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Abstract 
 

Games and play have long remained minor subjects of study within anthropology. This thesis 

calls attention to this potentially rich area of study through a focus on the Tabletop 

Role-Playing Game (TTRPG) hobby and its flagship game Dungeons & Dragons (D&D). 

Through participant observation and semi-structured interviews, this project explores the 

D&D community in and beyond Stockholm, Sweden and discusses several concepts with rich 

histories in anthropology in tandem with this novel, underexplored fieldsite.  

Drawing on classic texts from the likes of Pierre Clastres and Marshall Sahlins, this thesis 

explores the unique leadership qualities and tasks of the role of the Dungeon Master (DM) as 

they negotiate and mediate with players at their table to cultivate a healthy and satisfying 

gaming environment. Players' relationships with their dice and practices carried out to 

attempt to control them enable discussions of luck and superstition in play in dialogue with 

previous literature on indeterminacy from anthropologists like Thomas Malaby and Roberte 

Hamayon. Finally, the unique entity which comprises the D&D community of the twenty-first 

century is such that previous approaches to understanding modern cultural flows prove 

inadequate, leading to the development of a new concept, the metascape, which expands our 

understanding of today’s intricate and complex sociocultural forms in an ever-increasingly 

digital world.  

 

Keywords: negotiation, leadership, cultural flows, luck  
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Introduction 
This thesis will focus on the gaming subculture of Tabletop Role-Playing Games 

(TTRPGs) and specifically its most popular game Dungeons & Dragons (D&D). These are 

games which resist strict definition as each group plays them differently at their table and 

each player seeks a different experience through them. In these games, players embody 

characters and dictate their actions in a world controlled by one participant, the Game Master 

(GM), or Dungeon Master (DM) in the case of D&D, who acts as the game’s guide and 

adjudicator. The DM embodies and controls all aspects of the world (including the vast 

majority of its people), with players portraying their own characters through whom the 

adventure is facilitated. Most of the time, the DM presents challenges to players and players 

set goals to be mediated by the DM. In moments of uncertainty, dice are used as resolution, 

such as if someone wishes to harm another and the target would defend themself.  

Every table is unique and has great latitude in setting the tone, focus, and style of their 

game. Some tables wish to tell a great story, others simply wish to kill monsters and acquire 

treasures; many tables are somewhere in between. These games combine aspects of strategy, 

performance, improvisation, writing, etc. making them difficult to parse out in text. 

Fundamental to the game is the relationship between the DM and players. No description 

could do justice to the multivariate experiences and approaches possible in these games and 

no ethnography could ever tell the full story. There are near-infinite ways to approach, think 

about, and enjoy this hobby; it is fundamentally pluralistic. All that can be done here is to 

explore a slice of what one ethnography can uncover. A glossary is included at the end of this 

document for reference purposes as D&D and TTRPGs as a whole involve plenty of jargon.  

I am interested in this subculture, in part, due to my own personal experiences within 

it, as I have been playing D&D and other games like it for several years now. That being said, 

there is unique potential in this subculture, particularly for anthropologists, who I believe are 

uniquely suited to explore it and who have barely done so thus far (Mizer 2019; Boon 2022). 

Play and games themselves have often been secondary in anthropological research if any 

attention is paid to them at all. Of course there are some anthropologists who have made play 

and games a primary focus but the major figures who have are yet to have examined the 

TTRPG subculture closely. If observed at all, games are often viewed as merely emblematic 

of a broader cultural factor rather than as ends (or fields) of their own (Malaby 2009; Watson 

2019). Specific aspects of these games also can grant us insights into broader phenomena; for 

example, studying and understanding the position of Dungeon Master involves exploring vast 
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nuances of authority and how one inhabits, maintains, and navigates a position of authority in 

an environment not predicated on the potential use of violent force.  

​ While I developed several research questions over the course of this project, I would 

liken my approach more to the inductive ethnographic inquiries of yore, aiming to investigate 

what is “there” from a more open perspective rather than targeting specific aspects of a 

well-known and potentially well-researched field.  

With that said, I would characterize the primary research questions underpinning this 

thesis as follows: “What is the role of the Dungeon Master relative to their players and how 

do they navigate this odd leadership position?”, “What role do dice play in gameplay and 

how do players interact with their dice?”, and “How can the multi-faceted, multimedia D&D 

community which has emerged online be conceptualized, identified, and understood?”. These 

questions line up with the three ethnography chapters in this thesis (found in Part 2) and some 

related questions are explored within each. Exploring these research questions means 

contributing to anthropological research on leadership, negotiation, luck, superstition, ritual, 

and new cultural forms in our increasingly digital world. Beyond this, this project is, to my 

knowledge, the first conducted with these particular theoretical approaches (detailed in 

Chapter 2) on this subject.  

​ D&D is played all over the world. Official data is not available so most estimates rely 

on things like Google search trend data which seem to consistently show that the majority of 

interest in D&D exists within the Anglosphere as well as in European countries where 

English proficiency is common. As I discuss in Chapter 6, conceptualizing this playerbase 

and the community which has emerged within it in the Internet era is incredibly complex and 

resists standard approaches interested in identifying a community by buildings, 

neighborhoods, cities, nations, etc. There is a fundamentally transnational component to this 

field and this fact does not prevent my findings here from being indicative of facets of this 

vast community; it is, in fact, my exact argument in Chapter 6 that no single node of this 

community can truly be viewed in isolation from the whole. There is a constant dialogue 

within this community that even impacts the games and gameplay of those who would not 

consider themselves participants in the community.  

​ In terms of structure, Part 1 of this thesis begins with a bit of background on the study 

of games and play followed by background on Dungeons & Dragons as well as a discussion 

of the limited extant literature within anthropology on the subject; we’ll also discuss some of 

the more noteworthy anthropological literature from which several of my thematic interests 

are drawn. Next, a discussion of method and the complexities of constructing the field (Amit 
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2000) for this fieldwork follows as well as the necessary methodological considerations. To 

open Part 2, I’ve provided a brief example scenario of what a game of D&D actually looks 

like in practice. From there we will enter into the three ethnographic chapters of this thesis, 

beginning with the complex leadership and mediation role that being a Dungeon Master 

entails and fundamentally how a DM interacts with players. The two chapters which follow 

are briefer explorations of the unique powers that dice hold over the game and its 

participants, before concluding with a discussion of the intriguing form which the D&D 

community has evolved into in the last decade due to its growing presence on the Internet and 

how this manifests in play and conversation all throughout the community.  
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Part 1: Preparation 

 
 
 
 

 
 

“Play is, if anything, the basis of all 

physical reality, it’s the ultimate natural 

principle. And if you think of the world 

that way, it’s a very different place.” 

-​ David Graeber 

 

Chuck Mertz: Fun with David Graeber (2014)
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1. Previous Research 

Research is inherently playful. David Graeber expresses this in the essay “What’s the 

Point If We Can’t Have Fun?” (2014), which played a role in inspiring this thesis. Graeber 

spends the essay (playfully) attempting to upend centuries of ethological knowledge to offer 

the alternative position that rather than the Darwinian approaches which have guided studies 

of animal and human behavior, a “principle of ludic freedom” underlies the behavior of 

sentient beings (Graeber 2014). He admits that he is “not even saying that the position I’m 

suggesting here–that there is a play principle at the basis of all physical reality–is necessarily 

true” (ibid.). Rather, he is himself engaging in a bit of play, finishing the essay by wryly 

asking the reader “Now wasn’t that fun?” I begin with this to establish a baseline key to 

engaging with this thesis as a whole: that Graeber understood, as many do, that to identify 

patterns and make connections, make observations, engage with interlocutors, etc. is to play 

with culture and society and the ideas they contain. Here specifically, we will play with play. 

Thomas Malaby, the eminent anthropologist of games and play, talks about the 

unpredictable, chaotic aspects of games, which he terms the “indeterminacy” of games, 

stating that:   

...by being indeterminate in their outcomes, [games] encapsulate (albeit in a contrived fashion) 

the open-endedness of everyday life. As I have presented elsewhere, an approach to games 

that acknowledges this indeterminacy looks quite different from its past treatments. It 

connects games to other domains of experience by showing how they contain the same kinds 

of unpredictabilities and constraints that saturate our experience elsewhere, albeit combined in 

a contrived fashion. Viewed this way, games assume a powerful relationship to human 

practice and social process. (Malaby 2009, pp. 207-8)   

Johan Huizinga, the first major scholar of games and play, points out in Homo Ludens how 

“[c]ivilization is, in its earliest phases, played. It does not come from play … it arises in and 

as play, and never leaves it” (Huizinga 1949, p. 173). This is the so-called ‘play-element’ 

within culture that Huizinga wished to highlight, something he believed the world had been 

abandoning in the last few centuries, “threatened by the drive for efficiency and the 

routinization of experience it brought” (Malaby 2009, p. 210). Huizinga’s argument has been 

validated by the work of Graeber & Wengrow (2021), who demonstrated how the course of 

human history is “less set in stone, and more full of playful possibilities, than we tend to 

assume” (ibid., p. 25). In their argument, play was once far more foundational to the shaping 

of culture, economics, social organization, and more; today, what little sites of play remain 

could be our window into this imaginative and experimental potential that we’ve seemingly 
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lost. Perhaps by shining a brighter light on play or emphasizing it in our practice, we might 

begin to escape the ‘stuck’ thinking we find ourselves within (ibid.). 

