.

Our essay furthers the work that several game scholars and designers
have begun on TRPGs as an influential and antecedent genre. In The Evolution
of Fantasy  Role- playing Games, Michael Tresca successfully connects minia-
ture wargames, play by post, interactive fiction, MUDs, online  role- playing
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games, MMORPGs, and live action  role- playing games (LARPs),1 but he neg-
lects to discuss board games and the impact that fantasy  role- playing games
have had on board games within its evolution. He mentions collectible card
games (CCGs), but primarily focuses on miniature games in the essay ded-
icated to these two genres. Similarly, in Greg Costikyan’s article “Games, Sto-
rytelling, and Breaking the String,” he extols the impact and inspiration of
TRPGs on “a whole slew of other genres, including computer/console RPGs,
MMOs, LARPs, and the esoteric ‘indie’ RPG movement,”2 yet he does not
mention board games either. In her monograph on narrative in TRPGs, Jen-
nifer Grouling Cover briefly mentions board games in relation to TRPGs, but
only to dispel Espen Aarseth’s claim that D&D is a board game in order to
strengthen her definition of a TRPG.3 She does, however, support further
study of board games, and includes an endnote calling for more studies in
this area.4 We seek to provide an introductory foray into this study by positing
three ways that analog games have  co- opted the TRPG, analyzing how various
designers have extrapolated TRPG elements and adapted them to fit within
the constraints of board and card games.

The games we discuss negotiate a balance between deriving inspiration
from TRPGs and maintaining the necessary mechanics in order to create an
 RPG- lite board or card game. One genre is not superior to the other, they
just offer different play experiences based on the conventions of genre expec-
tations. While some board games do lack the flexibility of a DM’s subjective
control, board games and card games clearly offer a number of advantages
such as more generally objective rules and quicker playtimes. TRPGs and
 RPG- lite games are two distinct categories, and it is necessary to compare
 RPG- lite games to their immediate predecessor in order to analyze the influ-
ential relationship between the two, though several of the games covered in
this essay can be seen as harkening back to D&D’s wargaming roots.

The first aspect we will explore is games in which the environment is
directly taken from a RPG setting. While this category is the most obvious,
being a marketing  tie- in for already established intellectual properties, these
games play a significant role by continuing to spread the influence of TRPGs.
There are several published games like this, but this essay primarily focuses
on games based on D&D. Analyzing games in the D&D Adventure System
Cooperative Game series will illustrate the cultural perva siveness of this 
franchise as it migrates media. While the first category focuses specifically
on setting, the second category addresses the impact of standard TRPG
mechanics on board games. We will consider games in which gamers play 
a specific character with attributes, skills, and/or special abilities of their 
own, specifically Descent (2012).5 The titles discussed will include both  tie-
ins to published TRPGs and games with original content and stories. Finally,
we explore the comedic and lighthearted side of TRPGs with an examination
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of games that parody them. The TRPG industry has established itself with
such a strong history that the genre provides ample fodder for levity in regards
to both settings and mechanics. In Munchkin (2001), players are involved in
min/maxing their characters (i.e., minimizing weaknesses while maximizing
a character’s power based largely on using the best available combination of
items and abilities) in the most ludicrous ways.6 In examining prominent
examples from these three categories, we provide an overview of the cultural
impact of the TRPG7 genre on the design of board and card games, thus show-
ing the significant influence that it has had on the analog gaming industry.

In selecting these games we look at the best representative sample from
each group, as well as the popularity and availability of the games in each cate -
gory. Additionally, in choosing a TRPG to compare the games in each cate -
gory with, we focus on D&D. Most would agree that D&D has historically
been the most popular franchise within the TRPG world. In his brief early his -
tory of D&D, Erik Mona states that it “remains the most popular and finan-
cially successful brand in the adventure gaming industry,” clarifying this
assertion with a footnote that “this fact is so well established in the con -
ventional wisdom of the adventure game industry that it’s difficult to find
adequate sourcing for the assertion, and it seems ridiculous to even try.”8

Given its influential and groundbreaking  long- term status, it is the touchstone
against which we will compare the  RPG- lite board games we discuss.

D&D Adventure System Cooperative Game Series
The games that currently comprise the D&D Adventure System Coop-

erative Game series, Castle Ravenloft (2010),9 Wrath of Ashardalon (2010),10

and The Legend of Drizzt (2011),11 are three primary examples of board games
that occur within official D&D settings12 and also retain several of D&D’s
core mechanics.13 Despite having virtually identical gameplay, each derive
their setting from different D&D source material and are akin to a TRPG
minus a dungeon master (DM) or an emphasis on  role- playing. These games,
set on interlocking modular tiles, are dungeon crawlers focusing primarily
on specific quests and combat, where “each player can explore further into
the dungeon (turn over new tiles), move through the already explored parts
of the dungeon, and fight monsters. When a new dungeon tile is revealed,
there is typically an encounter of some sort, and new monsters to combat are
added. Slain monsters reward the players with treasure and experience points,
allowing them to level up and increase their skills during play.”14 Each game
in the series has thirteen individual adventures detailed in their respective
adventure book,15 and each of these  thirty- nine scenarios outlines specific
goals or objectives.
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The first game in the series to be released, Castle Ravenloft, was inspired
by the D&D adventure module Ravenloft by Tracy and Laura Hickman pub-
lished in 1983.16 This cooperative board game consists of individual but
 thematically- linked adventures players must complete in order to defeat the
final boss. Just as in the original adventure module, the board game centers
on the primary villain, vampiric master of the castle Count Strahd Von Zaro -
vich. The game rulebook even uses the original tagline printed on the cover
of the module, “The master of Ravenloft is having guests for dinner—and
you are invited.”17 The game also includes named  non- player characters
(NPCs) from the module, such as Madam Eva.

The example of Madam Eva demonstrates a fundamental difference
between the board game and the TRPG. The module provides her with dialog
within the script read to the players and allows the DM to  role- play her char-
acter with some guidance. When player characters (PCs) enter the tent they
are told:

Within, all is dimly illuminated in pools of red light. A small, low table stands
across from the doorway, covered in a black velvet cloth. Glints of light seem to
flash from a crystal ball on the table as a hunched figure peers into its depths.
She speaks. Her voice crackles like dry weeds. Her tone soars and falls like the
wind outside. “At last you have arrived!” Her sudden cackling laughter bursts
like mad lightning from her withered lips.18

This text in the module for the players is followed by general instructions to
the DM:

This is Madame Eva. She speaks the name of each PC, and makes some refer-
ence to a past deed of each PC. She asks the PCs if they wish their fortunes to be
read… . This old woman may seem crazed and mad to the PCs but she is, in fact,
quite cunning and sharp of mind. She is never fooled by adventurers (she has
seen a good many in her time) and is very neutral. She serves Strahd as long as
that benefits her and her troupe. She never gives aid and never needs any.19

The module continues by providing stats for Madame Eva, as well as a list of
spells she can cast each day. The instructions to the DM give guidance for
becom ing the character of Madame Eva, embodying the heart of a TRPG:
 role- playing. Such improvisational storytelling contrasts with the  narrative-
thin board game, which in the game’s adventure book simply instructs one
player to read the following text to the other players:

You have learned that Strahd has been secretly constructing a Flesh Golem in
his workshop beneath Castle Ravenloft. The mystic Madam Eva has explained
that normal items found throughout the dungeon, such as mirrors and portraits,
can have a soothing effect on the Flesh Golem. “You can calm the creature, or
you can destroy it,” Madam Eva explains. “Be careful, however, for some items
can have the opposite effect on such creatures.” Now you descend into the dun-
geon crypts to one more disrupt Strahd’s evil plans…20

                                                          Descent to Munchkin (Martin, Tyler)  259



After this opening text, the heroes must complete their goal of either destroy-
ing or pacifying the Flesh Golem. Madam Eva has been relegated to an open-
ing descriptive paragraph. Stripped of characterization and personal agency,
she becomes mere flavor text to set the stage, and has no further interaction
with the characters. The players have no reason to  role- play conversation
with this NPC, nor is there a DM to personify Madam Eva. The  free- form
theatrical gameplay of a TRPG is simplified to fit the exploratory and combat
driven mechanics of the board game.

Overall, the game thematically follows the original adventure module,
drawing inspiration from its characters and setting, but it appropriates little
more than a story outline and a named villain from the module. The original
Ravenloft module was “designed for a party of six to eight player characters
(PCs) of the 5th to 7th levels of experience.”21 Within the board game (itself
designed for one to five people), players select from  pre- generated characters
that have predefined races and classes from 1st edition22 and 2nd edition
AD&D23; these include a human rogue, a human ranger, and a dwarf cleric.24

Players may also select either a dragonborn fighter or an eladrin wizard, nei-
ther of which were introduced as playable races in the core rulebooks until
the 4th edition.25 Interestingly, players may not choose to be a paladin (intro-
duced in 1st edition), arguably the character class most equipped to deal with
the evil and undead roaming the castle.

Since in the board game it is not possible to progress characters beyond
level two, early encounters are not as necessary as a means to improve stats
as they are in typical adventure modules. The module has the party “start
their adventure in an old inn, a few hours march east of the gates of Barovia,”26

while the board game starts players in a crypt of Castle Ravenloft itself, thus
providing in medias res so that players may partake in immediate action. Yet
the gameplay becomes repetitive due to the constraints imposed by the  tile-
based adventuring mechanics. In the board game, adventurers do initially
wake up in the castle seeking a way to escape, but eleven of the thirteen adven -
tures force players to start outside of the castle, entering it again with each
new adventure. Thus, the reductionist changes from the TRPG to the board
game mechanics are a result of the need for a more structured and condensed
system of rules and no DM.

In an interview, one of the designers of the board game Castle Ravenloft,
Mike Mearls, describes the transformation from TRPG to a board game:
“While it is a  DM- less adventure, it is still a dungeon crawl. So, it has that
D&D feel that you can experience if you don’t have a DM or enough players
for the RPG.”27 In addition to not having a DM, the time expectations are
quite different as it typically takes an hour or less to complete each adventure,
which fits the market expectations that board games are completed in a single
sitting. By contrast, typical tabletop sessions may last three to six hours and
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could continue with weekly meetings for several months or even years as
part of a sequence of TRPG campaigns. According to Mearls, “It is important
to remember that this is not an RPG, and thus concessions had to be made
to make the best board game we could make.”28 These reductionist conces-
sions help create the  RPG- lite board game.

