Introduction

     The goal of this paper is to address and overcome the difficulties I have defining and describing tabletop role-playing games and to arrive at a more concise and comprehensible definition that I have been able to achieve thus far. This will be accomplished by examining the two previous course compositions on the topic of tabletop role-playing games – how they were successful and how they failed – and by abandoning the standard structure of academic paper discussion in favor of a more interesting and engaging approach. Since this paper is focused on style, presentation, and the representation of culture, it is perfectly connected to the goals of Writing Culture. From my perspective, Writing Culture has been focused on a meta-level anthropology, on a deconstruction of cultural presentation, on an examination of the figures (voices) we place behind the curtains of our phantasmal culture machines, textual – sometimes mechanical – devices that both create and represent the objects of our study. I will begin with a consideration of selected strengths and weaknesses of both sections of A Change of Scene: a writing exorcise and micro-ethnography of a fantasy role-playing session (each paper appears in appendix IV). This will lead us into a general discussion of what a tabletop role-playing game is – which I failed to do initially – and why these speech events are difficult to reduce to a stream of formatted text. I will then close with thoughts on how a pre-ethnography – an archaeology of prior familiarity – should be an essential research design component in situations where ethnographers may be overly familiar with a particular ethnographic setting. 

Part I. Constructive Thoughts

“I am still having some difficulty in figuring out exactly what people do in these games – you have the rules, etc., but I don’t have a sense of what unfolds in a session. Perhaps you need to take a step back here.” Dr. Dubisch (2004: personal wisdom)

     The first paper I wrote on tabletop role-playing is far more interesting, readable, engaging, and coherent that the successive work which inspired the comment above. Why? First of all, paper one embraced the position of the reader as someone (likely) unfamiliar with role-playing games (RPGs) generally. By transforming the reader into a character, by then placing this character in the strange and unusual setting of a game session, a variety of useful results were possible. While I had not considered this at the time, my own familiarity with role playing was less of a barrier to conveying the basics of the game than it might have been using another writing style – such as the second paper’s failed style. As I built the story and the text of the first paper, I naturally imagined myself as the reader-character. This character was unfamiliar with what was going on in the scene and in this role, I was able to play with the textual reality and become, simultaneously, newbie [1] and experienced role player all in one.

     The separation between these two states of familiarity is made unusually possible by a core interactional ideology of role-playing games: that player knowledge should be kept distinct from character knowledge. This means that, for example, a player should avoid drawing upon obvious 21st century takes on such things as technology, science, and popular culture when playing her character [2]. This is of course impossible – we can not fully abandon the languacultural frames that we use to interpret reality – but it is a role-playing game ideal nonetheless, an ideal that makes more sense the less one tries to deconstruct it. From the perspective of an experienced role-player, hobbits in a Tolkien-themed role-playing game (for example) should not refer to other characters as “metrosexuals,” [3] or “know” that neutrinos can partially address the galactic dark matter problem [4]. I digress, but the overall point is this: the repeated performance of role-playing is essentially practice for considering the perspectives of the other.

     Another benefit of placing the reader in the game setting was that I was free to just describe the reality around this character. I find so often that a need for exposition can slow down and confuse the transmission of essential aspects of the ethnographic scene. As I write in the role of an experienced and knowledgeable character “behind the curtain,” my own interpretations can get in the way, block the flow of the text, and snap the reader out of the more pleasurable sensory illusion of deep description. Sometimes this sort of informed narration is needed, but other times perhaps not. The more interesting, and thus successful [5], ethnographic texts seem to be those which encourage the reader to make sense out of what’s going on in a scene before offering an academic perspective. As a reader, I don’t like to be completely lost, but I also don’t enjoy being lead by the hand through an illusion designed to make a point. When I feel as if the examples and descriptions used by an author are only there to support specific conclusions, I start to wonder what other interpretations were possible. Where are the negative cases [6]? I prefer ethnography in which I am provided enough information, enough detail and context that I can disagree with the author. If we consider that a detailed description of any moment in time of any ethnographic scene could fill a lifetime of work, that “truths” lie on a variety of abstract levels and that some aspects of embodied subjectivity simply have to be experienced in order to be understood, then clearly there are an infinite number of potential and valid ethnographic descriptions of any activity. Why should an author be too focused on one strategic trip through a scene when so many other paths are possible? The texts we write can only lead the reader down one path, but if we engage the reader’s imagination then multiple directions are suddenly possible. One of my goals in the edited and forthcoming micro-ethnography is to try even more than before to stretch the boundaries of the description to make it as interactive as possible. In order to accomplish this, I will include, along with the “Dialogical Mode” (Lutkehaus 1995: 198) seen in the first paper, another level which describes the motivations and thoughts of the characters along with their more obvious speech acts. In addition, I will try and simulate an actual role-playing event. But first, I need to describe what a tabletop role-playing game is.

Part II. What is a Tabletop Role Playing Game?

     In the text of my thesis prospectus I spent perhaps twelve single-spaced pages answering this very question. Was that due to the inherent complexity of a role-playing game session, to my own over familiarity with the more obvious and basic aspects of the art form, or perhaps to some essential quality of the performance that defies description? Perhaps my perception of role-playing games as art evokes a philosophic sense that one simply needs to experience the performance in order to understand it [7]. It might also be the case that my desire to capture the practice as a coherent, bounded, harmonious whole – perhaps stemming from some deep seated and gendered take on my own life (Tedlock 1995: 276) – ignores an even more difficult to capture level of role-playing as disheveled improvisation. I am not sure which. There are organizations to be found in any given tabletop role-playing game session that can be found in most others, but it really does not make sense to talk about “role-playing games” as if they were any sort of unified entity existing outside of specific contexts. Once again I will turn to the experimental.

     When I was younger and fully immersed in the gendered and commercialized fantasies of Star Wars and G.I. Joe, I must have spent at least three hours every day playing with action figures. These figures, these characters had their own lives, their own personalities and histories and skills that were established out of previous play performances. They remembered prior defeats, held grudges, and occasionally – when too many would die or one group would meet a particular goal – the story would shift and the histories would begin all over again. Sometimes play performances featured GI Joe characters fighting species wars with Star Wars figures (who had less moveable joints and were thus resentful), sometimes play sessions focused on “base” politics enacted in cardboard command centers, and other times a particular group of figures would travel the open seas of hallway carpets in search of new, upholstered islands to settle. Countless culturally patterned story types were enacted as if they never had been before. Near the end of my fascination with this particular type of performance, I started audio recording play sessions. The following excerpt is as close of an approximation to one of these speech events as I can reproduce from the archaeology of my consciousness.