It would seem that anthropologists generally disregard or reduce games and play at 

worst to irrelevancy and at best to pieces of larger cultural puzzles which do little more than 

exemplify cultural phenomena rather than stand on their own as noteworthy (Watson 2019). 

There are of course academics who do study games; what we now call ludology or game 

studies began with Johann Huizinga’s Homo Ludens (1949). Soon after, Roger Caillois 

expanded on Huizinga’s work with Man, Play and Games (1962). We can credit these early 

scholars with providing such concepts as the magic circle and the agonistic features of games. 

Early texts within anthropology itself are Geertz’s Balinese Cockfight (1972) and Bateson’s 

“Theory of Play and Fantasy” within his Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972); however, 

through these limited noteworthy examples, it becomes clear that anthropology would do 

well to pay more direct attention to games and play going forward.  

A recent exception is Roberte Hamayon’s Why We Play: An Anthropological Study 

(2016). Hamayon admonishes anthropologists for ignoring games and play and relegating 

them to secondary status behind concepts like sport and ritual. She argues that this gap in 

research can be explained by early Christian hatred for Roman circus games and that this 

disdain has survived the centuries and inspired a broad “Western” perspective that games are 

not worth serious consideration. While pointing out that there is little anthropological work 

on the subject, she aims to use her own fieldwork studying the Games of the Buryat people in 

Mongolia and Siberia to provide a generalizing understanding of play.  

Hamayon abandons the concept of game, stating that play is the key subject and 

informs game itself. She mentions many classic texts of anthropology like Mauss’s The Gift 

(2016) and engages with Huizinga and Caillois’s ideas as well. Hamayon’s conclusions rely 

upon her findings among the Buryat people and a comparison with circus games under the 

Roman Empire. She argues that, in contrast to Huizinga and Caillois, play is not a voluntary 

activity, but is mandatory. The journey from play to desired outcome to empirical reality 

involves a “latitude of action” within which some flexibility exists, where play is the minor 

variation in practice upon each instance of play. While clearly an effective portrait of Buryat 

shamanic practice in their Games, I am left to wonder if it can truly be extended to explain 

the whole of play among humans as a generalizing account. It might prove illuminating in an 

analysis of games which are carried out by societies or nations as a whole (e.g. The 

Olympics), but I don’t find it particularly indicative more broadly or for this thesis in 

particular. 
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Thomas Malaby is currently the leading anthropologist on the study of games and 

play (Watson 2019). Malaby (2007) explores the issues with traditional approaches within 

anthropology to games which reduce them to being strictly ‘separable’, ‘safe’, and 

‘pleasurable’. For him, viewing ‘play’ and ‘work’ as distinct limits discussion and he seeks to 

complicate this historical Euro-American academic distinction (primarily from the Marxist 

tradition). Malaby’s work shows us that rather than always being ‘separable’, games can hold 

significant stakes; rather than always being ‘pleasurable’, games can be “productive of many 

other emotional states” (Malaby 2007, p. 96). One of his most salient and relevant points here 

is his observation that “[...]games are processual. Every game is an ongoing process. As it is 

played, it always contains the potential for generating new practices and new meanings” 

(ibid., p. 102). This is essential to understanding D&D; the rulebooks that the game begins 

with are not fixed barriers of play (which Malaby likens to bureaucracies) but rather starting 

points, fundamentals from which a unique table is developed through gameplay and 

subsequent iteration.  

Malaby adds that games are designed “to generate contingent outcomes” and are 

fundamentally about disorder (ibid., p. 106). He defines contingencies in games as uncertain 

outcomes: “that which could have been otherwise” (ibid., p. 107). D&D contains Stochastic 

Contingency through its employment of random dice rolls; Social Contingency, as Dungeon 

Masters hide aspects of the game’s setting, world, and the intentions of non-player characters 

in order to cultivate suspense; occasionally Performative Contingency, as the game provides 

some room for skill expression; and Semiotic Contingency, as the flexible rules-based 

framework of D&D gives players and DMs plenty of room to negotiate and interpret the 

meaning of the outcomes of gameplay (ibid., p. 108). Malaby’s discussion makes it clear that 

most pre-existing anthropological inquiry into play is not as interested in a given game itself 

as it is fixated on how that game is reflective/indicative of the culture it is a part of.1 This 

thesis, to the contrary, views D&D itself as an end, as a ‘place’ worthy of investigation on its 

own, as illustrative of something more than just where it is played.  

More recent studies of video games and virtual worlds have explored similar subjects 

to games and play such as in Boellstorff’s Coming of Age in Second Life (2008) or Alex 

Golub’s “Being in the World (Of Warcraft)” (2010). These and other such works are essential 

reading for any investigation of the wide breadth of perspectives within and beyond 

anthropology on games and play; but, this thesis is not intended as such an ambitious project. 

1 For Malaby’s own examination of the history of anthropology and play, see Malaby (2009). 
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There will be no generalizing about the world in this work, no grand narratives. Our focus 

here is on Dungeons & Dragons and the anthropological and neighboring perspectives which 

can aid us in exploring it. 

We now turn to David Graeber’s The Utopia of Rules (2015) which has an operational 

definition of games and play (albeit one possibly disagreeable to Malaby). In distinguishing 

between the two, Graeber states that between play and games, play “suggests free-form 

creativity” while games focus on rules (Graeber 2015, p. 190). Graeber labels Huizinga’s 

work (1949) as a study of games (not play) which illustrates how games are “framed off from 

ordinary life”, have rules which establish what players can and cannot do, and which have 

some pre-determined circumstances for victory. Essential to this is that that is all that there is, 

there is nothing more to complicate it (ibid.). To Graeber, this explicit establishing of the 

bounds of a game and what is permissible within them is what their fun is derived from. In 

contrast, play “does not necessarily imply the existence of rules at all. Play can be purely 

improvisational … play in its pure form, as distinct from games, implies a pure expression of 

creative energy” (ibid., p. 191).  

 

Dungeons & Dragons 

Graeber himself describes D&D as flexible and free-form “since the characters are 

allowed to do absolutely anything, within the confines of the world created by the Dungeon 

Master” (Graeber 2015, p. 188). He adds that in gameplay, “there are no rules; the books are 

just guidelines; the Dungeon Master can (indeed really ought to) play around with them… 

Every Dungeon Master’s universe is different” (ibid., p. 189). D&D and other games like it 

are famously difficult to explain and relate to those who don’t play them, but these excerpts 

from his description present a decent starting point from which to grasp how much of D&D 

belongs in the Game column and how much belongs in the Play column. 

D&D itself is as old as the hobby of Tabletop Role-Playing Games. Born largely out 

of the pre-existing gaming tradition of wargaming in the 1970s, the early roots of the game 

can largely be situated at a cross-section of strategic and competitive games like Warhammer 

and an interest in the growing fantasy genre, most notably influenced by the 

sword-and-sorcery subgenre and the works of J.R.R. Tolkien, albeit to a lesser extent. 

Uniquely, D&D and games like it aimed to bring in expanded notions of role-play, of 
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inhabiting characters, of approaching gameplay less as competition and more as 

collaboration. Much ink has been spilled over the evolution of the game since its birth.2 

But what of academic inquiry into this world? The psychologists have mostly led the 

charge over the last several decades as well as some work from queer theorists interested in 

identity exploration,3 but anthropologists have had almost nothing to say about D&D, let 

alone TTRPGs. To my knowledge, there are only two anthropological works which explore 

any TTRPG at all and while one was eventually published in book form, both were born out 

of PhD dissertations. First, though, I’ll discuss the major ethnographic work on the hobby 

(albeit written by a sociologist).  