The second game in the series, Wrath of Ashardalon, is based on a great
wyrm red dragon that has been referenced in several D&D texts over the
years. The dragon, Ashardalon, was originally introduced in The Sunless Cita -
del, a 3rd edition  site- based adventure for 1st level characters to progress to
either 2nd or 3rd level.29 In this adventure, players can learn additional infor-
mation, including rumors of an ancient dragon and his cult. For instance,
“Player characters who succeed at a Knowledge check (history, geography, or
local, DC12), or ask someone in Oakhurst know that the desolation is attrib-
uted to the ancient rampage of a dragon named Ashardalon.”30 They can also
visit Ashardalon’s Shrine:

Dragon-carved granite blocks tile this chamber’s walls and ceiling, through
many are crumbled and broken creating stony debris on the floor. A huge mar-
ble statue of a rearing dragon still stands in the curve of the western wall. The
eye sockets of the dragon are empty, but a red glow lingers there, providing red-
dish light throughout the chamber. The effulgence casts an inky shadow behind
the statue’s wide wings. A crumbling 5-foot-diameter circular redstone tile is
inset in the floor in front of the rearing dragon carving. Runes are carved
around the circular tile’s inner edge.31

The shrine alludes to followers that worship and serve Ashardalon. It is pos-
sible for 3rd edition D&D32 PCs and NPCs to take the prestige class Disciple
of Asharadon that is outlined in the Draconomicon; however, entry is restricted
to evil dragons.33 After completing The Sunless Citadel, it is not until two years
and 16 levels later that PCs may actually engage Ashardalon in battle in the
Bastion of Broken Souls.34

The Bastion of Broken Souls is an adventure module for 18th level heroes
to progress to “20th level (and perhaps beyond) by the conclusion” of the adven -
ture.35 In Bastion, “Ashardalon is a red dragon of unmatched power, a great
wyrm few could hope to stand before … with a new ‘heart’ in the form of a
living demon,” which makes him  half- fiend.36 In the board game Ashar dalon
is not mentioned as being a  half- demon, but he is still the target of the final
battle. Yet given his statistics, the board game creates a seemingly easy target
of 12 hit points (HP) compared to the mighty adversary in the module of 700
HP. The extremes in hit points makes it seem as if the titular dragon is compar -
atively weak in the board game, but when looking at the relative distribu tion
of power between PCs and NPCs in the board game this is not necessarily the
case. This difference illustrates how the board game mechanics are scaled down
from the TRPG adventures in order to accommodate board game balance.
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Once Ashardalon is slain in the adventure module, the demon Ammet,
who has inhabited Ashardalon’s heart, appears. Depending on the particular
unfolding of the adventure, PCs may have to fight Ammet as well. In the end,
success means the following: “The ancient dragon Ashardalon, after more
than a thousand years of atrocities that culminated in his invasion of the Bas-
tion of Unborn Souls, now lies dead and utterly vanquished. The PCs are
now among the most powerful mortal creatures in existence. Few powers
outshine theirs, and even the deities know their names. They are counted as
heroes now and forever.”37 Epic levels may be reached and a brief description
is explained in the module on how to handle this process. This major accom-
plishment is contrasted to the more minor victory in the board game adven-
ture book: “The villagers welcome you and celebrate the day the red dragon
fell, recording your names in their tales and legends as the Heroes of Fire -
storm Peak!”38 The adventure module and the board game, while both being
grounded in the battle against Ashardalon, have little other significant  cross-
over NPCs except for generic kobolds, which are typical minions for evil
dragons in D&D.

In contrast, the latest game in the series, The Legend of Drizzt, follows
R. A. Salvatore’s fantasy stories and retains a plethora of named characters
from the source texts. Instead of pulling material that appeared originally in
D&D adventure modules as the previous two games did, Drizzt appropriates
specific characters from several Salvatore novels. For example, the eponymous
character, Drizzt Do’Urden, appears in over twenty novels that have spanned
more than twenty years, many of which made the New York Times Best Sellers
list. Instead of providing five generic adventurers like its predecessor games,
Drizzt offers seven named PCs taken directly from Salvatore’s novels, and
many of these characters appear in novels together, providing textual inter-
action and backstory before the game even begins. For instance, Jarlaxle
Baenre and Artemis Entreri are featured prominently in several novels and
appear together in Servant of the Shard.39 Wulfgar, Regis, and Artemis Entreri
are all in The Halfling’s Gem,40 and Regis,  Catti- brie, Bruenor Battlehammer,
and Drizzt Do’Urden are all in Passage to Dawn.41 In a nod to the source text,
adventure eight in the board game is named “Passage to Dawn,” and the rec-
ommended player choices include the same four heroes: Regis,  Catti- brie,
Bruenor, and Drizzt. Additionally, the objective of the adventure aligns with
the original novel by incorporating Errtu as a primary villain. In fact, several
of the adventures draw their titles from either books or series’ names within
Salvatore’s The Legend of Drizzt series.

When asked in an interview about creating games based on his works,
Salvatore stated, “My job is to give the players a thematic basis for letting
their imaginations fly, to work with the designers to fashion a world worth
exploring.”42 While he was specifically speaking of video games, the same is
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true for the board game named after one of his most beloved and enduring
characters. The ensemble cast of The Legend of Drizzt novel series extends
beyond just using a D&D setting for the game and allows players to embody
some of their favorite named characters developed throughout the Salvatore
novels.

While Drizzt draws more deeply on the source text for characterization
and narrative, all three games share the same core mechanics even though
the settings may be different. In comparing Castle Ravenloft to Wrath of
Ashardalon, Mearls asserts that even “the rules are exactly the same.”43 The
games are standalone, but have the added flexibility that they can be used in
conjunction with each other by removing any PC and inserting them into
one of the other games.

PCs provide an interesting point of comparison between TRPGs and the
board games. By comparing classes, items, statistics, and mechanics, the board
game designers’ inspiration is revealed. The playable classes from these three
board games are taken from a variety of D&D sources, and primarily include
core classes with a few generic combatant types. The first game includes
fighter, rogue, ranger, cleric, and wizard as available PC classes. The second
game introduces paladin, and the third game adds assassin, archer, barbarian,
battlerager, and mercenary. The classes available in the board games come
from a range of core rule editions: fighter, ranger, cleric, paladin, and assassin
are from 1st edition AD&D; rogue and wizard are from 2nd edition; barbarian
is from 3rd edition. Archer (Catti-brie) and mercenary (Jarlaxle) are inter-
esting choices in the third game since they are not specific classes available
from core editions of D&D, but rather are used to describe the occupations
of named characters from the Salvatore novels. Similarly, most of the races
are extracted from those most commonly appearing in the core D&D rules,
such as human, dwarf,  half- orc, elf, dragonborn, and eladrin. Most of these
appear as early as 1st edition, but dragonborn and eladrin do not appear as
playable races in a core book until the 4th edition. Based on their class and
race choices, the board game designers did not restrict their selections to a
particular edition, or even—in the instance of archer and mercenary—com-
mon classes in the combined D&D universe. They instead selected a  hodge-
podge of races and classes to provide players with a potentially balanced
adventuring party. They used the same approach with player stats, abilities,
and items.

In the board games, each PC hero card has individual statistics for that
character, including stats for armor class (AC), hit points (HP), speed, and
surge value. These numerical quantifiers are drawn from different editions,
being interpreted from the TRPG into a board game mechanic. HP have been
a primary staple of D&D since 1st edition. AC was present in 1st and 2nd edi-
tion, but beginning with 3rd edition, AC starts at 10 and typically increases.
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The board game models AC from the 3rd edition usage as all PCs in the
board game have an AC of above 10. Surge value is loosely derived from 4th
edition, but rather than indicating the number of times a character may use
a healing surge, it indicates the number of HP restored by a healing surge
token. Lastly, speed is most closely tied to 3rd edition, with most PCs in the
board game able to move the same distance as PCs in 3rd edition. Movement
is typically six spaces, which is the equivalent of thirty feet as each square
represents five feet. This speed is adjusted depending on the weight of a char-
acter’s armor, with heavier armor naturally slowing a character down. In the
board games, for instance, all fighters and clerics (classes that typically wear
heavier types of armor) move at a speed of five, while the lightly armored
barbarian has a speed of seven.

In addition to the four given stats, PCs in the board games also have
individualized abilities and powers printed on their hero cards, as well as
specialized items. In some cases the powers and abilities roughly parallel
class abilities, skills, feats, and racial abilities from D&D. For instance, the
bar barian has a daily power of “great cleave” that shares the name and has
roughly the same overall effect as the 3rd edition feat. Similarly, the rogue
has access to the “hide” and “tumble” utility powers, which are both rogue
class skills from 3rd edition. Additionally, in the board game players may
acquire treasure in the form of items to use in their quests in order to sup-
plement attributes and abilities or to provide additional effects. While some
items, like “brooch of shielding”44 and “wand of magic missiles,”45 appear as
early as 1st edition, others, such as “bracers of the blinding strike,” do not
appear until later.

For all components of the game, including classes, races, statistics, abil-
ities and items, the designers of these board games drew inspiration from
multiple editions of D&D. According to Mearls, “we wanted to maintain the
D&D feel with the mechanics. So basically, it is an extension of D&D if you
are already a player or a gateway to D&D if you are unfamiliar.”46 The games
go beyond an extension of D&D and  re- market the TRPG into a distilled
gameplay experience reliant on the board as opposed to the DM. Yet even
with this modification in medium made in a reductionist manner, the design-
ers succeed in their attempt to appropriate elements of D&D and insert mate-
rial directly from the canon into the  RPG- lite board games.