An Action Figure Play Session

You are at observation point 1, hovering above a child’s room sometime in the early to mid 1980’s, centered above a bed with a tan comforter that has been deliberately spread out and ruffled so as to approximate the dunes of an alien world. A red-haired child in period cloths is meticulously arranging action figures in a plastic Star Destroyer vehicle {see appendix III. for detailed images} next to the bed, where a tape recorder rests on the floor. The child practices some of the voices of the characters he will soon animate – both in speech and in action; there are deep, scratchy voices, stereotypical mock-British tones, feminine voices, animalistic voices, and of course, the beeps of droids. The child puts the tape recorder on the bed, presses down two buttons, and the tape spools within begin to spin…

[child]: hello..? {he then turns off the tape recorder, rewinds the tape, and presses play}

[tape recorder]: “hello..?” {satisfied, the child stops the playback and rewinds the tape to the beginning. He then hits the wide play button along with the smallish square record button}

[child narrator]: …The star destroyer Reliant has been drifting for days after the hyperdrive core’s dilithium crystals were burned-out in a freak accident. {below you, the child picks up the Star Destroyer, full of action figures from a variety of cinema and cartoon fantasies, and begins making what he believes to be the sound of space wind on the ship’s outer hull, which slowly changes to the sound of engines pushing through space. The star destroyer is set on the bed, which at this point is meant to represent the depths of space.}

[Darth Vader: standing on the raised circular platform on the upper deck near the fore of the bridge]: {heavy breathing for a few seconds blows out of the child} Where is that Rebel engineer anyway..If he doesn’t fix the hyperdrive core we are going to be out here a long time.

{An X-wing pilot action figure – the engineer – enters through the light blue wall and walks – or rather hops over to Vader, who is standing above him looking out at the voids of space}
[engineer]: Lord Vader, I fixed the hyperdrive, but unfortunately we only have enough crystal to make it a few light years before the engines die.

[Vader, who turns slowly and points his straight arm dead at the engineer]: excellent, now I won’t have to kill my only engineer.

[engineer]: Great, ever since the rebellion joined forced with the Empire we have been treated like droid slaves..go ahead and kill me, I’d like to see you try and fix something, you can’t even breathe right..

[Vader]: Hmmm..well perhaps I will deal with you later,… and fix my chamber door, it sticks when it raises.

[engineer]: jerk..

[Vader]: Ah, so you have chosen death, prepare to.. {Cobra Commander, this time in the role of a bridge officer, interrupts and waves an arm}

[CC]: Lord vader, I have ssssomething on long range ssscannerssss, it seems to be an M-classs planetary system within 1.23 light yearssss {the engineer slinks away as another hand guides Vader over to Cobra Commander, Vader’s in-arm light saber extends slowly as a light saber noise emits from the child}

[Vader]: You had better b-e  r-i-g-h-t commander {Vader continues to make threats as the engineer returns to the bridge and sneaks over to a decal computer terminal..a nearby Destro action figure walks over and questions the engineer, then laughs maniacally as he realizes what the Engineer is about to do}

[Vader]: …and believe me you won’t be able to slither out of that you fool…Guards! Bring me that engineer! {Luke Skywalker, holding a plastic M-60, walks around the corner of Vader’s capsule as if going to go and look for the engineer, then suddenly stops and points the weapon at Vader, whose back is turned}

[Luke, in the child’s voice]: I think the crew has had enough of…{Vader spins around and uses the force to knock Luke over, who fires his machine gun at the same time, killing a random figure in the crowd on the lower deck}

[Vader]: You have made your last mist.. {the engineer taps a button – or rather the entire console – and with the best approximation of a transporter noise the child can muster a hand snatches Vader off the bridge and flings him into the depths of space lurking in the closet}

[Luke]: Thanks Wedge, I guess I owe you another one..

[engineer]: Well, he told me to fix the transporter, so it’s kind of his fault.

[Destro]: I nominate myself to be captain.

[Luke]: I don’t think so, anyway you can’t even use the force {fingers extend the light saber in Luke’s arm…and a moment of tension builds as the child decided what to do next…he quickly dives over and turns off the tape recorder.}

     The role-playing performances the speech event on the previous page is typical of share many of the features of tabletop role-playing games. Notice the ways in which the child becomes a bricoleur: my play sessions incorporated concepts, ideas, and artifacts from a variety of sources and combined them into a kind of hybrid, fictional collage [8]. Tabletop role-playing games are quite similar, their stories and content are like creative collages composed of ideas filtering down through Tolkien and various Conan-like genres which condense into a kind of fantasy someone once described as more like the Wild West than any sort of medieval culture [9].

     Each of the characters above contribute to an improvisation that is roughly based on a story concept the child had in mind – as I wrote the text above it became obvious that despite the best intentions of the storyteller/action figure controller, the story could take on a life of its own once the characters were given their own drives and personality [10].

     Let us now take the action figure speech event and shape it into a tabletop role-playing game (RPG). If we imagine that another child has entered and wants to play with the action figures as well, then the direction of the story is no longer under the control of only the red haired child – unless for some reason the other child passively accepts the red-haired child’s performances. As I remember these types of play sessions, each child would likely select a group of figures to control that were, from then on, her own. At this point, the overall fantasy would be co-constructed as the children play the roles of the characters and devise changes in the setting. In this situation, the possibility for conflict is ever present, especially when the characters controlled by each child enter into conflict with one another or loose their cool and start shooting. Arguments over which characters were hit, which vehicles were destroyed, which side won are entirely possible. Moreover, if the two children offered radically divergent takes on the ongoing shared fantasy [11], another type of problem would erupt which would limit their ability to get engrossed in the performance. If, for example, child one wants the Star Destroyer’s hyperdrive to be fixed, and the other child wants it to explode, there is a disjunction in the story. One child might want the Star Destroyer to reach the M-class planet, and the other might want there to be a hull breach which kills off all the characters except the droids, who then drift in space in a ruined ship. If we were to reorganize the action figure role-playing game session (AFRPG) into a tabletop RPG session, then one – and only one – of the children would take on a new game-level role, that of the game master (or GM), and the other child would become a player. If other children were to enter the game, say if they were hiding in the closet where the flying Darth Vader figure ended up, then they would all become players as well. Game masters in RPGs are both primary storytellers and referees, they tell the story and control every aspect of the shared fantasy except the desired actions of the player characters. The game would then go like this…

An Action Figure Role-Playing Game (AFRPG)
[From observation point 1, you see a group of four children now, two who entered from the closet, the red haired child, and the first playmate – all of which look exactly like you have been imagining them. After much discussion and refusal, the red haired child lowers his head and begrudgingly agrees to be game master. {despite this display, he actually prefers to be game master, and all the other children know this} The other children select one action figure from the pile of figures heaped on the carpet [see appendix III.] and start deciding what their characters are like. Are they to be the character in film or cartoon they are supposed to be or will they deviate from the expected role and be someone else? Will they even be the same gender? The children decide as the GM arranges certain other figures in the Star Destroyer and sets it on the bed]

[game master]: {looks away from the plastic vessel for the moment and has the other children gather around the bed – which for some reason reminds you of a table – he then takes a seat on the bed and leans back on the head board} So, what figures did you choose? Tell everyone about who they are and remember, they are all members of an elite force sent out from the Empire to explore uncharted space. None of them can be captain since Luke Skywalker is already captain, but other than that you are free to come up with whatever.
[player 1]: {holds up a chewbacka figure and explains} Well, Chewbaca is the head of security and recently underwent surgery to fix his voice so that he can talk. He got sick of fighting for the Rebellion since no one ever got paid.
[player 2]: {holding a hammerhead figure} This figure is called Zelda, she is the pilot of the Star Destroyer and pretty much the only one who can fly it..