​ Any remotely ethnographic work written on D&D (or any TTRPG for that matter) in 

the last few decades has had to acknowledge Gary Alan Fine’s Shared Fantasy: Role-Playing 

Games as Social Worlds (1983). The method is ethnographic but the interests are 

sociological. Fine employs frame analysis (Goffman 1974), for example, and is interested in 

TTRPGs as a subculture, taking an overall sociological approach but is notably interested in 

the field itself in a way the two works which will follow here (Mizer’s and Boon’s) are not as 

much. To explain it briefly, frame analysis in the context of D&D aims to illustrate the 

various contexts within which a participant operates: the real world, the game context, and 

the characters’ context, and how each of these frames holds different phenomena and ideas 

(Fine 1983, p. 186). At the same time, the text serves as a remarkable time capsule, having 

been written and published within the first decade of D&D’s own release. The hobby has 

changed remarkably in the intervening years with a massive proliferation of other TTRPGs, 

several newer versions of D&D, and increasing cultural capital as TTRPGs have exited 

game-store basements and found a following in mass media. There will be more to discuss 

with regard to this important work later. 

​ Nicolas J. Mizer’s Tabletop Role-Playing Games and the Experience of Imagined 

Worlds (2019) takes a phenomenological approach to exploring experience in gameplay in 

D&D, primarily focusing on what is called the Old School Revival/Renaissance (OSR), a 

trend in both play and game development toward the style of TTRPGs played in the earliest 

days in the 1970s and ‘80s. The focus on phenomenology also brings Fine (1983) into the 

discussion and in some ways builds upon Fine’s discussion of frame analysis and positions it 

as having been a phenomenological approach. This text primarily examines groups and 

conventions in different cities in North America and is focused on ideas and themes fully 

3 For an overview of the extant literature, see Deterding & Zagal (2018) Ch. 4. 
2 For such work, see Appelcline (2014) and Peterson (2020). 
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distinct from my own. Noteworthy is Mizer’s discussion of imagination more broadly, in 

which he mentions how “both scholars and poets have acknowledged the importance of 

imagining our world, and alternate possible states of that world, as a driving force in human 

experience” (Mizer 2019, p. 10). This is reminiscent of the ideas surrounding Malaby’s 

indeterminacy and Huizinga’s play-element. Mizer relates this to the imaginative practice at 

the heart of TTRPGs; that is, sharing an imagined world among players and collaborating on 

its form in pursuit of telling a story but also inhabiting this alternate place. This book is the 

only such published text, to my knowledge, written by an anthropologist as an ethnography of 

any TTRPG. 

​ Dirk Boon’s doctoral thesis It’s Dangerous to Go Alone: An Ethnography of 

Friendship Through Tabletop Gaming Communities of Practice (2022), focuses more on the 

development of a given community than the game itself, describing itself as an “ethnography 

of friendship.” Boon takes interest in “the role of play”, “identity as it is constructed”, and 

“the role of in-person communities and friendships” with regard to communities of practice 

and the “increasingly digital world” within which we find ourselves (Boon 2022). The 

specifics of this work are thus not so relevant to my thesis here. Beyond thematic interests, 

both Boon’s and Mizer’s works are different from mine in that neither is particularly fixated 

on the game itself (here I use the word ‘game’ to refer to the rules and mechanics that drive 

play) but rather aspects of and surrounding it.  

 

2. Theoretical Frameworks​  

Leadership & Negotiation 

Returning to The Utopia of Rules, in providing some description and analysis of 

Dungeons & Dragons, Graeber (2015) states that:  

“In many ways it’s actually quite anarchistic, since unlike classic war games where one 

commands armies, we have what anarchists would call an “affinity group,” a band of 

individuals cooperating with a common purpose (a quest, or simply the desire to accumulate 

treasure and experience), with complementary abilities (fighter, cleric, magic-user, thief…), 

but no explicit chain of command.” (Graeber 2015, p. 188)  

This is an incomplete picture, however, as for most TTRPGs this is not always how things 

work (though if a group describes their play in this manner it’s usually a good sign of a 

positive table culture). Fine provides a more useful analytical baseline, pointing out that:  
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“Both players and the [DM] attempt to shape the scenario to their ends… Each wishes to 

shape the fantasy, but in doing this each needs the cooperation of the other, so negotiation 

occurs throughout the game.” (Fine 1983, pp. 84-85)  

This is because DMs and players may have slightly different goals or even competing goals 

depending on the style of game and the type of DM or players. The term Fine uses here, 

negotiation, is of critical importance. He then goes on to offer some examples of what this 

negotiation looks like and why it occurs, but any DM reading it today would find myriad 

issues and critiques to offer to its highly-dated examples.  

As I’ve said before, the hobby has changed and diversified dramatically. In Fine’s 

fieldwork, he clearly encountered many tables which emphasized the adversarial nature of the 

DM role and the implicit competition between the DM and players in pursuit of some sense 

of supremacy and power. The game is very different now; the DM role is far more nuanced 

and complex and possesses an authority in refereeing and determining the outcome of actions 

but is expected to be more collaborative, making it a powerful-yet-precarious position. Part of 

D&D’s functioning is trust placed in the DM not to abuse their power against players any 

more than is either negotiated or implied to be acceptable.  

It is in thinking of such aspects of being a DM that Pierre Clastres’s Society Against 

the State (1989) comes to mind. Clastres describes indigenous groups throughout the 

Americas in which centralized authority is avoided through chief systems which deliberately 

position the chief as subservient in some ways to the overall group. Chiefs lack the power to 

rule, to decide, to unilaterally dictate, and must instead depend on suggestion and the 

community’s goodwill.4 A Dungeon Master inhabits a similar role and must make many of 

the same considerations as these types of chiefs, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 4.  

Marshall Sahlins’s “Poor Man, Rich Man, Big Man, Chief” (1963), another classic, 

also fits our study. The Big Men of Melanesia hold a unique leadership position which they 

gain without inheriting it. They must carefully develop and sustain their influence and control 

over others through gifts, great feasts, and other magnanimous demonstrations of one’s 

resources and power. Their position is always unstable and while the aim may be to grow 

one’s cadre, doing so risks greater demands for redistribution and internal conflicts. Similarly, 

Dungeon Masters must engage players and maintain their investment/trust. However, 

oftentimes, players are excited enough to play that the pressure on the DM is not nearly as 

high as for a Big Man.  

4 For more on Clastres and some reflections on the academic context of his work, including considerations of 
potential influences on his work which he did not acknowledge, see Graeber & Wengrow (2021, pp. 112-114) 

14 



Gareth Edwards provides a historiographical analysis of anthropological writing on 

leadership more broadly, investigating the lengthy history of such work around the world 

(Edwards 2015). Texts on leadership theory juxtaposing “Western” and “non-Western” 

approaches to leadership also exist (Ly 2020), as well as studies of leadership by evolutionary 

anthropologists (Garfield et al 2019), and texts arguing in favor of more 

agriculturally-focused investigations of leadership (Lonati 2020). Graeber & Wengrow (2021, 

pp. 98-100), seeking to return attention to seasonality, explore some of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s 

writings on chiefdom among the Nambikwara when discussing early leadership structures. 

While TTRPGs other than D&D which seek to spread agency more evenly between 

players and Game Masters (GMs), or that do not even have GMs at all, exist, they often 

substitute that leadership position for some other concession, such as pre-written adventures 

or some other form of cordoning off what is possible and what outcomes are acceptable. 

Returning to Graeber (2015) then, how akin to an anarchist affinity group can a D&D table 

be seen to be? Perhaps his analogy works for the player-characters specifically, but 

negotiations of power still undergird play; even if a coercive hierarchy does not exist, another 

kind of hierarchy, albeit a precarious one, is still present. Finally we turn to dice themselves 

and their unique properties, powers, and relationships with players. 

 

Actant Objects 

​ Academic discussion of TTRPGs often focuses on its human participants. Yet, when 

playing games like D&D, aside from the first force in players and second force in DMs, there 

is yet another force influencing the game: the dice, the objects which actually dictate 

outcomes. Bruno Latour’s theory of actant objects (1996; 1999a) can help us explore this. 

Latour argued that non-human entities are as capable of agency, impact, and action as 

humans. These non-human objects, called actants, are able to affect social environments and 

their agency is derived from the broader network they exist within and, in the case of 

something like D&D, power and significance assigned to them by humans (Latour 1993; 

1996; 1999a; 2005). More specifics on what this looks like will be explored in Chapter 5. 