The basic gameplay for the board games is fairly simple and  straight-
forward. On his or her turn, a player may take up to two actions: a double
move or a move and an attack. After the hero phase, a player conducts an
exploration phase consisting of placing newly explored tiles and drawing
random monsters or encounters. Finally, the player conducts the villain phase
in which monsters act or additional encounter cards are drawn. The turn is
then passed to the next player, who selects their actions, repeating the cycle.
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This brief explanation gives a template for the flow of the game and
illustrates substantive differences between most TRPGs and the necessary
concessions made for a board game conversion, including world/story gen-
eration, NPC control (particularly with monsters), and PC death. Instead of
the DM or module writer constructing the environment, each player supports
 world- building by continuing to reveal newly explored dungeon tiles that
can trigger events or traps. Also, each player is required to essentially take
on the role of the DM by controlling enemy monsters and attacking other
heroes, but this scripted procedure requires little to no  role- playing. Addi-
tionally, the game is very unforgiving to the PCs since monster attacks provide
limited flexibility when it comes to following the instructions. Having no
DM creates a disadvantage in combat as there is no one to regulate the mon-
sters by ensuring they distribute their attacks equitably. Some players may
see it as an advantage knowing that the DM does not have subjective control
over the battle; in any case, it is a marked departure from the typical TRPG
model.

An additional modification in the format is shown in the indiscriminate
manner in which PCs may be killed. In each board game scenario, the total
party has two healing surge tokens. If no tokens remain when a player is
reduced below zero HP and needs to heal, the entire party loses, even if the
remaining PCs would have been able to continue the fight. This is in stark
contrast to most TRPGs where some PCs may be rendered unconscious or
dead but the rest of the party can still accomplish the objective and restore
their comrades to health at a later point in time. If death is more haphazard
in the board game, it is also less meaningful since players cannot progress
their characters further than level two; therefore, there is generally less attach-
ment to the PCs in the board game. TRPG players create, name, and imper-
sonate their characters, often spending months or even years progressively
leveling them; a final  in- game death can be emotionally devastating. Board
gamers—having invested a mere hour with their  pre- fabricated characters—
usually do not have as much at stake.

While the core mechanics of the three games are the same, the player
interaction patterns differ as outlined in each game’s adventure book. The
first game in the series, Castle Ravenloft, embodies the typical collaborative
spirit of TRPGs by providing cooperative game play. A solo adventure is given
as a tutorial, but the majority of adventures are intended for a group of players.
Players are able to retain the agency and  open- world exploratory nature of
TRPGs since the adventures may be played in any order. The second game,
Wrath of Ashardalon, keeps the same format and even expands on the players’
options by adding in the adventure book “two campaigns [to the standard
rules for] longer, linked experiences.”47 As in traditional TRPGs, “You and your
fellow Heroes must work as a team to succeed in the adventures that unfold… .
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You either win together or lose together.”48 In addition to solo and cooperative
play, The Legend of Drizzt creates new player interactions by adding player
versus player (PvP) and team competition. Two of the thirteen adventures
pit teams against each other: one adventure is PvP, and one adventure “com-
bines features of both team and competitive adventures.”49 This adversarial
gameplay is in contrast to the cooperative play experienced in most TRPGs.
The divisiveness of the gameplay happens in one instance as a hero, Artemis
Entreri, a human assassin, is revealed to be a villain that the remaining heroes
must vanquish.

All three games retain the traditional party cooperation of the TRPG,
but as each game is published, a new experience is added, whether it is a cam -
paign or competitive play. Each game has similar gameplay, but each game
presents new twists on the previously established mechanics in order to pro-
vide new experiences for players and distinguish the games from each other
in additional ways besides setting. A fourth game in the series, Temple of Ele-
mental Evil, has just been released in 2015, and it will be interesting to see
what is unveiled as a new addition with that publication. But for now, the
designers have created an  RPG- lite experience based on D&D with familiar
characters, classes, and items sans the DM and the focus on  role- playing as
a narrative element.

Descent
In most tabletop versions of D&D, PCs and NPCs have skills and special

abilities, such as class abilities and feats, and players primarily use a d20 sys-
tem for resolving conflict. Board games have  co- opted many of the mechanics
of TRPGs in order to broaden the variety of gameplay styles in hobby market
games. The degree to which these games draw inspiration is often dependent
on how closely the games align themselves with published TRPGs and the intel -
lectual property to which they are linked. For example, specific aspects (such
as the mechanics, characters, and items) of the previously discussed D&D-
themed board games are going to be more closely aligned with traditional
D&D, whereas an original board game may only pick select mechanics or
settings based far more loosely on TRPGs, but still maintain the overall spirit
and intent of a reductionist tabletop session confined within a board game.
In this section we will analyze the  semi- cooperative board game Descent: Jour-
neys in the Dark second edition (2012).50 The second edition game is a  character-
based,  fantasy- themed dungeon crawl possessing the same  RPG- lite board
game attributes as the D&D Adventure System Cooperative Game series with
a few additions. The most significant differences are the inclusion of a  DM-
like player assuming the role of overlord and the addition of custom dice.
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To summarize Descent, “one player takes on the role of the treacherous
overlord, and up to four other players take on the roles of courageous heroes.
During each game, the heroes embark on quests and venture into dangerous
caves, ancient ruins, dark dungeons, and cursed forests to battle monsters,
earn riches, and attempt to stop the overlord from carrying out his vile plot.”51

After each player selects their character, they then adventure through a  pre-
planned dungeon while collecting treasure, defeating monsters, and attempt-
ing to accomplish one or more assigned tasks. The overlord attempts to win
the game by thwarting the heroes or completing his or her own objective
first.

For each adventure, the overlord is responsible for setting up the game,
reading aloud flavor text, and directing the mission of the players. To do so,
he or she is provided with a Quest Guide in order to configure the tiles, read
the starting adventure text to establish atmosphere and motivation, and then
play the role of the monsters. This is in contrast to the D&D board games
where the players each reveal tiles and then take turns activating the monsters.
Having one player in Descent who controls all monsters pits that player against
the adventuring party, thus effecting a competitive unilateral player interac-
tion pattern instead of the mainly cooperative gameplay of the previous three
games. This unilateral competition is achieved via direct combat and through
separate objectives given to both the overlord and the heroes. To complete
their objectives, each group must play within the rules set forth in the sce-
nario. Whoever accomplishes their mission first wins. Given the solitary posi-
tion of power, the rules suggest that the most experienced player become the
overlord. However, unlike a DM, the overlord is not required to be imagi -
native or inventive outside of strategy. In the base game, they do not create
adven tures nor do they have to  role- play the actual monsters outside of read-
ing scripted texts. Their primary position is to act as antagonist to the heroes
and defeat them by completing the overlord objectives. By including the over-
lord role, Descent is more closely connected to a typical TRPG player config-
uration module than the previous games, but, given its board game constraint,
the DM/overlord role is far more limited.

In addition to the overlord, Descent shines by using custom dice. The
game features six different types of dice: blue for attack; red and yellow for
power; brown, gray, and black for defense. Attack and power dice can have a
variety of effects from increasing range to dealing damage to activating surges;
they can also indicate an automatic miss. Defense dice have the potential to
prevent a certain amount of damage based on their color. During the game,
“players build their dice pools according to their character’s abilities and
weapons, and each die in the pool contributes to an attack in different ways.
Surges, special symbols that appear on most dice, also let you trigger special
effects.”52 In games like D&D, polyhedral dice are as ubiquitous as Crown
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Royal bags and serve as the primary apparatus for gameplay. The D&D board
games include a d20 for attack but use a static damage value as opposed to
Descent, which rolls dice for damage. Given the central focus of dice in TRPGs,
the inclusion of specialized dice (with their interacting mechanics) along
with the position of overlord help align Descent more closely with typical
TRPGs than the previous three games even though the latter were inspired
specifically by D&D.

While Descent may have a few mechanics that tie more strongly back to
TRPG roots, all four games are marketed as  dungeon- crawling adventures
even though Descent attempts a minor linguistic distinction by labeling the
game as “an epic board game of  dungeon- delving adventure for 2–5 players”
on the back of the box.53 Interestingly, it does include aboveground settings.
In fact, each  double- sided tile in the base set has an aboveground scene printed
on one side and an underground scene on the other. For example, side A of
tile #10 shows a  well- tended flower garden and side B displays a crypt adorned
with spider webs and sarcophagi. This is opposed to the D&D Adventure Sys -
tem Cooperative Game series where all tiles depict underground locations
and are not reversible.

Yet even with these differences, Descent and the three D&D board games
share traits derived from their TRPG heritage, including character classes and
abilities, items, and effects. The four hero archetypes in Descent are warrior,
healer, mage, and scout, and each category presents players with specific char-
acters to choose from within that archetype. For instance, the warrior group
includes characters that resemble paladins, fighters, and barbarians, but are
never labeled as such. The healers most closely parallel clerics. Mages resem-
ble wizards and sorcerers, while the scouts are portrayed as rangers and
rogues. Every character, no matter their class, is represented with a charac -
ter card that contains values for four characteristics and four attributes. The
char acteristics include speed, health, stamina, and defense. Just as in the
D&D board games, speed represents the number of spaces one can move
each turn. Health acts as hit points, and stamina is resistance to fatigue.
Unlike the D&D board games where defense is based on armor class specific
to each character, the base defense value in Descent is generated for all PCs
by rolling one grey die that yields a number from zero to three. The attributes
in Descent include might, knowledge, willpower, and awareness. The first
three are essentially three of the six core D&D attributes: might is strength;
knowledge mimics intelligence; and willpower represents wisdom. The last
attribute, awareness, is most comparable to the 3rd edition spot and listen
skills or the perception skill in the 4th and 5th editions.54 By providing these
statistics (as well as personal details), the character cards in Descent serve as
the board game incarnation of TRPG character sheets with the notable dis-
tinction that the character cards are not modifiable nor do the characters
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level up. Thus even though the setting is not drawn from a specific TRPG,
Descent is certainly  RPG- lite via its mechanics.