[GM]: Remember from last game that decisions like that are up to the game master..but I suppose you can be the only good pilot, there are other pilots but they have never really had to fly by themselves.

[player 3]: {holding out an R2D2 figure to the group and speaking in an 80’s robotic tone} I Am R3d3, speaking upgraded r2 unit. I am chief science officer and am programmed with all kinds of sensors and math and complex thinking programs. I am smart. I Am essential to the mission so you all had better listen to me. Ha HA HA HA. {The other players think it is pretty strange that player 3 started talking in character right away, but they do appreciate the performance and player 3’s ability to get in character}

[GM]: Ok, place your characters where you want on the bridge {the GM places Luke Skywalker’s foot over a raised peg on the surface of the raised dais on the upper deck and the peg sticks in the figure’s foot. The GM then moves the standing action figure from side to side using a bar at the side of the platform. The other players position their characters at various stations in the bridge, except player 3, who puts R3D3 on top of he vessel. At this point, player 2 removes his action figure from the bridge and puts it next to R3D3}

[GM again]: How is Zelda going to fly the ship from the outside? Besides, only droids can survive in space…{Zelda returns to sitting at the fore of the bridge}

[player 3]: Can my droid have rocket jets?

[GM]: I suppose, but only for short distances because its fuel cells are small.

[player 1]: Ok Chewbaca is checking all the weapons so…|

[GM]: |…wait…you can’t do anything yet, I have to set you all up. Captain Skywalker has summoned everyone to the bridge because ship sensors have detected a planet on long range sensors. It has been weeks since anyone has been able to leave the ship..except for R3D3 I guess..the last time was on an planet covered in snow and ice and no one really had much fun because it was too cold to walk around for long – even for droids. Right now the ship is landing on the new planet and out the windows your characters can tell it is night time. Zelda is landing the ship and is having a tough time since there are strong winds that are knocking the Star Destroyer of course. What is everyone doing?

[player 1]: Chewbaca is loading his laser rifle and looking over the other weapons {player 1 puts a long plastic weapon in Chewbaca’s hand and piles up some other GI Joe weaponry next to the figure}

[player 3]: I am going to plug into the ship sensors and search the planet surface. {A hand turns the R2D2 cylindrical figurine around to face a large, yellow decal computer terminal..the child manipulating the droid then makes beeping electronic noises}

[player 2]: I land the ship on the planet and then get out and look around and find an alien with bug eyes and..|

[GM]: {who had been waiting patiently but who now interrupts} | Wait wait wait, you cant do all that yet, and you only get to control what Zelda tries to do, not what Zelda does…anyway ok Chewbaca you load your rifle and check all the weapons. One of the laser pistols isn’t working properly and you can’t tell why. {the GM then picks a small weapon out of the pile of guns next to Chewbaca and throws it aside}

[player 1]: I want to go and tell the captain that all the guns are ready..
[game master]: Before you can do that let me get to everyone else. R3D3 plugs into the sensors and starts scanning. Zelda is piloting the ship {the game master reaches out and rocks the Star Destroyer from side to side and makes a fast-blowing wind noise, Luke Skywalker comes loose from the foot-peg and the dais and tumbles into Destro below, knocking him down.}

[player 3]: Captain skywalker!

[GM]: {hands player 2 a six sided die and says to the player} In order to fly safely through the winds you need to roll a 4,5,or 6. If you roll a 1 the ship will crash hard into the planet and explode, otherwise something else will go wrong.

[player 1]: If you mess this up Chewbaca is gona blast you before we all blow up.

[player 2]: If I get a 1 can I re-roll? {the GM looks at her blankly and effectively conveys a powerful NO, player two shakes up the die in both hands and rolls it…too hard, it rolls off the bed and onto the floor. Before the die stops moving the game master asks…

[GM]: Are you gona take it or do you wana re-roll?

[player 2]: Uhhh… {stalls as the die stops rolling and looks over to it. The number is a two} I am gona roll again {the player then kicks the die and quickly bends down to pick it up, the GM could not see the die at all. Player 1 was standing on that side of the bed and glanced briefly at the die when it stopped rolling}

[GM]: What did you roll?

[player 2]: What? I’m gona roll again.

[player1]: It looked like a two. {player 2 rolls the die again as the GM replies and this time it stays on the bed, rolling a…}

[GM]: I don’t care what the number is going to be now you have to take the first roll cheater {the die stops abruptly on a “1” and the players groan} I should let that roll count since you wanted to roll again. Anyway the ship shakes quite a bit and everyone hears something LARGE rip off of the bottom of the ship – the shrill sound of tearing metal sends shivers and chills down your spines. R3, you don’t have a spine but manage scan the surface and find out that the planet is like a giant desert with sand dunes taller than any building you have ever seen. The atmosphere is breathable with Oxygen and stuff, roll the dice to see what else you find out..the higher the better.

[player 1]: Is the captain ok? I go and check. {a hand guides and hops chewbaca over to where captain Luke fell over…as a consequence of a previous episode in the washer and too little Elmer’s glue afterward, it seems as if Luke’s head has come off and everyone begins to notice this except player 3, who rolls a six on the die. The GM makes Destro get up and hold up his arms}

[GM]: Chewbaca, you see blood all over the deck and Destro and the captain’s head rolling away. Destro looks shocked and screams Help Me! AURGRGRHRH!{the GM shakes Destro back and forth and has him run away toward the blue wall’s exit. In the GM’s other hand is Cobra Commander, who walks over, looks down at both pieces of Luke, and then kicks the plastic head toward Destro. The GM says in the voice of what must be Cobra Commander..} I told you all I sssould have been captain! Mutiny! Mutiny! I am taking over this ship! {GM, speaking now in a regular voice} R3, unfortunately you detect a missile being launched from the surface of the planet that seems to have acquired a radar lock on the ship. Zelda, it seems as if the main thrusters were what the winds ripped off the bottom of the ship. You don’t have very much control over your descent. What is everyone doing?