Latour’s work has made a significant impact so it should be noted that his work is not 

without controversy and criticism within the Science and Technology Studies (STS) world as 

well as more broadly in the philosophy of science, with many review articles and book 
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chapters challenging his Actor-Network Theory (ANT),5 from which the concept of actant 

objects was born. Latour has addressed these critiques for decades and reexamined and 

revised his theories several times. Debates surrounding his work often focus on the 

big-picture implications and its impact on epistemological pursuits which ANT may 

implicitly emphasize or arguably under-appreciate (Collins & Yearley 1992). Latour has 

defended his ideas against these critiques and many others (Latour 1999a), emphasizing the 

practical benefits of his thinking. More recent work has critically reexamined Latour’s legacy, 

seeking to emphasize the value of his work for anthropologists and his particular insights into 

how modernity is conceived of (Berliner et al 2013), complicate and break-down the 

fundamentals of ANT to create something novel out of it (Krarup & Blok 2011; Mills 2018), 

or even critically question ANT as having a naturalizing approach to capitalism’s 

technological warfare from a more materialist perspective (Hornborg 2021). 

In summary, a trend within most critiques of Latour’s work is an unstated intent to 

distinguish between what we might call Soft ANT and Hard ANT. Many of the cited critics 

above see significant potential in the foundations at the core of ANT and the potential for 

these ideas to contribute to an altogether new approach to the social sciences. These critics, 

then, also caution against the ‘extremes’ of those ideas, the complicated or undesirable 

conclusions which might necessarily follow from them when taken to their logical ends. 

There is a desire to pull some limited wisdom from within ANT and credit Latour as a kind of 

visionary in seeking to evolve certain epistemological methods and complicate the often 

sharp distinction between the human and non-human (and this is something which 

anthropology has clearly embraced in the twenty-first century). For our purposes, however, 

the concept of the actant object is the sole and more-than-adequate contribution from ANT 

which we’ll employ. 

 

Luck & Superstition 

​ Of additional relevance are the concepts of luck and superstition. Latour contributes 

again here with his concept of “technical mediation”, which concerns how human and 

non-human actor interactions influence one another in varying ways, primarily ‘interference’, 

‘composition’, ‘folding of time and space’, and ‘crossing the boundary between signs and 

things’ (Latour 1999b, pp. 176-190). Historically-speaking,​research into luck and 

5 Broadly speaking, Latour argues that social structures are defined by shifting, interconnected networks of 
human and non-human actors. One consequence of this is an emphasis on actant objects, as discussed above. 
For further detail on this framework, see Latour (1996), (1999a), and (2005). 
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superstition has employed primarily evolutionist frameworks. An early inquiry can be found 

within James G. Frazer’s Totemism and Exogamy (1910), an explicitly evolutionist work. 

Frazer calls superstition ‘primitive’ and defines it as attempting to control nature and 

influence future events. He argues that superstition inevitably evolves into religion and then 

eventually into science. Thus, to him, superstition is a primitive means of understanding the 

world through magic techniques. That being said, Frazer admits that superstition sometimes 

persists or reemerges later in the evolutionary chain within later cultural forms (Frazer 1910).  

Let us revisit Hamayon’s Why We Play (2016) to explore her analysis of what she 

herself calls ‘indeterminacy’, though her use is a bit different from Malaby’s. Hamayon seeks 

precise semantic separation between luck, fortune, grace, fate, destiny, and others. For 

example, luck is “earned off the back of material and immaterial partners” while grace is 

“implored from superior immaterial entities” (Hamayon 2016, p. 207). Thus, the difference 

between ‘primitive’ (in Frazer’s use) and ‘religious’ superstition persists here. Hamayon adds 

in a text on gambling that luck is the purview of the invisible and unidentifiable powers, to 

personify it is a religious practice which changes its nature, transforming it into something 

“toward which no request can be directed and upon which no influence can be exercised” 

(Hamayon 2020, p. 438). Perhaps superstition in D&D exists somewhere along this spectrum, 

as players roll dice based on luck but may perform ritual-like practices to solicit desired 

outcomes from their dice, something that will be explored more in Chapter 5. 

​ Hamayon also describes indeterminacy as an issue for power. So-called “centralising 

powers” are focused on chance as a problem needing solving. She provides an example of 

how France supposedly only legally permitted the playing of chess after the rules governing 

the fixed movements of its pieces were codified and were no longer determined by dice rolls 

(Hamayon 2016, pp. 227-229). The religious aspect too intersects with power, with Hamayon 

adding that Christianity also sought to reduce indeterminacy: “In France, the medieval church 

forbade games of chance and random draws that called upon Providence to influence the 

results: their aim of forcing decisions made them “unworthy of God”” (ibid., p. 228). Thus, 

for Hamayon, luck is a “counterpower tool” (ibid., p. 229) which hinders the drive towards 

total certainty of these “centralising powers” and gives people a feeling of agency over their 

own fate through the chance of luck showing them favor. 

​ Perhaps there is something uniquely Euro-American and/or Christian about this 

tension. David Graeber describes the limits of fate and luck as modes of thought while 

revisiting interactions with the Malagasy people from his fieldwork in Madagascar (2012). 

He provides an example of considering the likelihood of a bus’s on-time arrival with an 
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interlocutor who simply states that since they can not know what time the bus will show up, 

there is no point in hypothesizing (Graeber 2012). Graeber adds that, in “the West”, much of 

this chance-based thinking spread as stock markets and other risk-based tools of 

profit-seeking became popular. He states that:  

“What a statistical perspective proposes is that we can make a precise quantification based on 

our lack of knowledge, that is, we can specify the precise degree to which we do not know 

what is going to happen.” (Graeber 2012, p. 33)  

Thus, profit becomes a reward for taking risks, or “engaging with history” as Graeber 

describes it (ibid., p. 34). Perhaps this is a uniquely Euro-American phenomenon and 

perspective which Graeber has identified that may have then found its way into games which 

use uncertainty as a primary game mechanic. 

​ Luck is a broad concept and often integral to games, not just in their rules but in 

participants’ psyches as they participate. Teresa Kuan describes a phenomenon she calls 

‘moral luck’ (borrowed from Bernard Williams), the “first person experience of misfortune 

and regret” in which someone takes “personal blame for consequences for which they were 

not entirely responsible” (Kuan 2017). Luck can also be externalized into objects within the 

game (like dice, as we’ll discuss in Chapter 5). Participants can develop ideas about 

individual objects and seek to cleanse them in a manner reminiscent of Mary Douglas’s 

Purity and Danger (1966), something we’ll also discuss further in Chapter 5. Luck is as 

integral to D&D as it is to many games.6 

​  

Cultural Flows & The Digital 

In 1990, Arjun Appadurai saw to the publication of two key texts in theorizing space 

and sociality in the newly globalizing world. The former, “Disjuncture and Difference in the 

Global Cultural Economy”, laid out his five ‘scapes’ which could be used to identify cultural 

flows which existed outside of the nation-state system. Briefly, ethnoscapes cover “tourists, 

immigrants, refugees, exiles, guestworkers and other moving groups and persons” 

(Appadurai 1990a, p. 297); technoscapes concern the movement of technology both 

“mechanical and information” (ibid.); financescapes cover the flow of capital and business 

networks; mediascapes are made up of “newspapers, magazines, television stations, film 

production studios, etc.” and the images created by them (ibid., p. 299); and ideoscapes are 

ideas, ideologies, etc. with a particular focus on political ideologies and discourses. 

6 For a broader overview of luck as a cultural concept in the last century, see Gordon (2023). 
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Appadurai notes that these scapes don’t exist in perfect harmony; the term “disjuncture” is 

meant to convey the imperfect and unpredictable chaos of the interacting and overlapping of 

these scapes (ibid., p. 298). 

Within the same year, Appadurai published an essay in which he identified a social 

phenomenon he called a “community of sentiment”, a group formed through shared 

emotional experiences and collective imagination, particularly around cultural artifacts like 

texts or performances, rather than bonds of family or place (Appadurai 1990b). In his later 

work building upon many of these ideas, Modernity at Large, he links these communities of 

sentiment to electronic media/capital more explicitly and talks about how they cultivate 

sodalities which can even be transnational (Appadurai 1996). Appadurai’s ideas saw 

substantial use and iteration in the decades to follow but not without criticism. Heyman and 

Campbell argued that Appadurai’s picture of disjuncture underestimates power structures like 

capital which exercise disproportionate influence over cultural flows in a way that 

complicates the decentralized, chaotic picture Appadurai portrayed (Heyman & Campbell 

2009). Susan Napier theorized a sixth scape she called the ‘fantasyscape’ to explore the ways 

fans of anime entered into their minds to escape the complexities of their lives (Napier 2007). 