Most items in Descent are available for all players to acquire as opposed
to being  archetype- specific. Some items have common fantasy names like
“elven cloak” and “magic staff,” while others are just historical equipment
such as “leather armor” and “chainmail.” Some conditions (such as “immo-
bilized” and “poisoned”) are also found in both D&D and the D&D board
games. Descent also features a number of items that would not be considered
out of place if one came across them in a D&D game, like “Dawnblade” or
“Dwarven firebomb.” These items and conditions are examples of fantasy
RPG terminology appearing in Descent.

The manner in which the creators of Descent have drawn from elements
of other games as well as contributed their own design ideas has helped
cement the immense success of Descent, making it commercially viable to
publish roughly thirty supplements. One expansion recently announced by
Fantasy Flight is the campaign guide, Heirs of Blood, which will add  thirty-
two new encounters. In addition to providing more heroes to choose from
and more campaigns and adventures, some expansions also explore alterna-
tive ways to play a dungeon crawler, including having one game where no
one is an overlord. The Forgotten Souls expansion introduces cooperative
play by substituting the overlord player with an overlord track and monster
activation cards.55 It attempts to simulate a  one- off,  mini- campaign. With
this expansion to the game, Descent is able to provide similar gameplay to
the D&D board games as well as its original gameplay, thus becoming a more
versatile experience to accommodate a variety of gameplay styles and still
remain an  RPG- lite board game.

Munchkin
Descent and the D&D Adventure System Cooperative Game series all

provide  RPG- lite experiences with a serious tone. The expectation of these
games is a grave, if short dungeon crawler where death ends the game and it
is not to be laughed at. In contrast, the last two games we discuss, Munchkin
(2001) and Munchkin Quest (2008),56 provide lighthearted gameplay by par-
odying TRPGs. Like most parodies, Munchkin relies on the original content
being well known and established. With over twenty years in publication,
D&D had established an immense fan base, was rife with inside jokes, and
had a plethora of material to mock. While Descent and the D&D games attempt
to bring the TRPG experience to the table in board game format, Munchkin
effectively turns the tables and pokes fun at TRPG culture via a card game.

In the introductory paragraph in the rules to the original Munchkin, it
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outlines what, in part, the designers hoped to achieve: “Munchkin brings you
the essence of the  dungeon- crawling experience … without all that messy
roleplaying!”57 The name derives from a particular type of player in a  role-
playing game, which is defined in The Fantasy Roleplaying Gamer’s Bible, as
“any gamer who comes at the hobby with a predilection for silliness, ‘mini-
maxing,’ metagaming or any number of other perceived offenses”58 From its
very title, the tone of silliness is set.

The rules for Munchkin are relatively simple, with the front cover of the
box summing up gameplay quite nicely, “Kill the Monsters. Steal the Treasure.
Stab Your Buddy.”59 Each player begins the game as a level one human of the
gender with which they identify and eight cards. Players knock down the
dungeon door, fight monsters, loot rooms, and ultimately attempt to level up
to ten. The first player to reach this level wins. Backstabbing, ganging up, and
dirty play is the norm in this farcical romp through a comic dungeon. Players
gain races, classes, items, and curses, each of which is represented by a playing
card that is activated by being played  face- up in front of the player as they
claw their way to the top.

In order to effectively parody TRPGs, some elements in Munchkin closely
parallel those found in D&D, such as races, classes, and item limits. For
instance, halfling, elf, and dwarf (all staples in D&D) are the  non- human
races featured in Munchkin. Classes in the card game are cleric, warrior, wiz-
ard, and thief. And just as in D&D, players may normally only acquire items
up to a certain limit, like having only one headgear, one armor, or two  one-
handed weapons. And while this may generically sound like a card game ver-
sion of the previously discussed board games, it is the tone and the generally
competitive nature of the game that sets it apart, in addition to being a card
game versus a  tile- based board game.

There are a myriad of ways that Munchkin undermines and pokes fun
of TRPGs, including mocking gamer culture, renaming items, and making
fun of monsters. As an obvious parody of TRPGs, it was not only the games
that are being derided but gamers themselves and the culture that surrounds
them. This includes specific references to the jargon of TRPGs, such as game
master (GM). In order to go up a level, one may play the card “Bribe GM
with food” or “Whine at the GM.” Others more directly deal with actual TRPG
munchkins, such as “Convenient Addition Error: 2+2=22” and “Invoke
Obscure Rules.” The latter includes an illustration of a cleric reading from a
book titled “3rd edition,” the current D&D edition when Munchkin was pub-
lished. The graphic is even more humorous now since the cleric is surrounded
by over fifteen other books, each with a numbered edition written on their
spine, such as Revised 5th edition, 99th edition, 666th edition, and 1975th
edition. These types of cards help solidify the appeal of this game to many
gamers that are willing to make fun of the culture of which they are a part.
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Many of the items and monsters in Munchkin are likewise  not- so-subtle
lampooning of their D&D TRPG counterparts. For example, the card “Magic
Missile” contains an illustration of a man in a tunic carrying what appears
to be a nuclear warhead with a red button on it; “Boots of Running Really
Fast” are essentially boots of speed from many editions of D&D; “Chainsaw
of Bloody Dismemberment” is a  tongue- and-cheek reference to weapons with
the keen quality from D&D that can automatically dismember their victims
with a critical hit. Some of these inside jokes are obvious jabs at monsters
from as early as 1st edition D&D and others are inside jokes from tabletop
campaigns. Chromatic, metallic, and gem dragons have been a staple of D&D
for many years, but Munchkin introduces the “Plutonium Dragon,” who is
the highest level monster with the most treasure available for players to defeat
in the game. Instead of facing a terrifying Beholder, a giant floating eye from
D&D, Munchkin includes the “Floating Nose,” which possesses the ability to
sniff one out anywhere, thereby preventing one from fleeing. One last monster
worth mention is the level eight “Gazebo.” A legendary gamer story, “The
Tale of Eric and the Dread Gazebo” by Richard Aronson details an encounter
during a tabletop campaign between a member of the party and a gazebo
that he mistook for a monster.60 While Munchkin can be enjoyed by any
player, its jokes are much more poignant to the veteran tabletop  role- player.

In order to defeat these monsters, players engage in combat, usually
with the help of items. Combat is the area that best demonstrates both the
cooperative and competitive nature of Munchkin. To defeat a monster, players
must exceed the numerical level value of a monster with a combined total of
their own level and any items they have activated unless they are a warrior,
who wins ties. For example, if a level two dwarf armed with “Boots of  Butt-
kicking,” for a plus two bonus, encounters a level two “Gelatinous Octahe-
dron,” and no one plays any additional modifiers or monsters, then the dwarf
defeats the monster four to two and gains one treasure. If a player cannot
defeat a monster on their own, they may enlist the help of their party mem-
bers. This can result in shrewd bargaining for the treasure or in potential
backstabbing. Other party members may gang up on a player and add mod-
ifiers to help the monster, or even add additional monsters for the active
player to fight via a “Wandering Monster” card. In this instance, players con-
trol the monsters in a similar manner as in the D&D board games. If a player
cannot defeat a monster, then they may attempt to flee. Combat is stat based,
but fleeing relies on the luck of the die. One escapes on a roll of five or better
on a d6, and if a PC fails to escape, “Bad Stuff,” including death, can occur.
While death in the games we have previously discussed is handled in a variety
of ways, it is a relatively simple mechanic in Munchkin. Characters that die
in Munchkin keep their class(es), level, gender, and race(s), but lose all of
their treasure. Items lost in this manner are divvied up among the other play-
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ers, and players are able to continue play on the next turn, just without their
previously acquired treasure.

Munchkin transitions the dungeon combat and  character- building aspects
of TRPGs to a relatively simple card game using  in- your-face,  over- the-top
humor. It stays true to its name of a  min- maxing, usually obnoxious, player
focused on winning or being the most powerful. Its formula for retaining
some elements of TRPGs, while at the same time mocking them, has made
for a very successful franchise. According to the Steve Jackson Games’ website,
they have sold millions of copies worldwide with sixteen core sets, five deluxe
editions, four themed games, twenty booster packs, plus numerous acces-
sories and promotional items.61 While most of the sequels can be interchanged
and played with the base set, one standalone game attempts to model the
adventuring experience more visually than the card games—Munchkin Quest:
The Munchkin Boardgame. The rules to Munchkin Quest provide the compar -
ison between the two games: “Munchkin is the shameless parody game which
brings you the essence of the  dungeon- crawling experience … without all
that messy roleplaying! NOW, with added boardgameness.”62 Munchkin Quest
is a dungeon crawling,  tile- based board game that draws heavily on the base
Munchkin set.

The mechanics for Munchkin Quest are very similar to those of Munch -
kin with the largest change being the addition of tiles to construct a map of
an actual dungeon, similar to the D&D board games. PCs level up and fight
monsters in much the same manner as in Munchkin, but Munchkin Quest
includes health as well, a concept very similar to hit points in D&D. PCs
move around the dungeon exploring and placing new tiles, many of which
have unique effects. Monsters can appear and attack the PCs or simply roam
the dungeon. In addition to reaching level ten, a PC must also escape the
dungeon in order to win.