[player 1]: I am going to blast Cobra Commander with my laser rifle! 

[player 2]: Does Zelda know about the missile? Are we going to crash?
[player 1]: RRRRAWWW Where’s your kung fu grip now? {machine gun noises emit in bursts from the child who is now moving Chewbaca as if the recoil of his weapon were knocking him around}

[player 3]: ensign Zelda! A missile has locked on to us! Destroy it with the turbo laser!
     The worst possible outcome for all participants involved would not be the missile hitting the ship; it might very well be that the game master intends for the ship to be disabled by the missile no matter what the players do. Far worse would be the players just passively waiting for something to happen instead of engaging the story. The action might have been “restricted” to the areas of the Star Destroyer play set, but the size of the setting can be deceptive: as the characters explore and interact with the environment more and more details can be discovered which often have to be created on the spot by the game master. One of the players might have asked what the various decal computer terminals do, or how to operate the main cannon, or what the floor was made out of. It would be inappropriate for the GM to say in response to these questions “I don’t know,” since: (1) The players could argue that their characters have been on board for weeks and have to operate the computers anyway as they go about their jobs; (2) when role-playing, players should be told any sensory information their characters could detect. Thus, if the bridge were to suddenly depressurize, the GM must inform the players since their characters could not help but to notice this. Moreover (3) role-playing games depend upon a shared fantasy that can expand its details and boundaries as needed and explored. 

     As the text above demonstrates, the game master has ultimate domain over the setting and role-plays all characters not directly controlled by the other players. It is the game master who decides when and if dice are rolled and how these rolls are to be interpreted. The turn-taking sequences enacted by the children-characters above is a good approximation of what people specifically do when they play role-playing games. Players control their characters, but the desired actions of players do not resolve in the game world unless the GM allows them to. This degree of control is necessary to maintain a coherent series of events; if player 2 were allowed to “land the ship on the planet and then get out and look around and find an alien with bug eyes and…” then how would the other players be able to contribute? How would the missile or piloting scene play out? 

     Since the stories and setting details (called adventures) are often planned out in advance by the game master, part of the GMs enjoyment of the game can come from seeing how it all plays out. Will the player characters overcome the obstacles? Were the obstacles designed in such a way that they could be overcame? While the GM devises obstacles and antagonists and red herrings to overcome, it is not the job or position of the game master to play against the players. If it were, considering the amount of control a GM has over the setting, games would be rather short. Role-playing games are not zero sum games in which certain players have to “win” at the expense of other players: the only goal is to have fun. Players and game masters try to get engrossed in the game and when they do the action flows like the textual reality created by reading a good novel.

     Throughout the AFRPG session, the characters I animated freely transcended the boundaries between “in-game” (or in character) and “above-game” (or out of character). The game master thus asks “What are you all going to do” and all the players would know this really means “What are your player characters going to do?” Players draw upon a variety of metapragmatic cues in order to signal to other participants when the speech act is meant to be taken in or out of character. These can include changes in voice, as player 3 frequently used.

     Notice that in the text above I avoided direct descriptions of the four children. What kinds of children did you imagine? The action in the text above occurred in your own mental space: I deliberately placed the observation point in an anchored location directly above the bed; consider the ways in which your own perspective drifted from this fixed location. Are our own “mental camera angles” influenced by films we have experienced? In a tabletop role-playing game there might be maps of the setting and there may be just as many figures (or, rather miniatures which are certainly not considered toys), but the action occurs in the same type of mental arena you used throughout this paper.

          You can see that the multi-faceted nature of role-playing games make them something of a Gordian knot to unravel. All of the layers of action and meaning are interwoven. Place the children around a table instead of a bed, remove the props and add in more dice, incorporate a system of rules into the performance, possibly age the children a bit, record characters on paper, rely upon verbal description of action instead of the physical movements of action figures, and you essentially have a tabletop role-playing game. The differences between AFRPGs and RPGs are minimal and have more to do with an arbitrary separation of age-associated play practices than any structural dissimilarity. The best and perhaps only way to describe a role-playing game in any detail is to involve the reader in one.

Part III. Arguments for a pre-ethnography

      There may be people who can accurately capture and describe aspects of culture they are intimately familiar with without needing any practice, but I am not one of them. The definition and description of role-playing games I placed in my thesis prospectus was clumsy, but it would have been absolutely unintelligible without the experiences I gained in Writing Culture across two papers on the topic. I had originally intended to devote this paper to the combination of all my semester work on RPGs, but I found it more insightful to focus on a more basic problem of better-describing RPGs in what seems like an innovative way. As an aspect of my thesis project’s research design I intend to compose a pre-ethnography which completes the synthesis I intended to achieve here. This micro-ethnography will allow me to continue practicing and experimenting with the representation of RPG culture, a process that is usually reserved for the period of time after research. If I were to attempt this representation for the first time under the pressures of thesis draft deadlines, I might be able to pull it off but likely I would encounter a great deal of frustration. In situations where student-anthropologists are so familiar with their research topics that they have a hard time knowing where to begin describing them, the composition of a pre-ethnography seems like an essential first step. The approach of this paper will become a major part of this step.

Appendix I. Endnotes

[1]: A newbie is someone who is new to the game.
[2]: [by the way, I tend to use her instead of  “his or her”] Obviousness in this sense is cryptotypically defined. Players might know when the separation is violated but might not be able to explain why some references to the real are acceptable but others are just plain silly. Much of this has to do with the feel of the moment, with the fit of the ideological breach with the context of the game. Thus, at a dramatic moment in a role-playing game, it would probably be as acceptable for a character in a Tolkien-themed role-playing game to tell her Orcish opponent “I will strike down upon thee with great malice and furious anger…” (a direct reference to the movie Pulp Fiction and the character Jules played by Samuel L. Jackson), as it would be to say “Kill orc-folk!…Drive away bad air and darkness with bright iron!” (Tolkien III 1987: 109).

[3]: See http://www.wordspy.com/words/metrosexual.asp for an explanation…

[4]: The dark matter problem as described in the following text: “…another long-standing problem of astrophysics, which deals with identifying the unseen mass (referred to as dark matter) responsible for certain characteristics of galactic rotational velocity curves and the gravitational interactions between galaxies, may be solved by the existence of WIMPSs.” (Carroll and Ostlie 1996: 394). This is a wild aside, but “wimps” are weakly interacting massive particles, such as neutrinos, hundreds of which are passing through your body each second you read this, out of your body and through the Earth usually encountering no resistance. Since astronomers can measure the rotational speed of distant galaxies, and since they can obtain a good estimate of the types and amount of stars in a galaxy by looking at a spectra of the light it produces, the two measures (in terms of the total mass of the galaxy, which affects both the rotational speed and the light pattern) were compared to one another. As it turns out, for most galaxies they didn’t match up – at all; 90% of most galactic mass is composed of stuff that does not produce light – hence dark matter – and neutrinos are one variety of massive darkness.