Shuenn-Der Yu used these cultural flows and added a “sense-scape” in analyzing the shifting 

flow and popularity of Puer Tea all over Asia and Taiwan’s key role in globalizing it (Yu 

2016). These ideas have also been used in examinations of transcultural and transnational fan 

communities or ‘fandoms’ (Annett 2011; Yoon 2019; Han 2017; Turner 2016; Gerritsen 

2012). These different ideas from Appadurai proved most useful in aiming to construct the 

entity of the D&D community that I wished to gain a grasp of (more detail in Chapter 6) in 

addition to constructing the field itself (discussed in the Method section). Still, there is a need 

to discuss the digital aspect of this field as well. 

There is a digital component to the D&D community; these online spaces create 

“human computer-mediated communication” (Escobar 1994, p. 219) through which ideas are 

disseminated. The difficulties of carrying out an ethnography which is neither fully online nor 

fully offline are well-documented by Christine Hine (2017a; 2017b). Hine explains that it is 

difficult to map out a field site “that effectively captures the complexity of online/offline 

connections” as well as the “algorithmic filtering of information” (Hine 2017a, p. 315). The 

D&D community online is, using her terminology, “a socially constructed yet technologically 

mediated landscape” (ibid.). Regardless, the Internet has become too embedded in our lives to 

ignore in most fields to begin with; this “problematises the notion of a pre-existing, clearly 

bounded ethnographic field” (Hine 2017b, p. 407). Hine advocates for a “blended, mobile or 
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networked research design” to aid in tackling this complex issue, something we will talk 

about now specifically with regard to method.7  

 

3. Methodology 

​ During the fieldwork period, participant observation was the main method through 

which I conducted my study in the form of playing Dungeons & Dragons with interlocutors 

and taking notes during and after play (or ‘observant-participation’ (Konopinski 2013, p. 66) 

as I would prefer to label it, since D&D gameplay requires more participation than it permits 

observation).  I also often conversed with interlocutors during break time and around 

sessions. I conducted scheduled, semi-structured interviews both online and in-person. These 

interviews were conducted with Dungeon Masters and focused on that aspect of my study 

(see Chapter 4), while most of my findings on dice-related subjects came from play itself and 

chatting with other players (see Chapter 5). Additionally, several interlocutors sent me written 

material such as blog posts, articles, sets of rules and the like to further elucidate concepts 

they discussed and much of the community surrounding this hobby exists online in written 

formats. Much of the field also exists in preparatory work and digital interaction with players 

between sessions.  

​ D&D and TTRPGs writ large are a complicated field to conceptualize. Mizer (2019) 

and Boon (2022) spend very little time engaging with this issue and seem to take a more 

abstract and loose approach to their fields; but, I think we have to ask: What is “the field” 

when it comes to D&D? Is it just the game itself? Is it the spaces within which it is played? Is 

it the communities which form to organize game sessions? Is it the online community and 

media landscape which has grown dramatically in the last decade (see Chapter 6)? Is it 

somehow all of the above overlapping and bleeding into one another and can they even 

feasibly be isolated from one another? Regardless, for the purposes of this specific analysis, 

an attempt must be made to analytically construct some sense of bounded field (Amit 2000). 

This construction is an active, living phenomenon; future fieldwork will likely bend or break 

it in service of tackling different research questions.  

At the outset, this project began with two “home games”, games which are played 

often in someone’s home among friends who schedule sessions ahead of time with some 

regularity (typically weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly). As it expanded, however, I found myself 

in community Discord servers in Stockholm both finding games to play in but also people to 

7 For further discussion of these difficulties in digitally-focused contexts, see Garcia et al (2009), Hallet & 
Barber (2014), and Hine (2014). 
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interview as well as more structured community events to attend. There is a version of this 

thesis, then, which singularly focuses on one of these servers/communities, but that would 

require me to abandon much prior fruitful work. And, as will be elaborated later on in 

Chapter 6, one quickly realizes within these community spaces that players and DMs are 

often participants in other online and offline D&D groups which substantially influence 

them. Through snowball sampling, I would meet people for interviews or games based on 

recommendations from other interlocutors, stretching beyond these clearly-bounded 

communities into people’s friendship networks and other such social strata.  

Perhaps this all feels a bit cerebral and pedantic, but the intention is to begin to tease 

out the complexity of developing a careful notion of field here. On the far end, I could claim 

to be engaging with D&D as whole, but this is obviously impossible; people all over the 

world play this game within different sociocultural contexts, in different languages, in 

different class positions, with completely different perspectives, etc., and yet, it seems that 

the majority do so in Europe and North America and in English. As I’ve discussed in the 

Introduction and will continue to discuss in Chapter 6, this summation is necessarily 

imperfect, but as this project is predicated on a more inductive approach to a field only barely 

investigated within anthropology, I feel it must be adequate enough from which to move 

forward. For future fieldwork, some methodological experimentation could be fruitful in 

developing a more sustained sense of field. I view this work here as a solid blueprint but one 

which could undergo iteration to improve future work. 

​ The framework and methodological approach of Patchwork Ethnography was helpful 

in tackling this fieldwork with all of this in mind. Introduced by Günel, Varma, and 

Watanabe, Patchwork Ethnography focuses on acknowledging and “writing with” the 

disruptions frequent in fieldwork which complicate the traditional separation between “field” 

and “home” (Cardoza et al 2021). This literature focuses primarily on these reasons for doing 

so: “neoliberal university labor conditions, the ‘feminization’ of anthropology, expectations 

of work-life balance, environmental concerns, and feminist and decolonial critiques of 

anthropology” (Günel et al 2020; 2023). These anthropologists undermine the focus on the 

“ideal researcher” in methods discussions, a researcher who is white, cis-gendered, and has 

the freedom and ability to spend years in the field. Of main relevance to this thesis is their 

own mention of Amit’s Constructing The Field in which they state:  

“Through the notion of patchwork ethnography, we seek to create a future in which scholars 

have the option to say that “it is the circumstance which defined the method rather than the 

method defining the circumstance” (Amit 2000, p. 11).” (Günel & Watanabe 2024, p. 132) 
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Furthermore, they argue that through this approach, one can still have the requisite rigor for 

anthropological inquiry, even if one’s fieldwork necessitates constant oscillation between 

‘field’ and ‘home’. These anthropologists also question the traditional archetype of the 

intrepid male ethnographer who vanishes for months at a time and only returns from the field 

at the conclusion of their fieldwork. While their primary aim is to complicate traditional 

notions of how fieldwork is conducted and what it looks like, their arguments in favor of a 

more patchwork approach are essential for my fieldwork. 

​ Beyond constructing the field itself, another consideration was frequency. Ask any 

D&D player and they will remark that the true villain to defeat is scheduling. It was in 

anticipation of this difficulty that I began my fieldwork in July, rather than in November as 

the program had set, and I am certain I have substantial data to work from as a result. Still, 

proper inquiry into this field requires even longer-term fieldwork. Games which last many 

months or even years (as opposed to those which are completed in a single session, for 

example), would likely prove richer sites and sources of insight. Additionally, I began this 

project hoping to explore multiple TTRPGs, but during my fieldwork, most of the people I 

met or played with were mainly interested in D&D (though I did manage to play a handful of 

sessions of other games, but nothing particularly fruitful came of it). Some people I met were 

very excited to talk about other TTRPGs but even as they did, they would use terminology 

specific to D&D and often compared those games to D&D rather than focus singularly on the 

game we were discussing. This isn’t too surprising given D&D’s dominance over the TTRPG 

market. As a result, this thesis is basically focused entirely on D&D, but there is significant 

potential for future fieldwork which would examine other TTRPGs as well. Focusing 

singularly on D&D is akin to focusing exclusively on The Beach Boys in trying to understand 

music as a whole; there is plenty one could learn, but far more that would be missing. With 

all of that said, there is still plenty to explore within D&D itself, as this thesis demonstrates, 

so this should be viewed less as a limitation and more as motivation for future work.  

​ Compared to many other subjects, the study of D&D is incredibly low-stakes. That 

being said, ethical issues are still worth noting; games can often be emotional, portraying a 

character is an often vulnerable experience, and trust is important at the table. I discuss this 

part of the game and similar ideas in Chapter 4, but, specifically in the context of ethics, 

certain practices are usually implemented, especially in public games, to maintain the comfort 

of all those involved; these are typically referred to as “safety tools” and usually amount to 

certain physical objects or statements which can communicate discomfort should someone 

wish to stop or take a break. Part of being a Dungeon Master is being empathetic (as it also is 
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part of any position of authority).  Informed consent was communicated clearly and all data 

have been anonymized in this report in accordance with the American Anthropological 

Association’s guidelines (AAA 2012). Of course, all names of interlocutors which appear in 

the following ethnography chapters are pseudonyms to protect their anonymity. In those 

chapters to follow, there are twelve named interlocutors but the course of this project 

involved interactions with countless more unnamed interlocutors who I either played in 

games with or otherwise interacted with in the field. 