While there are many new features introduced, some elements are taken
directly from the original Munchkin. For example,  twenty- two of the same
monsters, such as “3,879 Orcs” and “Lame Goblin” are in both games, while
new monsters are created for humor in addition to D&D  tie- ins. For example,
the new monster “Misplacer Beast,” is a jab at both the D&D monster “Dis-
placer Beast” and a munchkin player because of its flavor text, “It lost the
rulebook, so it has no special powers.” For general humor the game intro -
duces monsters just for their comedic effect, such as “Psycho Squirrel,” who
“ignores females and wearers of the Spiked Codpiece.” For players that like
the idea of Munchkin but enjoy a more physical representation of the envi-
ronment in which their PC exists, Munchkin Quest provides a solid compro-
mise between a  tile- based dungeon crawling game, like the D&D Adventure
System Cooperative Game series, and the original card game with its car-
toonish humor.
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Conclusion
As other scholars have argued, TRPGs have spawned a direct lineage to

digital games through CRPGs63 and MMOs64 among others, but TRPGs can
also be read as an antecedent genre to a specific category of analog games.
We have identified three primary ways TRPGs have helped inspire board and
card games, whether through setting and mechanics or by providing fodder
for parody. These  RPG- lite analog games, whether based on a specific TRPG
franchise or not, provide a reductive RPG experience conducive to the board
and card game medium. Given the seminal status of D&D as a founding title
of the TPRG genre, we have focused primarily on D&D’s influences, but this
transmedia phenomenon is not limited to D&D alone. The intellectual prop-
erties of Pathfinder, Deadlands, and Shadowrun also have analog games based
to some degree on the settings represented in their respective TRPGs. For
example, Pathfinder has produced the Adventure Card Game: Rise of the Rune -
lords with several expansions.65 Games based on the Deadlands TRPG include
the board game The Battle for Slaughter Gulch (2009)66 and the card game
Doomtown: Reloaded (2014).67 The D&D  Inn- Fighting Dice Game (2007),68

with all of its classes and monsters taken directly from D&D, involves adven-
turers simply participating in a bar fight, while Red Dragon Inn (2007),69 a
board game based solely on adventurers competing in a drinking game, nods
to many campaign interludes with characters assembling in a tavern. Other
than Munchkin, most of these games were published within the last four
years, and all were released within the last eight years. Obviously, the hobby
industry sees a market for these types of games. Additionally, the theoretical
work on TRPGs has been produced in a similar time frame. The influence of
TRPGs on analog games is a vast area worthy of additional exploration. Both
the scholarly community and the commercial industry could benefit from
further research.
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The RPG Classroom
Repurposing Game Mechanics 

for the Gamification of Education

Francesco Crocco

Introduction
What if education could be made into a  role- playing game (RPG) in

which students played characters, completed quests, and earned experience
points? The idea of turning education into a game has received much atten-
tion in the last few years. This concept is different from traditional forms of
 game- based learning, which focus on the benefits of embedding commercial
games or  so- called “serious games”—games designed to teach specific con-
tent—into learning environments, a practice that boasts countless examples,
hundreds of research studies, and at least a  half- dozen  meta- analyses.1 Rather,
it hinges upon the idea of turning the classroom itself—whether it be a tra-
ditional  brick- and-mortar space or an online virtual space—into a game by
revamping pedagogy and curricula to look and feel more like games. These
efforts are part of a larger trend called “gamification.”

Karl M. Kapp distinguishes gamification from both games and serious
games. While a game is “a system in which players engage in an abstract chal-
lenge, defined by rules, interactivity, and feedback, that results in a quantifi-
able outcome often eliciting an emotional reaction,”2 and a serious game is the
construction of games “to educate individuals in a specific content domain,”3

he defines gamification as “using  game- based mechanics, aesthetics and game
thinking to engage people, motivate action, promote learning, and solve prob-
lems.”4 In other words, whereas games and serious games are  stand- alone
systems distinguished by their goals—entertainment vs. education, respec-
tively—gamification operates by embedding aspects of game design into exist-
ing  non- game activities. The explicit goal of gamification is typically to keep
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users engaged and motivated so that they achieve an outcome desired by the
designers, whether that be learning, exercising, working, or shopping. Typ-
ically, gamification restructures these and other serious activities into engag-
ing  game- like activities through the targeted application of proven game
mechanics, frequently involving experience points, badges, leaderboards, and
challenges.

From primary school to  post- secondary education, numerous educators
have begun experimenting with gamification to keep students engaged and
help them succeed. This essay will examine the gamification of education in
order to demonstrate its indebtedness to the design of popular RPGs, par-
ticularly tabletop RPGs (TRPGs), computer RPGs (CRPGs), and massively
multiplayer online RPGS (MMORPGs). After going into more detail about
gamification and its reliance on core RPG mechanics, I will provide exam -
ples of different attempts to gamify education that utilize some of these
mechanics, specifically Lee Sheldon’s multiplayer classroom, the Quest to
Learn schools, and Levelfly, a gamified learning management system (LMS)
that I co-designed for use at an urban community college.

Gamification and Its Discontents: Separating Fact
from Fiction

Gamification has had a short, but active history, with most of the atten-
tion initially coming from the business community. In 2002, Nick Pelling
coined the term “gamification” to describe the application of a  game- like user
interface to electronic business transactions in order to make them more fun
and engaging for customers. However, according to Google Trends, it was
not until 2010 that gamification achieved broad popularity.5 At a DICE talk
delivered that year, game designer and academic Jesse Schell cited examples
of gamification for education and imagined a near future in which the con-
vergence of mobile technology, social media, and digital games enabled the
transformation of mundane activities like brushing one’s teeth, eating corn-
flakes, or riding public transportation into alluring gamified experiences in
which people earn points and rewards in exchange for increased consumption
or better civic engagement.6 In 2011, gamification received a promotional
boost from the technology forecasting company Gartner, which featured it
in its feted “Hype Cycle” report on emerging technology: Gartner analysts
predicted “more than 70% of Global 2000 businesses would manage at least
one gamified application or system by 2014.”7 The first Gamification Summit
was held that year; a year later, Professor Kevin Werbach of the University
of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business taught the first MOOC on gam-
ification, which touted 76,000 registered students.8 Businesses moved swiftly
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to adopt gamification not just to attract and retain customers—as the 2009
 location- based social networking app Foursquare did when it implemented
points, badges, and leaderboards—but also to redress the intractable problem
of employee disengagement, an epidemic documented by a Gallup poll that
finds 51 percent of employees are disengaged and 17.5 percent are actively
disengaged.9 In 2007, the startup company Bunchball introduced the first
 enterprise- level gamification solution for tackling employee boredom and
boosting productivity, since adopted by corporate giants Ford, Comcast, 
 T- Mobile, and Adobe. Despite a 2012 Gartner report that pronounced “80
percent of current gamified applications will fail to meet business objectives
primarily because of poor design,”10 forecasts for the industry remain strong,
and it is projected to grow 67.1 percent and top $5.5 billion by 2018.11

Because of its touted ability to improve engagement, gamification has
become the subject of both intense hype and scrutiny. Supporters have hailed
gamification as the latest, greatest way to maximize engagement. For instance,
in The Gamification Revolution: How Leaders Leverage Game Mechanics to
Crush the Competition (2013) Gabe Zichermann and Joselin Linder write,
“Gamification presents the best tools humanity has ever invented to create
and sustain engagement in people.”12 While Zichermann and Linder focus
on business applications, Jane McGonigal, author of the bestseller Reality is
Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World
(2011), proposes a more ambitions agenda. She argues that reality should be
entirely redesigned as a game because “reality, compared to games, is bro-
ken.”13 Entrepreneur Seth Priebatsch, designer of the  location- based scavenger
hunt app SCVNGR, has proposed achieving this by augmenting reality with
a “game layer.”14

Given the grandiose and  utopian- sounding claims of gamification advo-
cates, it is no wonder that critics have been equally extreme in their condem-
nation of the industry. They have criticized its reliance on a handful of  over-
utilized and poorly implemented game mechanics (e.g., the holy trinity of
points, badges, and leaderboards) and highlighted its slavish subservience to
corporate interests.15 Noted game scholar and designer Ian Bogost has gone
so far as to dub gamification “exploitationware.”16

A growing number of studies have tried to discern what advantages, if
any, gamification has to offer. Their conclusions range from outright incred -
ulity to cautious optimism. While some reject gamification as a facile mar-
keting strategy that  strip- mines and denigrates true games,17 others argue
that a  player- centric approach to gamification design can avoid common pit-
falls and deliver on promises to enhance user motivation and engagement.18

A literature review of gamification in education finds that it is a “rapidly
grow ing phenomenon” in education and professional training, with a preva-
lence at universities and in online settings involving the use of a gamified
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LMS; the main reported driver for this growth is the desire to enhance moti-
vation and engagement in learning tasks, though other desired goals include
fostering collaboration, creativity, and  self- guided study.19 Recent case studies,
most of which target higher education settings, demonstrate that gamification
can impact decisions, foster playfulness, and increase engagement and flow,
though too much  in- game competition can negatively impact sociability.20

One university case study found that even light framing devices used to make
activities more  game- like, such as the addition of game vernaculars and arti-
facts, can produce measurable gains in interest and enjoyment.21 A  meta-
analysis of  twenty- four  peer- reviewed studies on gamification in various set-
tings conducted by Juho Hamari, Jonna Koivisto, and Harri Sarsa found that
gamification provides motivational affordances with measurable behavioral
and psychological outcomes related to motivation, attitude, and enjoyment,
but the results are dependent upon the context being gamified and the qual-
ities of the users.22

From Games to Gamification: The Mechanics 
of Engagement

The rationale that gamifying serious activities like work, commerce, and
learning can make them more engaging is rooted in research that links gam-
ing to heightened levels of engagement, intrinsic motivation, and even hap-
piness. Marshaling decades of research on human happiness, psychologist
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has discovered that people are most happy when
they are most engaged, a state of mind he calls “flow.” Csikszentmihalyi
explains that games produce the perfect conditions for flow because, as highly
structured experiences with strict rules and clear goals, they generate the high
levels of concentration and engagement necessary for flow.23 Gaming has also
been linked to greater intrinsic motivation.  Self- Determination Theory, a
concept developed by psychologists Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan
with decades of research, identifies three factors that produce intrinsic moti-
vation: autonomy, competency, and relatedness.24 In later research, Ryan con-
cludes that what makes video games so engaging is precisely that they satisfy
these three needs.25

Education, in particular, has received much scholarly attention as a
potential site of  game- based reform. In his groundbreaking study What Video
Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy (2003, 2007), James
Paul Gee identifies  thirty- six learning principles embodied by successful com-
mercial video games and suggests ways educators can adapt these principles
to make learning more engaging and effective.26 In the same vein, Michele
D. Dickey suggests that key game elements such as narrative,  role- playing,
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learner positioning, and interactive choice should be used to inform instruc-
tional design.27 Furthermore, game designer Sebastian Deterding argues that
games satisfy the innate need for intrinsic motivation and should be used to
redesign schooling and workplace training.28 These and other studies furnish
a basis for  re- imagining education as a game in which students are willing,
engaged, and active participants.