[5]: If we consider the ever-growing gap between science and the lay mentality generally, as well as specifically between anthropology and essentialist American attitudes, the need for interesting anthropological writing that most everyone can absorb is incalculably large. We need more anthropology in the style of Margaret Mead than we do in that of Michael Silverstein [certainly a distinguished and intelligent author, but].

[6]: For example: consider the following excerpt from Political Leadership among Swat Pathans…

“In what follows I choose to look at these conflicts, not as disputes to be settled by recourse to law, but as political contests. This emphasis corresponds to the point of view generally adopted by my informants. It is also particularly suitable in the empirical situation, since the outcome of such conflicts is decisive for the political careers of leaders” (Barth 1959: 73).

Most of the text reads like this; the reader is occasionally told that “Informants agreed…” (84), that “This picture is based on my own impressions and on the statements of informants” (79), or “This emphasis corresponds to the point of view generally adopted by my informants…” (73), but we hardly ever hear the emic voices supposedly driving these interpretations. There is no story, no chance to get absorbed into the illusion, and every example drives on toward the larger point. It is hardly possible to read this work and come away with an alternate interpretation. Even placed in its temporal context, this work is dry and lacking – particularly compared to earlier authors such as Malinowski (and I don’t mean to make a career out of attacking this work..but).

[7]: One of my favorite excerpts from the course readings captures this idea perfectly…

“Those people are just theorizing.” Isaac nudged the water glass a millimeter to the right, then finally looked up. “How can you say anything about someone else’s practice unless you know it from the inside?”

     Charity could see he was hurt. Was it the baby, the Shabbat, or the place inside her where the two joined? She chose to answer Isaac’s question as a professional. “I guess that’s an old problem in anthropology,” she said. “How much can bystanders , what we call participant observers, really understand?” Do you have to dress up in feathers to say what’s going on in a war dance? Do you have to know grief from the inside to understand mortuary rites?” (Narayan 1995: 38)

[8]: The borrowing of elements from Star Trek and Star Wars is most apparent.

[9]: A recent E-mail conversation I was having on a variety of these topics is listed below in its raw form. My text is marked with a “>” and the later reply is unmarked.

>One of the ideologies I carry around when I role play involves the idea
>that "character knowledge" should be separate from "player knowledge," an
>idiom we have no doubt heard a thousand times. I was thinking of the ways
>in which this idiom/ideology gets applied as I role play and I came up with
>the following rough domains...
>**personal relationships in the real world should not carry over into the
>game: Thus, I should be just as willing to wack my wife's character as I
>am any other.
Agreed, of course it might be interesting to build the relationship or the
exact opposite of the relationship into the game. (wife&hubby are mates in
the game/wife&hubby are enemies)
>**knowledge of game mechanics: in character, the ideal implies that we
>should avoid having our PCs min/max, choose weaponry based solely on their
>damage potential and so on. This also relates to statements like "Arineon,
>cast magic missile at the wizard! It has a casting time of 1!" and so on.
I have issues w/ this one because it depends on how it's stated... Arineon knows
which of his spells is the quickest to cast, and that he needs to hit that other
wizard fast before he gets his spell off. Likewise, Gunther the Impregnible
always uses Tivarian Battle-axe as opposed to his Fenorian Whip because he
likes the way it Really Tears Into his opponents.
>**direct reference to the real world: in character the ideal implies that
>we should avoid contemporary/pop cultural [?] idioms such as "my dwarf
>busts a cap in his ass," "listen up hippie..." and so on. This also
>applies to directly referring to technology, science knowledge, Marxism,
>real world figures and so on.
This is a good one... our knowledge of physics, political science, astronomy.
I know a dwarf and a half-elf who knew way too much about govt. ;)
>It is interesting to consider what we try to edit out and what slips under
>our role-playing radar. It is, of course, impossible to abandon our
>respective languacultures, our familiar ruts of perception so to speak,
>but I think we might fool ourselves into thinking we CAN sometimes.
>What do you think? What violations of player/character knowledge
>separation are most noticeable, and which are less noticeable? To what
>extent does the general American unfamiliarity with cultural
>relativism/constructivism play a role here?
Well, from a direct historical standpoint we're way off. Concept of love was
out, arranged marriages in, people wouldn't ask some strange adventuring
party to handle their problems, if the local baron couldn't handle it he'd send
to the count/duke/etc. The way we play medieval culturally is more like the
wild west.
[10]: Indeed, as this paper has taken on a life of its own in the process of writing it. I originally intended to combine the two earlier role-playing game micro-ethnography papers into one larger one, but now it seems best to use the action figure session as a way to describe tabletop role-playing games in a way the other papers could not have. 

[11]: A term which comes from Garry Allen Fine’s text Shared Fantasy.
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Appendix III. Images and Extras

Star Destroyer Vehicle, side view

Notice the front laser cannon, missing central hatch door under the top deck, and decal computer terminals
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Star Destroyer Vehicle, Inner Detail

The central raised dome is from Empire Strikes Back : the scene where Darth Vader’s helmet is removed. The 3 visible pegs sticking out of the gray plastic deck material are meant to fit into holes in the action figure’s feet so that they can stand easily.


[image: image2.wmf] 


Assorted Action Figures: Red background are Star Wars and Green Background Are GI Joe. Relevant Star Wars figures include Darth Vader (first row, 2nd from the left), Luke Skywalker (first row, 5th from the left), R2D2 (second row, 2nd from the left) and Hammerhead Alien (second row, first on the right). In the GI Joe group Cobra Commander is in the first row, second from the left.
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Appendix IV. Excerpts From The Previous Papers

 A Change of Scene: a writing exorcise and micro-ethnography of a fantasy role-playing session parts I and II.
Paper I.

     A detailed description of the setting is important to any role playing scene, since the action occurs in mental space. Allow me to describe the scene as I would if we were role playing: from here on I will be speaking “in character” until I signal otherwise.