​ My personal background significantly affected my ability to gather material 

throughout fieldwork. Access within this field was highly-supported by my pre-existing 

knowledge of the TTRPG world and its media, and this made connecting with interlocutors 

simple. My engagement with material gathered is of course also affected by this background. 

I knew the field well going into this ethnographic work, so coming across new phenomena or 

concepts often required me to check them against my pre-existing knowledge consciously. 

This meant being as open-minded as possible when talking to DMs whose philosophies 

differed from my own and being thorough in my inquiry. I made great efforts to make the 

familiar strange but there are always limits to this; to a significant degree, I exist within these 

findings, but there is no avoiding this and I am under no delusion about having some purely 

objective sense of things.  

​ As a native speaker of the English language, I was able to connect and interact with 

interlocutors quite easily as the games I participated in were conducted in English. 

Additionally, the D&D books and other similar materials are published in English, even in 

Sweden where I conducted the in-person portions of this fieldwork. Finally, as a man, I did 

not face the forms of gender discrimination which tend to appear in ‘nerdy’ communities and 

I am also young enough to more easily gel with the other young people I met, who made up 

the vast majority of those I interacted with during my fieldwork. We will now transition into 

the ethnography section and begin with an example of what gameplay looks like. 
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“As for the free play of an adult mind, its result 

may be War and Peace, or the theory of relativity.” 

– Ursula K. Le Guin 

 

Why are Americans Afraid of Dragons? (1974)
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An Example Scenario: Braving The Whirlpool 

​ As we prepare to enter the ethnographic section of this thesis, there is something we 

must discuss first. A common issue people who play Dungeons & Dragons run into is simply 

explaining the game to others. Even the description I offered in the Introduction to this thesis 

might have prompted more questions than it answered. As we transition to the ethnography 

chapters, it becomes critical for the reader to have a proper understanding of how the game 

functions in practice, so here I will offer an example from one of my own games which I ran 

during my fieldwork (and which I make some reference to in the chapters which follow). In 

the language of frame analysis (Fine 1983; Goffman 1974), I will first provide a description 

of the play environment (or the frame of reality), then a narration within the game frame, and 

then transition to a table frame. Hopefully through this example it will become clear what 

exactly happens at the table when D&D is played. 

​ In the living room of an apartment here in Stockholm, a long table has been cleared 

and moved to the center of the room with four chairs around it, one a bit further than the 

others and towards the far end for the Dungeon Master. Atop the table sits a bowl of popcorn 

freshly-popped, scattered dice (some of which are superstitiously set to their highest value), 

sheets of paper with characters’ statistics, equipment, and other information, a bluetooth 

speaker from which mood-setting nautical music from entertainment media is playing, 

glasses of water, pens, a spare rulebook for quick reference, a diagram of a sailing ship, and a 

map of a strange tropical region full of long peninsulae, pock-marked by islands throughout; 

the five peninsulae are roughly parallel to one another, cropping out from some distant 

mainland, giving the region its name: The Fingers. I made this map myself using map-making 

software and it is of a world of my own invention which I first designed years ago for a 

different D&D game that I was running. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Our table 
on any given game 
night. 
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But, in our “shared fantasy”, the four of us are within this place. I, as the Dungeon Master, am 

setting a scene as the three of them, the players, each inhabiting their own character, listen on 

(for now). Let’s enter the game frame first before I explain more of what that looks like. 

​ A ship called Le Couteux is in the midst of sailing south, escaping troubles closer to 

the mainland and seeking an evil priest with plans unknown on an island only a few days' 

journey away. Laers, a stocky elven warrior, is not much of a sailor but the island the ship is 

sailing to is her ancestral home. Entwined in the rigging high up the main mast of the ship is a 

rather experienced sailor named Stubs who enjoys keeping an eye on the surrounding horizon 

to spy any potential threats. He is joined, slightly further up in the crow’s nest, by Mai, who 

along with her trusty imp familiar Impy, is also keeping an eye out for danger. As the ship 

sails on toward the southern horizon, the skies darken and rain begins to pour and, soon after, 

a rare and dangerous phenomenon becomes visible in the distance: a whirlpool! This 

whirlpool is not directly in the ship’s path and thus can easily be avoided, but Mai and Stubs 

spot another ship, seemingly a merchant vessel, being drawn into the whirlpool. Perhaps, 

with some quick thinking and careful navigation on the part of the ship’s captain, Edric, Le 

Couteux may be able to rescue the imperiled merchant vessel! 

​ Le Couteux sails toward the whirlpool while Mai, capable of breathing underwater, 

leaps into the ocean to see what is going on beneath the water and sees that on the ocean floor 

a creature like mythical Charybdis is the source of this whirlpool and she judges it a bit too 

strong for her and her companions to do anything about directly. Unfortunately for them, the 

captain can’t prevent Le Couteux from also being pulled into the whirlpool as they attempt to 

draw near the merchant vessel and quickly our protagonists’ priorities shift away from the 

other ship to their own. Stubs races down below the deck and instructs the crew to load the 

cannons on the starboard side. Meanwhile, Laers goes to help crewmembers above deck keep 

the rigging intact. But Mai, after returning to the ship, comes up with the idea of trying to use 

the ship’s anchor in their favor. Mai wears a magical belt which grants her the strength of a 

hill giant, a creature far stronger than any human or similar creature, and goes to grab the 

anchor by herself, hoist it, and throw it as far away from the whirlpool as she can, hoping that 

the force of the anchor being pulled taut at its full length and sinking into the ocean outside 

the whirlpool could potentially pull Le Couteux away from the edge of the vortex it finds 

itself in and out towards safer waters. 

​ Mai musters all of her strength and manages to get the anchor overboard but not far 

enough; the anchor fails to clear the whirlpool and gets sucked into the vortex, threatening to 

pull the ship further in, so the crew decides to disconnect it from the ship. Off in the distance, 
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the merchant vessel which first drew Le Couteux to the whirlpool is fully engulfed in the 

center of the vortex and splintered to bits in seconds. Stubs, in the meantime, has helped the 

crew load all the cannons on the starboard side and, with a proper count, the ship’s crew fire 

all the cannons simultaneously, creating enough of a countering force to jolt the ship away for 

but a moment, allowing it to catch the stiller exterior waters again and drift out from the 

vortex and back to safety… 

​ So how did this all happen? At the table, I first asked the players playing Mai, Stubs, 

and Laers where they were on the ship and what, if anything, they were up to. After 

establishing their locations, I narrated the ship’s travel for a bit and then asked Mai and Stubs 

(even in the ‘table frame’, it’s commonplace to refer to players by their characters’ names) to 

roll a Perception check. Each character has a list of skills of which they are varyingly 

proficient in depending on how the player has chosen to specialize their character. One such 

skill is Perception, which comes up quite often (a life of adventure often requires being able 

to see dangers before they reach you!). Each player takes a twenty-sided die (d20), rolls it, 

and then adds whatever their Perception skill is (almost always a single-digit modifier) to the 

number rolled on the die. They report this number to me and I then narrate the outcome. In 

my head, I’ve decided the target number for this roll, which is a measure of how difficult the 

task is. Both Mai and Stubs roll well enough and spot the stormclouds forming ahead as well 

as the whirlpool and merchant vessel on the horizon. The players deliberate: should we go 

help? Should we just steer clear? What if they have something valuable to trade? How hard 

could navigating this whirlpool be? They ultimately chose to go for it, of course, and I rolled 

independently to see how good a job the ship’s captain (a non-player character and thus one 

whom I portray) does of sailing safely near the whirlpool. 

​ As you know by now, the captain doesn’t do a very good job and the party is sucked 

into the whirlpool. The party is now properly in a scenario, a problem which they need to 

solve. They begin to chat with one another trying to come up with a plan while I ask each of 

them what their character does. Mai does her scouting (which also involves a Perception roll), 

Stubs coordinates with the crew, and Laers helps keep the rigging together, requiring a 

successful Strength roll. To keep a sense of danger and pressure, I don’t allow them too much 

time to deliberate, it is good for the players to feel the same pressure their characters do; at 

least, that’s how I enjoy running my games and I think these players enjoy it that way too. It 

is under that pressure that Mai comes up with the idea of throwing the anchor. She first asks 

me if it’s even possible, something I contemplate for about twenty seconds. She mentions her 

Belt of Hill Giant Strength which ultimately convinces me to allow a roll. If I felt it was truly 
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impossible, there’d be no point in rolling to begin with. Still, I set the target number pretty 

high because this still is something rather remarkable and superhuman. Unfortunately Mai 

does not meet the target number on her Strength roll. Then, Stubs has his idea, and to 

correctly time the cannon-firing, I ask for a Performance roll as Stubs uses a drum to give the 

crewmembers a rhythm. He succeeds, the ship escapes the whirlpool, and the game continues 

on. On to the next encounter/scenario, the next dangers, and the next rolls. So on and so forth, 

and all the while, we tell a story. All things told, this particular scenario probably took us 

about fifteen minutes to get through and play out. 