Aware of the engaging properties of games, gamifiers essentially seek 
to bypass the lengthy and often expensive process of designing  full- blown
games in favor of identifying specific game mechanics that can be easily  mass-
produced and embedded in existing serious activities. Accordingly, many
 how- to books and articles for developing gamification solutions take a
 mechanics- based approach, and this is most evident in the literature that
addresses a business audience.29 For instance, in Total Engagement: Using
Games and Virtual Worlds to Change the Way people Work and Businesses
Compete (2009) Byron Reeves and J. Leighton Read propose to turn work
into a fantasy RPG in order to increase employee productivity by “embedding
easy work into story lines and quests that are part of an extended multilevel
game.”30 In The Gamification Revolution (2013), a primer for business gamifi -
cation, Zichermann and Linder identify points, badges, prizes, social reinforce -
ment, onboarding (the embedding of  just- in-time instructions), challenges,
goals, and goal markers as the most important mechanics for gamification.31

These items duplicate many of the mechanics that Zichermann and Christo-
pher Cunningham discuss in Gamification by Design: Implementing Game
Mechan ics in Web and Mobile Apps (2011), which lists points, levels, leader-
boards, badges, challenges, quests, social engagement, customization, dash-
boards, feedback, and reinforcement as key game mechanics.32 Meanwhile,
Rajat Paharia, founder of Bunchball and author of Loyalty 3.0: How to Rev-
olutionize Customer and Employee Engagement with Big Data and Gamifica-
tion (2013), identifies ten key game mechanics for gamification: fast feedback,
transparency, goals, badges, leveling up, onboarding, competition, collabo-
ration, community, and points.33 For the Win: How Game Thinking Can Rev-
olutionize Your Business (2012) by business professors Kevin Werbach and
Dan Hunter shaves down the list of key game mechanics to the holy trinity:
points, badges, and leaderboards.34

The gamification manuals for educators follow a similar pattern of
approaching gamification using a checklist of ingredients. While they focus
less on game mechanics and more on game properties or principles, many
of the same game mechanics recur. The list of key “game elements” in Karl
M. Kapp’s The Gamification of Learning and Instruction (2012) blends general
properties of games, such as goals, rules, conflict, feedback, and rewards,
with specific game mechanics like levels, storytelling, and time constraints.35

In a primer for pedagogical gamification, Kevin Yee lists five principles of
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gamification: display progress, maximize competition, calibrate difficulty,
provide diversions, and employ narrative elements; Yee makes reference to
several common gamification techniques to achieve these goals, such as using
points, badges, and levels to display progress.36 Providing a broader perspec-
tive, Hamari, Koivisto, and Sarsa, who surveyed  two- dozen empirical studies
in their  meta- analysis of the literature on gamification, discovered that the
examples of gamification in their study set shared ten key game mechanics:
points, leaderboards, achievements/badges, levels, story/theme, clear goals,
feedback, rewards, progress, and challenges.37

Something Borrowed, Something New: Gamifying
with RPG Mechanics

Many of the mechanics repeated in the gamification manuals and stud -
ies cited above overlap with the core mechanics of RPGs. For instance, Dun-
geons & Dragons (D&D) introduced the concept of melding a game system
with an immersive  story- arc consisting of multiple quests and challenges, and
invented experience points and levels as a way to quantify character devel-
opment and progression across multiple episodes of play. These and other
unique RPG mechanics, initially appreciated by only a small  sub- culture of
tabletop gam ers, were eventually mainstreamed with the rise of commercially
successful CRPGs and, later, MMORPGs, which also added new mechanics
like digital achievement systems replete with badges and leaderboards to
drive player communities. With the emergence of gamification, popular RPG
mechanics have been borrowed and  re- purposed for new and serious appli-
cations, constituting an unforeseen mutation of the genre. RPGs deserve
closer inspection to elaborate their unique mechanics and explore why these
mechanics lend themselves to gamification.

RPGs now comprise a broad and varied genre that spans several for-
mats—tabletop,  live- action, computer, console, and online. While there are
important differences between these formats—and even within them—there
are also key elements or mechanics shared in common that make them rec-
ognizable as part of the same family of games descended from the very first
TRPG, Gary Gygax and David Arneson’s 1974 classic, Dungeons & Dragons.
D&D drew upon existing material—tabletop wargaming and fantasy lit -
erature, which were near and dear to its creators—but also added its own
unique elements that would become iconic of RPGs. David Ewalt has boiled
it down to three major innovations: “Every player at the table controls just
one character. Those characters seek adventure in a fantasy landscape. By
doing so, they gain experience and become more powerful.”38 In order to elu-
cidate the influence of RPGs in the examples of gamification for education
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provided in the next section, I have created a more extensive rubric of seven
core RPG mechanics:  role- playing, narrative, quests, collaboration and spe-
cialization, statistics, experience points and levels, and the game master. I
derive this rubric from classification systems devised by other scholars and
my decades of experience as a player.39

Role-playing captures the element of playing pretend that is so central
to the activity of RPGs. In RPGs, each player controls a “player character”
(PC), while the game master controls “non-player characters” (NPCs). Nar-
rative refers to the collective  story- telling dimension of RPGs, a feature not
found in popular commercial games prior to RPGs. The overall game nar-
rative, which is sometimes referred to as a “campaign,” normally takes mul-
tiple sessions of  game- play to complete, lasting from several nights to several
years. To make the campaign more manageable, it is often broken down into
smaller units and side adventures called “quests,” which have specific objec-
tives that feed into the larger goals of the campaign. Players normally come
together as an adventuring “party” or “guild” to complete quests, which places
a premium on collaboration, but also on character specialization since suc-
cessful collaboration often requires a balanced party. Each RPG relies on a
statistical system to resolve outcomes in the game. This requires the quan-
tification of environmental factors (like terrain and weather), as well as char-
acter traits (like attributes and skills). Players keep track of their character
statistics on a physical or virtual “character sheet,” and these values are used
to modify  dice- rolls (for tabletop games) or algorithms (for digital games)
to determine the success or failure of any action taken. Characters develop
over time by earning experience points (XP) after each session of play, which
provides incentive to keep playing. Once enough XP are earned, characters
level up, improving their abilities and gaining new powers. Finally, every
RPG has a system for organizing and regulating play. For digital RPGs, that
system is the software, which relies on  pre- programmed narrative trees and
statistical algorithms to compute the results of player choices. For tabletop
and  live- action RPGs, this function is performed by a special player called
the game master (GM) (but sometimes referred to by other names, such as
“dun geon master,” “storyteller,” or “referee”). The GM is a throwback to the
umpires and referees of the tabletop wargaming systems from which D&D
evolved. The GM writes or selects the  over- arching game narrative, negotiates
plot development with players, arbitrates outcomes, and awards XP. It’s worth
noting that some RPGs have multiple GMs, such as certain  live- action games,
while others have no GM or require the players to share the responsibilities
of the GM.

That many gamification designs for education, as well as business, rely
on one or more of these common RPG mechanics is not unusual given the
fact that RPGs have been attributed with many of the same motivational,
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behavioral, and pedagogical affordances sought after by gamification enthu-
siasts. Indeed, observing how attached players would become to the charac-
ters they  role- played, Gary Alan Fine, the earliest sociologist of RPG player
communities, explains that “the engrossment of players in the game” is a “key
concept” for understanding how the game works and is “one of the hobby’s
most distinctive features.”40 Recent studies demonstrate that MMORPGs
enhance motivation,41 foster collaboration,42 and develop leadership skills.43

Avatars in CRPGs have been linked to increased player identification and
engagement,44 and there is evidence that digital avatars impact memory, emo-
tion, and behavior.45 Moreover, educators have long exploited the pedagogical
value of  role- playing and simulation, particularly in subjects such as language
learning, history, and business. Since the 1970s, various handbooks have been
published to illustrate these techniques for primary, secondary, and  post-
secondary education both on- and  off- line.46 The educational potential of
 role- playing is indicated by the success of the Reacting to the Past series,
which offers a  role- playing-based curriculum for teaching history at the  post-
secondary level.47 Furthermore,  role- playing conceptually underlies many
educational theories, such as situated learning, situated cognition,  project-
based learning, and  goal- based learning.48 In the next section, I describe
examples of the gamification of education that utilize common RPG mechan-
ics to engage students and improve learning.

RPG Design for the Gamification of Education
Many gamification projects for education are indebted to RPGs for their

design. This includes the appropriation of RPG mechanics that translate well
into an education setting, such as the substitution of XP for grades and the
use of paper or online character sheets to track skills and learning outcomes.
It also involves the explicit use of RPG jargon and aesthetics to make learning
more  game- like, for instance, by having students adopt avatars, labeling
assignments “quests,” and organizing collaborative work under the rubric of
“party” or “guild” activities. Such experiments with the gamification of edu -
cation are occurring in both traditional and online learning at many differ -
ent levels—by individual instructors, by whole institutions, and across
institutions through the use of gamified learning management systems. I
address some prominent examples of this work in the case studies below. Lee
Sheldon’s multiplayer classroom exemplifies the work that individual teachers
are doing to implement gamification in their classrooms. Alternatively, Quest
to Learn demonstrates what can happen when gamification is implemented
at the institutional level. Finally, Levelfly represents the growing popularity
of gamification for learning management systems, which have the ability to
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impact learning at a national and international level. In aggregate, these exam-
ples demonstrate the diversity and popularity of gamification in education,
but also the ways that RPGs are transforming the educational landscape
through gamification.

The Multiplayer Classroom and the 
Gamification of Teaching

In his 2010 DICE talk on the growing pervasiveness of gamification,
Schell cited a university class that replaced grades with experience points.
That class was taught by Lee Sheldon, then a professor of game design at
Indiana University. In the fall of 2009, Sheldon decided to transform his tra-
ditional Theory & Practice of Game Design course into a multiplayer game
modeled after commercial MMORPGs like Ultima Online (1997) and World
of Warcraft (2004). He called this style of teaching the “multiplayer class-
room.”49 In a book he later wrote about this experience, The Multiplayer Class-
room: Designing Coursework as a Game (2012), Sheldon confesses that when
he came up with the idea he was unaware that he was participating in “the
gamification of society that had been going on underground for years.”50 His
motivation for designing a multiplayer classroom had to do with  re- engaging
the “game-playing,  social- networking students of today” who are disengaged
by “decades-old teaching methods” that are based on lectures and exams.51

In his book, Sheldon argues that almost any class can be turned into a game,
and he provides tips for how to do so. He also models this process by describ-
ing four iterations of his multiplayer classroom and providing eight case stud-
ies of educators who have gamified courses at other institutions.