     You are in my den, a 20’ wide, 35’ long room with painted white cinderblock walls, a relatively new cream-brown carpet one might expect to find in a townhouse of this sort, and a plain white ceiling. This less than spacious room contains several tall, free-standing book shelves along the East wall and a metal, fake-wood surfaced computer desk one might find at NAU’s property surplus in the NW corner. Dangling Christmas lights drape and wander across the ceiling with an occasional burned out bulb over a window with closed blinds centered in the middle of the south wall. The central feature rests in the middle of the room and occupies the majority of the space: a large, wooden, octagonal table with a curious homemade-plywood leaf whose rough, light-colored textures contrast sharply with the smooth, dark, false-oak patterns of the table itself. The leaf is decorated with pencil, pen, and black-marker inscriptions. Some of these markings are faded, others fresh, some seem like random scribbles and others seem well laid out; you notice that the ones closest to the edge of the table, where players would have rested their arms and spilled drinks and rubbed powdered doughnut droppings and rested greasy Del-Taco delicacies over the span of years of gaming sessions are the inscriptions showing the most wear. Facing where I am sitting, at the head and North end of the table, is a thick-lined and ill drawn marker depiction of a handled grinding device with the phrase “welcome to the meat grinder” written underneath it. Adjacent to it lies a bordered box drawn in pen labeled with the phrase “zone for d20s deemed too lethal.” Drawn prominently in heavy marker down the edge of the east side of the board is the phrase, in quotation marks, “To our good fortune and the disappointments of the Gods.” Scattered about the remainder of the plywood surface are other quotes and perhaps fifty tombstones of various designs, each set with names and quotes and descriptions; there are no inscriptions in the center of the board, which is somewhat out of your reach as you sit in a folding metal chair at the West end of the table near my own comfy, larger, padded seat. The tombstones nearest you are labeled sub clevious the tentative, Liam the Kender, Bedlam Pandemonious chaos paladin translator, one tombstone in particular catches your eye: it is decorated with two horns, one is depicted as breaking off, the text inside the stone reads Cadroll the Dainty “ironfang” and a nearby line of text obviously drawn close enough to be in association reads “I’m not very dainty but I can learn!” Random quotes written at various angles to your perspective read 8 more points to become a GOD, “Can You Put a Cast on a Monkey? –Mighty Quinn,” as well as “I don’t want to bite any young girls, I’m a good priest!” Your seat is somewhat uncomfortable. 

     There are a variety of usual and not so usual artifacts sitting on the table. Cans of soda are everywhere, mechanical pencils and heavily used stacks of perhaps five to ten pieces of paper (with pencil inscriptions heavily erased and worn) reside in front of where other players would be sitting (“they,” all six of them, went out on a food run a few minutes ago knowing full well it would take a while for you to get introduced into the game); most of these stacks of paper have graph paper stuffed in them somewhere, none are all of the same paper type (some college ruled, some not, some have lines, some look like computer paper), some are stacked neatly in piles or stored in three ring binders and others are haphazardly placed – you noticed someone refer to them as “characters.” The top pages you can see, with the exception of those you can’t read, all have similar words written on them like “alignment: chaotic good,” “alignment: lawful evil” “hit points” with a two or three digit number written after them, “strength,” “constitution,” “fate points” and so forth. In fact, many of the words are associated with numbers and for the most part each “character” has unique numbers. In the center of the table you can see a large wooden bowl overflowing with polyhedral dice of various opacities and colors; at least the guy sitting at the head of the table referred to them as dice but few of them look like the familiar 6 sided dice you have used in other games before – they range from “four sided dice” to “one hundred sided dice” and just before everyone left to go get food someone snatched several of the head-of-the-table guy’s twenty sided dice away, saying to him “you know you aren’t allowed to use those.” You get the feeling that certain dice are used by certain people, that some are luckier than others, that some “roll low” but are for some reason are just as useful as those which “roll high.” When the other people selected their dice a few minutes ago they spent time rolling certain ones over and over again such that the collective sound of bouncing dice on tabletop was getting somewhat annoying; you also noticed that they grouped their dice in small clusters in front of them and tried to keep other people from taking “their dice.” Aside from the dice and paper and cans of soda a bag of Doritos sits on the table, as do several books. The ones positioned so you can see their titles are labeled “players handbook”, “monstrous compendium,” and “psionics handbook.” That these books resemble perhaps a hundred other books on a nearby shelf, and that someone referred to them as “rule books” seems somewhat intimidating, despite the fact that someone else told you “oh, don’t worry, you don’t really have to know the rules, all you have to do is play,” which sounded at the time rather illogical. The only other person here at the moment, the guy at the North end of the table (who everyone else had called “D-M” as if those were his initials), puts a small pile of loose leaf in front of you along with a mechanical pencil that he shakes and checks over. He begins to speak…

[DM]: Have you ever played a role playing game before?

[you]: No.

[DM]: Well, I guess the best way to begin to describe the game would be to compare it to a choose-your-own adventure book..did you ever read one of those when you were a kid?

[you]: ya, I guess so, but…you mean like where you turn to certain pages when the book asks you what you want to do right?

[DM]: Exactly..a role playing game is like that, in that you take on the role of a character in a story who is presented with choices, but unlike the choose-your-own-adventure books you aren’t given a pre-determined set of choices. I remember when I used to read those damn books I was always frustrated with the choices, what do you mean I have to have to hide in the closet or stand there confused as the killer walks in? What kind of choice is that? Basically, the game goes like this. I am the storyteller, the author so to speak, the Dungeonmaster, DM, or Game Master. My job is to set the scene, to animate the characters that everyone else runs into during the story. You play the role of a character that we are going to create in a few minutes. All the action takes place in your mind, just as if you were reading a book, except that you decide what your character is going to do…

[you]: So I just imagine it all, but how do I act out the character, do we get up and act out scenes or something?

[Dungeonmaster]: We NEVER get up and act anything out..when people do we tend to tackle and sedate them [he smiles]. But really it goes like this, I describe the setting, what is going on around the characters, where they are in the story, and everyone imagines being in that situation, as their characters. Since everyone has spent time before hand determining how strong they are, what they look like, what their moral orientation is..or rather what their character’s traits are, it is relatively easy to imagine being in the scene as that particular character. You can see how the different states overlap. As the storyteller, my job is to describe everything that I think your characters would notice or sense, but along the way feel free to ask questions like “do I smell anything?” and so on since it is not always possible to describe everything that could be in the scene. All you do to participate in the scene is tell everyone else what your character is doing. For example, I might say “You are sitting in the corner of an Inn hall..it is night time and the only light sources come from a few lanterns hanging from thick wooden posts that support the sagging plank ceiling. There are perhaps ten, crudely crafted square tables in the room and you are seated at one of them. There are a few smoking, laughing, drinking patrons whose features seem grizzled and worn in the low lighting” I might make a map of the room so it is easier to picture the scene. I might then ask “what are you doing,” and you, imagining being in the room, just tell me what you want to do; if you speak to people I will try to speak back in character, if you ask questions like, “is anyone at the table closest to me”, I will tell you so long as your character could know. If it all works out properly, you will find that the actions flow and are easy to picture just as if you were reading the story.

[you]: So what are all the dice for?