 
4. DM Leadership & Negotiation with Players 

The role of Dungeon Master is an odd one. In most games, participants are on equal 

footing and are often either in direct competition (like most board games) or compete in 

teams. Rules in most games are either adjudicated by a machine (as in computer games), 

collaboratively (as in board games), or by a neutral third party (as in sports). The Dungeon 

Master (or a GM in any TTRPG for that matter) is simultaneously participant and 

adjudicator. They arbitrate, play, influence, mediate, and dictate. The position is often likened 

to a blend of refereeing, directing, and managing, for example. This makes it not just an 

intriguing phenomenon in game design but also in examining the practice of authority as 

authority figures typically exercise both some degree of didactic decisionmaking as well as 

softer leadership skills and practices.  

Pierre Clastres described the chiefs he studied as having a “chieftainship without 

authority” (Clastres 1989, p. 29) and DMs tend to fit this description quite well. One of the 

key aspects of this chief structure for Clastres is their role as a “peacemaker”, the group’s 

“moderating agency” (ibid.); in Dungeons & Dragons, this peacemaking comes into play 

both between the DM and players but even sometimes between players as well. Something 

else Clastres lists as key to chieftainship is that “only a good orator can become chief” (ibid.); 

I include this to emphasize something that might otherwise go understated here: being a DM 

is hard work. It is a labor of great passion and dedication, involving hours upon hours of 

preparation, creative writing, sometimes mundane tasks like preparing maps or painting 

miniature figures, and not to mention the work itself of actively running a multi-hour session 

in which one is constantly ‘on’ for their players. Being a DM is as much a skill as it is fun, 

and while many don’t pursue it with some sense of mastery as a target in mind, the baseline 

for providing a fun and engaging experience is nothing to underestimate. 
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Further similarities to the chieftainships Clastres detailed include how a DM similarly 

must maintain the trust of their players consistently. A DM who is too punitive and cruel in 

their ruling may face backlash, criticism, or even the collapse of the group. A DM who is too 

lax in their approach may lose players looking for a real challenge. A DM’s rulings may be 

questioned or challenged if players claim the DM is not being fair. Players and DMs are 

always in negotiation over authority while playing, even if the DM explicitly controls the 

game’s world and reality for the most part. Implicit in gameplay is that the DM cannot force 

the players to act or behave in a way the DM prefers; the joy of gameplay is the 

back-and-forth between DMs and players; action prompting reaction prompting reaction ad 

infinitum. 

With regard to Marshall Sahlins’s ‘Big Men’, part of the DM’s work is getting a group 

of people together to play and then maintaining that group, usually over many months or even 

years. As Sahlins describes it: “A personal loyalty has to be made and continually reinforced; 

if there is discontent it may well be severed. Merely to create a faction takes time and effort, 

and to hold it, still more effort” (Sahlins 1963, p. 292). A DM is not necessarily interested in 

‘loyalty’ in the way Sahlins describes, but developing and maintaining a healthy table 

environment is very much like creating a faction; depending on the personalities at the table, 

holding the table together can take effort too. Sahlins emphasizes “economic reciprocity” 

(ibid., p. 293) as key to the development of the relationship between a Big Man and his 

followers; while a DM and their players do not engage in something necessarily economic, 

there is a social or interpersonal reciprocity in play, where players hope their DM will be as 

much a friend to them in-game as they might be out of the game (and vice versa). That being 

said, being a DM is almost never free of expense, often involving the purchase of books and 

other materials, subscriptions to digital services if necessary, etc. Players may have to spend 

some money too on dice,8 but usually the bulk of the financial burden is focused on the DM. 

I do wish to make something clear here. These comparisons are not intended as a 

reductive and naive juxtaposition between something which exists “in a game” and the actual 

lived experiences of indigenous peoples throughout the Americas and Melanesia. Graeber & 

Wengrow (2021) discuss at length the historical funneling of the political imagination 

throughout history and part of their argument rests on careful examinations of archaeological 

and anthropological studies of indigenous forms of political organization. They show that, 

particularly through global colonial violence, what little diversity of political organizing had 

8 Prices for dice vary significantly, with simple plastic dice sets costing as low as around 75 SEK (~$8) and 
fancier dice sets made of more expensive materials with unique designs ascending past 400 SEK (~$43). 
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remained was all but erased, leaving us in the kind of world where such ideas as ‘capitalist 

realism’ could arise (Fisher 2009). Alternative forms of authority from the globally dominant 

forms found in C-suites and government offices offer the potential to observe novel (or 

perhaps not so novel, as I am arguing) authority structures from which we as anthropologists 

might learn something. The intent here is not to indulge in some base exoticization of the 

indigenous, a kind of reductive colonial gaze. The intent here, rather, is to offer the 

opportunity to see in a game a possible subject of study which could teach us something 

about authority, specifically a kind of authority not altogether new, by anchoring the analysis 

in familiar and reminiscent preceding literature.  

In pursuit of investigating this subject, I played with and/or sat down for 

semi-structured interviews with several DMs that I had either known previously or had met 

during fieldwork: Drew, Julia, Hayden, Charlie, Karl, Liam, and Frank. The majority of my 

observations discussed here come from those interviews or other informal chats but several 

also come from participant observation in the form of playing with some of these DMs as 

well as running my own games during the fieldwork period.  

 

Rules & Rulings 

No two DMs are the same and a key way in which DMs can be distinguished from 

one another is their dedication to the rulebooks (often called Rules-as-Written or RAW), but 

all DMs have to make rulings on their own at some point, as the rulebooks can never fully 

account for the realm of possibilities of what can occur in a game of D&D. Players will 

always have ideas which require interpretation and mediation from the DM. In any case, part 

of the fun of playing a TTRPG like D&D is the ability to disregard the rules, which are far 

more akin to guidelines than strict rules. Recall Malaby’s words: that games are “processual”, 

that as a game is played “it always contains the potential for generating new practices and 

new meanings” (Malaby 2007, p. 102). To make this point clear, consider this from an 

interview Fine conducted with Gary Gygax (one of the founding fathers of D&D), Gygax 

mentioned how in games of D&D that he himself runs for players, he will often disregard 

specific rules and when confronted by his players with rules he himself wrote, he will dismiss 

them, stating: “Who cares? I just told you otherwise. It doesn’t make any difference what the 

book says” (Fine 1983, p. 111). This doesn’t mean that the rules are totally irrelevant; this 

example, hyperbolic as it is, is just meant to reflect the flexibility of the rules. These days, 

this bending or breaking of the rules is often labeled the “rule of cool”, the idea being that 
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should an idea or suggestion be intriguing enough, it may justify ignoring a rule which might 

conflict with it otherwise. This, however, is not a universal perspective among DMs.  

For Julia, the rules are the only “common denominator” which players and the DM 

share, providing a key anchor. She argued that if you disregard them frequently, you “might 

as well put the books away” as you’re not really playing the same game anymore. However, 

for Charlie, the rules are a starting point and something to be iterated on. He will often 

experiment with new rules almost every session and characterized himself as very flexible 

when it comes to mediating players’ desires, often happy to bend or break rules in their favor, 

whether that be in the power of their character or in a specific action they wish to attempt; 

this style aligns with Clastres’s second rule of chiefs, that they “must be generous with [their] 

possessions”, ‘possessions’ in this case being the abstract control of reality the DM enjoys 

(Clastres 1989, p. 29).  

Julia and Charlie help us get a sense of the length of this spectrum. Julia explained to 

me that by anchoring the game firmly to the written rules, it helps affirm that it is the players’ 

job to solve the problems placed before them by the DM, rather than vice versa; players 

ought to identify a solution given parameters by the DM rather than depend on the DM to 

exercise latitude in making a ruling. That being said, on the other end, there is great room for 

creativity, especially on the part of players, to concoct bizarre ideas should their DM permit 

such leeway, and this can be the appeal of playing a game like D&D over something more 

rigidly-structured, such as a video game. Liam talked about how this helps give the players a 

sense of “cinematic storytelling” and perhaps even greater investment in the fiction; for some 

players, trying something unconventional is half the fun. Frank felt similar to this, mentioning 

how while he tends to stick to the rules as written, he’s happy to ignore them in service of the 

moment, especially if a player has an interesting idea, approaching making a ruling from the 

framework of “What’s fun? What’s good for us and the story?”  