Sheldon’s design for a gamified multiplayer classroom borrows many
core mechanics from RPGs. He began by taking his rather conventional syl-
labus and  re- skinning it using jargon borrowed from commercial MMORPGs.
He replaced grades with XP so that students began the course at “Level 0”
with no XP and gradually leveled up as they earned points for completing
assignments. Course assignments consisted of “boss fights” (quizzes or
exams), “quests” (solo or group presentations), and “crafting” (writing assign-
ments). Students became “players” and chose avatars to represent themselves
in the class with names like “Earthshaker” and “Princess Peach.” Naturally,
Sheldon played the role of “Game Master.” He designed quests, awarded XP,
and even simulated the random factor of RPG systems by rolling dice to
determine presentation order. To capture the collaborative element of RPGs,
he placed students into “guilds” and had each member specialize by choosing
from among key game industry roles (e.g., Designer, Writer, Producer, Tech
Lead, Art Lead, and Marketing). Guilds collaborated throughout the semester
on “PvE” quests (i.e., “Player vs. Environment”), which included quizzes,
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midterms, and the final project—a presentation in which each guild had to
pitch an idea for a game. They also competed with other guilds in “PvP”
quests (i.e., “Player vs. Player”). To allocate XP more fairly for completed
group quests, Sheldon introduced a gamified “Peer Review” process in which
guild members voted on how much XP each member should receive based
on degree of contribution. Following the design of virtual space in many
MMORPGs, he also broke up the classroom space into distinct zones with
unique rules and challenges, and periodically moved students through the
zones to quest for XP. In later iterations of his multiplayer classroom, he
refined the XP system, mapped professional roles to traditional fantasy roles,
and even incorporated an online LMS component to add a virtual map and
leaderboards.

Sheldon’s book offers an extremely detailed and positive account of
 MMORPG- based gamification for education. Reflecting on his first experience
with teaching a multiplayer course, he relates, “As the semester progressed,
I began to see the fun of learning the students were experiencing and how
much more fun teaching felt to me. When grades improved and class atten-
dance headed toward a record high, I began to ask myself, ‘Why haven’t we
been designing classes as games for a long time now?’”52 At the end of the
book, Sheldon refrains from predicting the future of gamification; however,
he is certain that “As long as attendance is up, as long as grades are up, as
long as students who skipped class are now coming early, the multiplayer
classroom is not going away anytime soon.”53

Quest to Learn and the Gamification of Schooling
In his book, Sheldon mentions another example of gamifying education

that uses RPG elements, the gamified New York City public school Quest to
Learn.54 Developed in partnership with Katie Salen and the Institute of Play
with funding from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation,
Quest to Learn is a project of the New York City Department of Education’s
small schools initiative. The school opened its doors to New York City sixth
graders in Fall 2009, at the same time that Sheldon was teaching his first mul-
tiplayer course. Adding a new grade each year since then, it now serves grades
6–12. In Fall 2011, Salen and the Institute of Play secured additional grant
funding to open up a charter school in Chicago. ChicagoQuest is based on
the same model as its New York City counterpart and has adopted the same
operating plan, beginning with only one grade (sixth) and adding another
one each year until it spans grades 6–12.

The Quest schools emphasize a variety of innovative approaches to
teaching, many of which overlap with Gee’s list of key learning principles
found in good video games. These include situated learning (embedding
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learning in  real- world contexts that situate and embody meaning), design,
inquiry and discovery, problem solving, systems thinking, scaffolding of
assignments, embedded assessment, collaboration and sharing, feedback
loops, and  just- in-time delivery of information. Originally dubbed “the school
for digital kids,” the cultivation of digital literacy and other  twenty- first-
century skills is also a big part of the Quest schools’ mission “To empower
and engage all students by connecting rigorous learning through innovation
to the increasing demands of the global society.”55 Consequently, students
regularly work with digital tools to design new media, and even take a course
that involves coding (e.g., “Codeworlds”).

A defining feature of the Quest schools, however, is an emphasis on what
Salen calls “gamelike learning.” In a report to the MacArthur Foundation,
Quest to Learn: Developing the School for Digital Kids, Salen et al. define game-
like learning as “an approach to learning that draws on the intrinsic qualities
of games and their design to engage students in a deep exploration of subject
matter, with  twenty- first-century learning at its core.”56 Salen stresses that
gamelike learning is not about dropping games into the classroom, but instead
involves a more holistic approach in which the learning environment itself
is redesigned with principles derived from games. She writes,

Quest to Learn is not a school of video games or a school where students play
video games all day. Games are one important tool in the school, most certainly,
but they represent something more than a resource. They are the basis of a the-
ory of learning that is both situated and gamelike. As a result, we have designed
the school around an approach to learning that draws from what we know
games do best: drop players into  inquiry- based, complex problem spaces that are
scaffolded to deliver  just- in-time learning and to use data to help players under-
stand how they are doing, what they need to work on, and where to go next.57

To make education gamelike in this manner, the Quest schools draw upon a
team of game designers from the Institute of Play who work with teachers to
develop learning games and curricula, which takes place in a special space
inside the school called “Mission Lab.”

While Salen is careful not to use the term gamification to describe the
Quest model, her concept of gamelike learning can rightly be seen as con-
sistent with the concomitant trend toward gamification in other areas, both
in terms of its practice, which emphasizes the application of game design
and mechanics to  non- game activities instead of the adoption of  stand-
alone games, and its stated intention to address the problem of engagement,
which is the most common rationale for gamification. Salen et al. attribute
the problems with public education, particularly in urban areas, to an out-
dated and alien ating curriculum and pedagogy that leaves students “unen-
gaged and dis connected”58 and fails to provide the “twenty-first-century
learning environ ments that would respond to the needs of kids growing up
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in a digital,  infor mation- rich, globally complex era prizing creativity, inno-
vation, and resourcefulness.”59 Accordingly, their solution—to develop a
school based on the principles of gamelike learning—promises “to empower
and engage students from all walks of life.”60

Like other gamification schemes, many of the gamelike features of the
Quest schools overlap with common RPG mechanics. For instance, one of
the ways they do so is by using  role- playing and narrative to situate learning.
The ChicagoQuest website explains that students are immersed “in narratives
where they ‘take on’ a role or identity.”61 Accordingly, Salen et al. list “Taking
on Identities” as one of the “Ten Core Practices Defining Quest to Learn.”62

They explain that this practice is integral to the way that the Quest schools
situate learning: “By ‘situated,’ we mean that students are asked to ‘take on’
the identities and behaviors of designers, inventors, writers, historians, math-
ematicians, and scientists in contexts that are real or meaningful to them or
both.”63

As the name implies, the most obvious way that the Quest schools utilize
RPG mechanics is by adopting the quest conceit to structure activity. School-
work is organized into “Discovery Missions,” often called “Missions” for short,
which are defined as “questlike challenges that require students to plan, collect
data, create theories, test their results, and document outcomes.”64 These Mis-
sions are further broken down into constitutive parts called “Quests”—“goal-
oriented challenges that equip students with necessary data, knowledge,
resources, and practices to solve the larger Mission.”65 Each Mission spans
an entire 12-week school term and contains 4–10 Quests.66 The final two
weeks of each Mission are devoted to overcoming a final challenge called a
“Boss Level,” a capstone project that requires “research, theory building,
hypothesis testing, evaluation, and critique—all followed by a public defense
of results.”67 While this design is consistent with the Quest schools’  inquiry-
based approach to learning, it also consciously imitates the major/minor
quest structure found in many RPGs. The “Boss Level” component in par-
ticular evokes the convention of a final epic battle against a hated foe promi-
nently found in MMORPGs, but also present in many fantasy RPG adventures.

Levelfly and the Gamification of  E- Learning
While individuals and schools are experimenting with  home- brewed

varieties of gamification, gamified learning management systems (LMSs) are
probably having the greatest impact in terms of sheer numbers of students
served. LMSs drive the huge and quickly growing market for online, hybrid,
and web enhanced learning, with online learning alone poised to net $107 bil -
lion in 2015.68 As competition between LMSs grows, and platforms seek to
distinguish themselves and attract more customers, the adoption of gamifi-
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cation is predicted to be one of the top ten trends in the industry,69 and the
gamification of  e- learning is predicted to net $319 billion by 2020.70 Current
examples of gamified LMSs demonstrate that this technology significantly
relies on the adoption of key RPG mechanics, particularly XP, quests, char-
acter statistics, and avatars. Consequently, as these systems make their way
into the mainstream, they expose many more people to the conventions of
RPGs.

Many established LMSs, such as Blackboard and Moodle, are developing
gamification plugins like badges, leaderboards, and avatars to retain and
attract customers. At the same time, many  start- ups are offering integrated
and robust gamification features that go far beyond these simple  add- ons.

For instance, 3D GameLab, an LMS designed by faculty at Boise State
University and in use from kindergarten to graduate school, has redesigned
learning from the bottom up using the quest as a primary building block.
Instead of following a standard curriculum with mandatory assignments
along a single pathway, teachers who use 3D GameLab devise their courses
as a collection of quests from which students can arrange their own pathways
to course completion. Teachers can create their own quests or choose from
over 20,000  pre- generated ones. As students complete quests, they earn XP,
badges, and awards, and unlock new quests that open up different pathways
to course completion. The more quests they complete, the more XP they earn
and the more they level, which improves their final grade.71 This system bor-
rows staple character metrics like XP and levels from RPGs, and mimics the
narrative agency that players have in RPGs, allowing for a high degree of
autonomy and customization.