[Dungeonmaster]: The game element. Whenever something could or could not happen in the game, we might roll dice to see what happens. Suppose you wanted to throw a mug at one of the customers in the Inn scene? There are rules governing what dice to roll and what number you would need to roll on them to successfully hit one of the customers. Not all dice rolls are for violent acts in the game, but many of them are.

[you]: So how do you win? What is the point of the game?

[Dungeonmaster]: In most role playing games the only point is to have fun. The stories usually continue from session to session and people usually use the same characters, so long as they survive. There is a point system in the game, but it is not the focus necessarily; they are called experience points, and the storyteller gives them out at the end of the session as a type of reward for coming up with good ideas, completing aspects of the story, defeating antagonists, and so on. As characters amass enough of these points, assuming they survive, they can “go up levels,” as we say, get more experienced at their abilities and generally become better characters. It might all seem a bit confusing at this point but role playing is really something you have to do to understand it. So lets start by making your character.

[you] Ok, so what do we do?

[Dungeonmaster]: We need to first define your character in terms of a few quantitative character traits we call “stats” or statistics. These are, and you might want to write these down in a list [he looks at you and your paper as if he wants you to begin writing, so you pick up the pencil and wait], strength, intelligence, wisdom, dexterity, constitution, charisma, comeliness, luck, and speed [he pauses between stats as you write them down]. Good. Next we need to assign these stats values, but instead of just choosing the numbers we roll them on a set of dice [he sets the dice bowl down in front of you and picks out a standard, familiar dice]. You need four regular six sided dice to begin. Whenever role players refer to groups of dice they usually say some thing like 4d6, which would refer to four six sided dice. 2d12 would refer to two twelve sided dice, and so on, so pick out 4d6 that you think are particularly lucky.

[you]: [digging through the dice bowl trying to differentiate dice types, feeling somewhat on stage at the moment in an unfamiliar scene perhaps]: how would I know which ones are lucky?

[Dungeonmaster]: Good point, just pick four that you like. I have found that these types are luckier that most [holding up a faded-yellow six sided die with black pips he snatches from the bowl].

[you]: [after a few moments you pick four that appeal to you in some aesthetic sense].

[Dungeonmaster]: Ok, what we are going to do is roll the four dice nine times. Each time you roll them you add up the three highest dice, discarding the lowest roll. You can also re-roll ones on the first roll.

[you]: you mean just once?

[Dungeonmaster]: Well, once each of the nine rolls…ya I suppose that is a bit confusing but lets just go ahead and roll the dice and I’ll show you how it works.

[you]: [you end up with the numbers 13, 12, 16, 17, 14, 10, 18, 15, and 9. The DM has been writing down the numbers and shows them to you. The 18 was in fact a 16 but he changed it’s value saying “I think that was an 18…beginners luck I suppose, new players need a bit of an edge”]. So now what?

[Dungeonmaster]: Just place the numbers where you want across the nine stats there you wrote down on the paper. These choices will determine the profession of your character to some degree. It is kind of a tradition to let new players choose their stats and then to show then what choices are open for character professions afterward based on their choices. If you had played before you would know that, for example, wizards need relatively high intelligence scores for example, but just go ahead and place the numbers where you want, with the high scores in the areas that you think are most important. Keep in mind that certain scores, like luck and dexterity, are significant to any type of character, so you might want to place higher scores in those stats.

[you]: what kinds of characters are there? It seems like I should know before I place the numbers.

[DM]: Well, the setting is Tolkien-style fantasy, so there are character professions, we say “classes,” in the traditional fantasy fictional areas like warrior, wizard, priest, and rogue. There are other types but these are the main genres. Warriors generally have a high strength and constitution, wizards intelligence, priests wisdom, and rogues focus on charisma and dexterity to get them through stories. But really the stats don’t predetermine your choice of character class, or profession that is, and we can always change the numbers afterward, so just go ahead and place the numbers how you want.

     You start to get the feeling that the numbers are overly significant, and the DM tells you over and over again that you can re-roll the numbers as many times as you want. You spend time rolling up three more lists of numbers until you get one that satisfies you. Damn this takes a long time! Before you can even place the numbers all the other players return and begin setting their items on the table as if displaying them: more cases of soda, candy bars, a special fountain drink for the DM [and he replies “I’ll be sure to include this in the XP” whatever that means], food from Wendy’s and Del Taco. The noise level raises considerably as the other players joke with one another, search for more dice, and ask you unusual questions like “what are you going to be?” “Have you chosen an alignment yet? I wouldn’t recommend chaotic evil, the last character who was chaotic evil pissed off Dartagneous and died pretty fast.” You wonder who the hell Dartagneous is.

Paper II.

     The break in time since you have read part I. is inconvenient as it disrupts the action of the story thus far; in role playing games this occurs quite often – there is almost never a lengthy period of time in which everyone stays in character, in which the mental action flows as easily as it would in the case of an eager Harry Potter fan reading the latest installment cover to cover. Players occasionally get up from the table, breaks are called for food and drink runs, and once in a while the real world pushes its demands into our shared fantasy and requires the game to pause. 

     The typical character generation session presented in part I. was far from over: it is not uncommon to spend in excess of two hours designing a new character and a description of this process, even in its shortest possible manifestation, does not easily fit within this format. Role playing games, particularly what are known as “pen and paper” role playing games, require large amounts of time and preparation. Role playing games (rpgs) performed in other formats, on-line for example in such electronic spaces as Dr. Riner’s Solsys simulation or in the popular Everquest multi-user domain (MUD), can be moved in and out of as the player wishes with little thought to the enjoyment of other participants. This is both a factor of scale and of format. At any one time in a MUD there may be hundreds or even thousands of players logged in at one time. If someone leaves their computer for a moment, the other players still active at their terminals are not going to stop and wait for them, especially if they do not know the player or character. In fact, in some of the more impersonal battle-oriented MUDs, an inactive character might just be killed-off by an active character who encounters it. Sometimes a player might join up with other players and have their characters go and do something collectively, but this is not required and does not usually mean that if one of the characters goes inactive the others will wait for them..they will just continue the action. Considering the multiple ways in which a character can go inactive, and these range from computer problems, internet connections expiring, player bathroom trips and so on, it would be difficult to judge how long it would take for a player to return to the game in an on-line environment. Even when pauses are marked in typed text (characters can “speak” to one another in this way) with “brb” (be right back) messages and so forth, the time pause can be a few moments or tens of minutes, or never depending on the circumstances. When players at my game sessions leave the gaming space outside of a group-break, they have to consider that the rest of us may be waiting for them to return before we can continue play.

     Down time can occur during a role playing session at the table in other ways as well. It is not uncommon to have everyone (players and DM – recall this refers to a Dungeon Master, the story teller and referee) sitting around the table ready to play but unable to as a consequence of side discussions or game-level realities. Before I can address these realities, before I can delve into embodiment and timesense in role playing generally, I will need to refocus our attention on what a role playing game is.

     While you were reading part I. of this larger paper, you were in a small sense role playing in that you were imagining being in a scene as a type of character. This character was essentially a mental projection of yourself, most likely from a first-person perspective [5]; recall that in a role playing game you almost never play yourself but rather play the role of a character you design that is “appropriate” to the game setting in the sense that, traditionally and aesthetically, it seems to “fit” in the genre of the game. Thus, in Dungeons and Dragons, a role playing game derived from a Tolkien-type fantasy setting, players play the role of hobbits and elves and humans but generally not Klingons or comic-book style superheroes (which can be found in other games). If you were “really” role playing in part I. there would have been  spontaneous interaction that is not possible as a reader of a text – after all, the action here can only end one way. You would have been free to ask the other characters in the scene (which were all real world style characters – players of a role playing game) what the phrases on the table meant for example. In character you can do whatever you want, limited only by prior realities that we want to maintain out of some sense of continuity. Thus, if your character in part I. were described as a “creative and rational anthropologist exploring a role playing game,” and you as a player decided to pick up a chair and hit another character with it, the DM overseeing the game session might point out that an anthropologist would not be likely to do that, and that in so doing you would be violating the spirit of who the character is [6]. 

     You as player might decide that your character wanted to go exploring beyond the confines of the den described in part I. You might ask the DM “can I see any exits?,” and the DM might say, “yes, there are three exits..a white paneled, metallic front door set to the left side of the North wall, a set of stairs leading up in the NW corner, and a hallway leading South..” Now, as it often happens in role playing games, players will want to explore areas that are not well fleshed out and prepared by the DM. If your character wanted to, say, go out the front door and run into the parking lot, and the DM had not before hand designed the parking lot, then all of the sudden the game has the potential to stop or slow down. The skill, experience, and gaming style of the DM plays a large role here. Some DMs are more aware that downtime is occurring than others, and some try to avoid it more than others. The DM in this case might just engage in impromptu creation and make up the setting and game events as you explore the unexpected. You as a player would of course want to know a variety of details to help you play your role – perhaps how many cars are in the parking lot, what types of cars they are, what the weather is like, whether or not there are people around, ambient smells and sounds – anything that seemed appropriate or necessary at the moment. DMs tend to describe the scene in a way that captures, from their perspective, the more significant aspects of it, and experience (as well as familiarity with various attending players) provides DMs with some sense of how much detail to give and how much to avoid and conceal. A detail-rich explanation of every license plate, every make and model of car present, as well as a detailed map of the surrounding kilometer of outside space would be excessive in this situation, although some DMs might try to give the players exactly this – and these players would get exponentially more bored as they sat through the explanation and waited for the map to be drawn. The better the DM, at least from the perspective of my own group, the better she is at describing only what can be perceived. A one kilometer radius around the parking lot, drawn to a 1 square = 10 square meters scale, is not something that characters could know. Thus, I would not present you with such a map if your character ran into the parking lot. By the same logic, if I as DM decided to place an invisible parking attendant (perhaps inappropriate for my neighborhood, but it would be more appropriate to the setting that, say, an invisible dragon) somewhere in your line of sight, I would not mention his presence when you as player asked me “what do I see out there?” While DMs are on-the-spot creating scenes and events, they must simultaneously balance a variety of concerns, including setting appropriateness (dragons or parking attendants), aesthetic feel – which relates to the concept of appropriateness but also includes a sense of whether or not the scene seems realistic (perhaps I might ad in ambient traffic noises and cracked pavement to the scene, but not swooping dragons), ecology (dragons do not live next to college students), the perspective of characters and their perceptual abilities (can your character see invisible or hear details in the ambient traffic noises or see a car moving down the street?), the flow of in-game time and above-game time (is this description taking too long? While your character is out exploring the parking lot how does this temporally align with the actions of the other characters?), as well as the overall performance of the explanation speech act. Players are perhaps the toughest crowds of all to please on a regular basis [7].

     This brings us back to the game-level realities, since along side of all this a game with rules and conventions is being played. Once your character steps out the front door into the parking lot, the DM might draw upon some of these rules and ask you to roll a perception check (a die roll made on a 20 sided dice – recall we would say a d20 – which is modified by your character’s statistics relevant to perception). If you rolled high enough on the dice, the DM might go into a bit more detail than usual on some significant aspect of the scene – or  she might just explain the scene as usual, sometimes a DM has to have dice rolled regularly so that players don’t pick up on certain die rolls as indexes of danger or future encounters that their characters could not be aware of. Centrifuge is a common tool; when I DM I frequently roll dice for no reason other than to suggest that something might be occurring. Clearly, pausing to roll dice adds to the amount of time spent on the game, particularly when reference books, character sheets, and DM notes have to be consulted in order to determine the significance of particular die rolls. In our running example, you might have to look at your character sheet to find your bonuses or penalties to the perception roll – the more experienced the DMs and players are the less time gets spent on such things. These types of “game mechanics” issues can get even more complicated during combat scenes, a major focus of the rules; throughout the game role players have to be aware of the rules and conventions as if they were another level of physical laws that hover about the reality of the fantasy. Not only does the presence of an invisible parking attendant complicate the scene, we have to consider how this particular game treats invisibility generally. We have to draw upon not only the rules but prior interpretations of these rules, our own understanding of physics in the real world, of the nature of photons for example, and how these often contradicting takes have been negotiated in the past. Perhaps they have not been encountered before, and now we will have to decide how it all functions in the game. The DM is the official referee and, generally speaking, has the final word, but seldom are the decisions of the DM made without group input of some form. All of this has a real effect on not only the amount of time spent on the game, but also on player perceptions of time, a topic I would like to explore in section III. Of this paper.

Endnotes From Paper II.

[5]: As people who role play get more used to the game, they learn to readjust their “mental camera angle” to a variety of perspectives, above the action, from the perspective of various characters and so forth. This happens while we read as well, but it seems as if the author’s focus becomes the reader’s own more than during an role playing game, where the action is co-constructed and to some degree everyone is an active author. One of the more interesting aspects of the game is that at any one time, none of these camera angles are likely to be the same.

[6]: In this section of the paper we are now two levels removed from reality, at a level of meta-communication in which we are speaking about part I. as if it actually were a role playing game session as opposed to a section in a writing assignment.

[7]: I just read this section to my wife and commented on how much a DM has to balance simultaneously during the game; she replied “that’s exactly why I don’t like to DM – there is too much to balance.” Overall there is the sense among most players that being a Dungeon Master (we call it DMing) it too much work, too frustrating, and this paragraph outlays why this is so.
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