Another LMS startup that borrows common RPG mechanics is Class-
craft. Designed by an 11th grade physics teacher and web developer, Classcraft
targets the K–12 market with features that are recognizably  RPG- based. The
LMS operates as a game layer over the class in which students play fantasy
characters—mages, warriors, and healers—and work in teams to complete
quests (a.k.a. assignments). Each player can log in to view his or her avatar,
statistics, notifications, and available quests. Statistics include Level, HP
(health points), AP (action points—required to use powers in the game), XP,
and GP (gold pieces—used to buy equipment for avatars). Players earn XP
and GP for completing quests, and level up along the way, which unlocks
new powers and increases their stats. Since the game world overlaps with the
real world, players can use their powers to help each other in the class, for
instance, by absorbing “damage” dealt to team members who miss class, and
the game rewards such acts of cooperation. Additionally, XP are used as a
key motivator in class and can be taken away for bad behavior.72

3D GameLab and Classcraft are clear examples of how RPG mechanics
have bled into the design of LMSs, thereby reaching thousands of students.
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In this section, however, I focus on another  RPG- inspired LMS, Levelfly.73 I
helped design Levelfly for Borough of Manhattan Community College (BMCC)
of The City University of New York as part of a college initia tive to address
problems with retention and success in remedial courses, but it was later
adopted for  non- remedial courses, as well. Since its debut in Spring 2013, Lev-
elfly has been used by more than 1000 community college students in over
fifty courses across half a dozen disciplines. These courses include everything
from remedial to elective courses in  web- enhanced, hybrid, and fully online
formats. Yet, despite its  hi- tech design, Levelfly, like Sheldon’s multi player class-
room, traces its origins to a humble  pen- and-paper prototype.

In late 2008, I began to design an  RPG- based gamification system to
improve engagement in my remedial writing course at BMCC. I designed an
XP system for the class in which each assignment was a “quest” worth a des-
ignated number of XP, and students could choose which quests to tackle in
order to earn enough XP to level up and qualify for the final exam, a writing
test that determined whether they passed or failed the course. To help stu-
dents track their points, I designed a paper “character sheet” modeled after
D&D character sheets. The character sheet also included a section for adding
an avatar, which added a light  role- playing dimension to the “game.”

I implemented this gamified system for the first time in Spring 2009.
The results were amazing: student absences went down, student participation
went up, and, as a result, my pass rate on the final exam improved significantly.
Over the next three years, I gradually improved the design, for instance, by
adding a “skills” section to the character sheet to track student performance
in each learning outcome. The final product exhibited many of the hallmark
features of RPGs: an XP and level system,  quest- based assignments, character
sheets with statistics on points and skills, and an  avatar- based  role- playing
component. I functioned as the de facto GM for the game, awarding points
and arbitrating outcomes. Eventually, this  pen- and-paper RPG system would
become the basis for Levelfly.

I began work on Levelfly in 2011 as part of a BMCC initiative to explore
 game- based solutions to the problems of retention and success in remedial
courses. Levelfly (initially called College Quest during the pilot stage) is a
gam i fied LMS that incorporates the key elements from my  pen- and-paper
design—an XP system, character statistics,  quest- based assignments, and
avatars—along with basic LMS components and social media tools. With
Level fly, users can create courses with discussion forums, file storage, notifi -
cations, and individualized learning analytics; keep track of course assign-
ments on a personalized  to- do list; track grades in an  easy- to-use online grade
book; design personal profiles with custom avatars; create social groups; friend
and message each other; and evaluate their performance on a  system- wide
leaderboard.
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At the heart of Levelfly is an “achievement system” that incorporates
common RPG mechanics to improve engagement and provide helpful feed-
back. Achievement systems became commonplace among video games in
2005, when Microsoft debuted one for its Xbox live and console games to
keep track of players’ points, badges, and rank. Shortly thereafter, popular
MMORPGs like Star Trek Online and World of Warcraft began offering similar
achievement systems to engage players and drive fan communities. Levelfly’s
achievement system consists of three basic parts—XP, badges, and statistics
on student learning outcomes—each of which is inspired by RPGs.

The idea of incorporating an XP system into the everyday practice of
teaching a college course actually parallels the established practice of using
college credits and degrees to measure and reward student progress. In RPG
terms, when students complete a course they earn experience points (i.e.,
credits) and eventually level up (i.e., graduate with a degree). This information
is tracked in an academic transcript, which functions like a character sheet
in D&D. Levelfly expands upon the traditional credit system by offering XP
throughout a course, not just at the end, and by allowing students to level up
multiple times en route to a degree, thereby multiplying the motivational
benefits of the traditional credit system.

Each Levelfly course consists of individual tasks worth 0–100 XP, and
the entire course is worth up to 1000 XP. If a student completes a task, he or
she is awarded all of the XP for that task in recognition of their effort, which
motivates them to keep completing assignments. As students earn XP, they
gradually level up, earning new artwork for their avatars, which they can
dress up on their personal profile page. While this reward confers no eco-
nomic value or privilege, it nonetheless functions as a kind of social status
similar to that conferred by special loot in MMORPGs like World of Warcraft.
In addition to motivating students, XP allow students to track their progress
in the course; students can track their course XP on an individualized course
statistics page, their total XP on their profile page, and their XP rank on a
 system- wide leaderboard.

Levelfly’s XP system is perhaps the most striking indicator of the degree
to which the design of the software is indebted to common RPG mechanics.
Earning XP for completing tasks and leveling up at specific thresholds mirrors
the way that RPGs mete out XP for completing quests and level up characters
as they progress, allowing them to access new powers and perks. Furthermore,
a student’s profile page functions like a character sheet, replete with XP meter,
level count, and an avatar image that represents the “character” the student
is playing. Finally, behind all of this is the teacher, who serves as the course’s
GM, preparing quests (i.e., tasks) and awarding experience points to those
who complete them.

Digital badges are another part of Levelfly’s achievement system. They
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serve as a public mark of competency, rank, or distinction in the skills impor-
tant to the course. While badges are commonly associated with the military,
youth groups (such as the Cub Scouts), and competitions, more recently they
have become popularized as a core element of achievement systems for video
games and MMORPGs. In practice, a high school diploma or college degree
also functions like a badge; it publicly confers rank and distinction. A novel
“open badges” initiative by Mozilla with funding from the MacArthur Foun-
dation seeks to promote digital badges as a new standard for lifelong learning,
using Mozilla’s web browser as a kind of virtual “backpack” to store and dis-
play them for prospective employers or schools.74

Levelfly also marries the badge systems commonly found in the latest
video games and MMORPGs with traditional educational content. Levelfly’s
badging system is a flexible tool that allows teachers to design customized
badges for any purpose and award them to students at any time. Some badges
may be focused on marking competency in core course skills, while other
badges may be more about appreciating desirable conduct, such as perfect
attendance, strong participation, or a willingness to help others. Still other
badges might be reserved for rewarding distinction, such as writing the 
best paper or coming up with the best proof. Just like with achievement sys -
tems for video games and MMORPGs, badges in Levelfly are social: they are
prominently displayed on a student’s public profile page to mark accomplish -
ment.

The third leg of Levelfly’s achievement system involves the gamification
of learning outcomes by adapting the mechanics of RPG character statistics.
Each assignment can be evaluated by the individual learning outcomes for
the course using a simple rating system. This provides students with  real-
time feedback on how they are doing in each learning outcome for the course,
information that they can view on their individualized course statistics page.
Students can assess their strengths and weaknesses, and also view a list of
the top five students for each learning outcome in order to facilitate  peer-
mentoring opportunities. When the course is over, students automatically
receive a gold medal for each  high- performing outcome, which is publicly
displayed alongside their badges and distinguished by a golden hue.

This system thus converts otherwise bland and often  under- utilized
learning outcomes into a dynamic means for providing valuable,  real- time
learning analytics to help students succeed. Furthermore, it is directly inspired
by the character statistics that are so integral to tabletop and digital RPGs.
The course statistics page serves as a de facto online character sheet for each
student, and the outcomes section mimics the breakdown of abilities and
skills that define and distinguish each character. With this information, the
student, like the RPG player, can determine his or her strengths and weak-
nesses and decide how best to build his or her “character.”
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Conclusion: From Questing to Learning
Only forty years ago, David Arneson—with the aid of a fantasy rules

supplement from Gary Gygax and Jeff Perren’s medieval wargame Chainmail
(1971)—began running his now legendary Blackmoor adventure in his base-
ment for a group of friends, a fateful  dungeon- crawl that would inaugurate
the RPG genre. A few years later, TRPGs were exploding in the gamer com-
munity; a decade later, they were spawning dozens of CRPGs; and three
decades later, they were morphing into MMORPGs that reached millions of
players worldwide.

Yet, perhaps the most surprising development in the brief history of the
RPG is its seminal influence on the new technology of gamification, a curious
blend of seriousness and play that is bringing the hallmark features of RPGs
to a much wider audience. Through gamification, RPGs have made the tran-
sition from entertainment to serious activity, from fantasy worlds to everyday
life. It is hard to believe that the seminal mechanics of RPGs invented long
ago by Arneson and Gygax to govern the vagaries of fantasy  role- play—XP
systems, quests, player characters—now drive innovations in such remote
and unrelated areas as education and business. Questing is no longer an activ-
ity restricted to the wild imaginations of fantasy gamers; it is now a regular
part of instruction and learning in a growing number of schools. Similarly,
XP and levels are no longer concepts reserved for the esoteric jargon of gamer
geeks; university students are now measuring their educational progress in
XP rather than grades—and benefitting from it. As one student who used
Levelfly for her course put it, “The points and levels helped me. It made me
notice I was doing better, that I could keep getting ahead in my schoolwork.”

To a large extent, RPG mechanics have played a key role in gamification’s
success as a technology for engaging and motivating people. At the same
time, through gamification RPGs are making the transition from questing
systems to learning systems, human resource systems, and beyond. Arneson
and Gygax could never have foreseen that a gaming system designed to level
up players would one day be used to level up students and employees. It’s
hard to predict what the future holds. But, if the past is any indication, RPGs
will continue to inform the evolution of gamification, as well as other emerg-
ing  game- based technologies, leveling up new and unexpected dimensions
of life along the way.
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