These varying approaches speak to something else Clastres spoke about: the division 

between civil and military authority (Clastres 1989, p. 30). Groups often split authority in 

these two domains between two different chiefs, one who led by suggestion during peacetime 

and another who led by absolute authority in wartime (ibid.). I don’t mean to suggest that 

Julia or Charlie, for example, fit neatly into one or the other; rather, I suggest that being a DM 

often involves oscillating between these two modes. In most circumstances, one embodies the 

civil style, but if circumstances tense up (or if the DM wishes to cultivate a sense of danger 

and fear), their rulings may become more military in style, absolute.  
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But the rules do not only apply to players and their characters, they mediate the whole 

of the game and thus impact the DM and the characters they portray as well, sometimes 

prompting the DM to contend with them more directly. Hayden explicitly told us before our 

session together that he will sometimes increase the health points (a measure of a creature’s 

vitality) of a foe in order to engineer a situation in which the creature is killed by the 

player-character that would be most satisfying narratively; or, if an enemy takes too much 

damage too quickly, he may artificially inflate their health points to preserve an ideal fight 

length. It was odd that he told us this explicitly, rather than keep that information to himself 

as other DMs tend to (there is a risk of breaking the players’ faith in the game if the players 

know that the strength of their foe could change on a whim). Liam pointed out how the rules 

are obviously of fundamental importance for constructing the game to begin with and often 

provide necessary ground upon which gameplay can stand, such as determining the order in 

which characters act such that players do not begin yelling over one another to make sure 

they get to swing their sword at the goblin at least once. Additionally, Frank pointed out that 

making changes to the rules frequently also puts more work on the DM’s already-full plate, 

forcing them to keep track of exceptions they make in order to maintain a consistent game 

structure.  

Of course, it’s important to remember that the DM and players do not interact with the 

rules alone; as discussed before, the dice ultimately resolve uncertainty, and even when a DM 

ignores a rule, the resolution of uncertainty still comes down to a die roll. This is something 

DMs can rely on when they do not wish to make a ruling themselves, simply allowing a die 

roll to make the choice for them; the impartiality of the dice tends to be to the satisfaction of 

both players and DMs, even if things do not go in favor of the players in the end. In the spirit 

of the collaborative nature of the game, Julia, Liam, and Frank each mentioned how they 

prefer consensus in such scenarios, wanting to make sure that everyone at the table is 

comfortable with a ruling, even if their character is not directly involved. One player’s wild 

idea may be breaking another player’s sense of immersion and internal consistency. The aim, 

at the end of the day, is to cultivate some sense of shared fantasy between all participants 

such that they can each enjoy it in their own way and construct the game’s world and fiction 

through it. This gets at the issue of trust, another fundamental piece of the puzzle. 

 

Trust in Play 

​ It is a strange thing to play D&D, even with friends; there is something fundamentally 

vulnerable about it, about putting oneself in the position where you pretend to embody a 
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character you are not, but this “willingness to become vulnerable” is central to developing 

trust at the table (Bormann 2023, p. 927). Additionally, the DM is implicitly entrusted with 

many responsibilities to the players, most primarily to be fair to the players and not abuse 

their time or their characters. The DM is technically omnipotent and could hypothetically 

wreak whatever form of havoc they wish to on the player-characters and even the world; yet, 

they (almost) never do. The obvious reason not to is that there wouldn’t be much of a game 

without the player-characters (or the world, for that matter), but there is more to this. Our 

prior discussion of the rules is relevant here; some sense of consistency, even from the loosest 

DM, is required for the players to comfortably buy in to the world’s fiction and not be 

completely unmoored from the game. Additionally, trust in the DM to make fair rulings is 

imperative; Julia talked about the importance of players understanding that the DM is there to 

facilitate the players intentions and ideas. Liam mentioned that consistency helps players 

build confidence (which fosters trust); players want to feel confident navigating the DM’s 

world and they need to feel that this comfort is well-placed. They don’t want “the rug pulled 

from under them” due to misplaced trust in the DM. Consistent enforcement of rules and fair 

rulings are key to this. If players trust their DM to not be adversarial, they’re more willing to 

accept their rulings. Thus, the vulnerability on the part of players exists not only in the social 

aspect of embodying a character with a group of friends but also leaving that character at the 

DM’s mercy, to some extent. This agreement from the players is that “willingness to become 

vulnerable” put into practice (ibid.). 

Frank emphasized the importance of communication between the DM and players, 

making clear one’s thinking in a moment of uncertainty, attempting to foster a productive 

dialogue, and aiming to understand each participant’s perspective. Even how players 

role-play (RP) factors into this. Some tables prefer a Closed RP style, where players speak 

almost exclusively through/as their characters, hiding their thoughts and motivations from 

one another and the DM; this cultivates a very immersive, engrossing, and dramatic 

atmosphere, ideal for tables seeking an experience akin to improvised theatre. Other tables 

favor a more Open RP style where players can communicate what their characters are 

thinking, why they are making the choices they are, or even discuss these things with the 

DM, who may grant insights into the world and its non-player characters more directly. This 

helps cultivate a crucial kind of “perceived trustworthiness” where open dialogue allows 

players to connect as both ‘writers’ and ‘performers’ and be fully invested in the fostering of 

the play environment (Bormann 2023, p. 927). While these may be approached as stylistic 
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choices, the latter is far more conducive to developing trust; the former may be best suited to 

tables where trust is already very strong and could be tested safely. 

For Charlie, trust meant ceding his power and “control” at times, stating “I’m 

comfortable with players questioning me and my rulings” and allowing players to develop his 

world with him, such as asking them to “name the town or river that they’re fleeing towards” 

rather than having a name prepared. If a player rolls the highest possible die number when 

attempting a risky action, he sometimes even gives them narrative control to decide the 

outcome rather than be beholden to his own interpretation (some other TTRPGs do this 

explicitly in their rules). Charlie, in Carlos Vélez-Ibañez’s words, is trusting “in the 

trustworthiness of others”, which is itself a precondition for the developing of trust (Nelms 

2022, p. 4). This approach demonstrates full trust in his players not to abuse these powers and 

a clear commitment to a more collaborative table atmosphere. Like a chief (Clastres 1989), 

Charlie is generous with his world and the rules which undergird it. None of this is required 

in the rules; if anything, the rules encourage a table in which all decisionmaking on the part 

of players is adjudicated and mediated entirely by the DM and any details of the world are 

also decided by the DM.  

Ultimately, trust is one of the primary means through which the varying ends each 

participant in a game of D&D seeks is pursued. T.C. Nelms writes that “trust offers an ideal 

towards which people strive in and through social difference, conflict, and vulnerability born 

of layered and morally charged relations of mutual obligation” (Nelms 2022, p. 4). In other 

words, trust is something players and DMs strive for together at the table because they share 

a common goal: to have a free, comfortable, and ultimately good time. The ‘mutual 

obligation’ here being each person’s role in making sure that happens. Trust is not only 

formed at the table during play, of course. Oftentimes people play with friends and can 

assume some degree of trust before they first play together. And, as in any kind of 

relationship, the development and maintaining of trust is ongoing. More recently, it has 

become popular to have one (or more) session(s) before games begin, often called Session 0, 

where table expectations and social contracts are established ahead of time. 

 

Table Etiquette & Social Contracts 

​ While some presumption of basic social decorum is assumed, it is becoming 

increasingly commonplace to take time before starting a new game with new players to go 

over expectations and any unique rules in what is often called a ‘Session 0’. In public games, 

these can include safety tools which are ideal for giving strangers the space to voice 
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discomfort. In one such game I played in, the DM provided us with color-coded cards which 

could be held up to express varying degrees of discomfort and call for either a break or the 

editing of the fiction to omit something potentially disturbing to that player. Thus, safety tools 

have the effect of communicating care to players, explicitly showing that the DM wants to 

foster some trust and make sure all participants are comfortable. This can have the 

consequential effect of requiring care from players as well.  

Beyond safety tools, some DMs have other kinds of rules or etiquette they require, 

often developed over years of dealing with unpleasant players or unanticipated scenarios, 

which do not already exist within D&D’s official rules. Charlie’s rules, for example, 

consisted of: No taking agency away from fellow players (e.g., telling them how to play their 

character); voice discomfort and/or call for a timeout when necessary; and, in the event that a 

player wishes to do something harmful against another player, the defending player gets to 

unilaterally decide the outcome (without rolling dice). Liam had five main rules which guide 

how he runs all his games (including games other than D&D): 1) Have Fun, this includes 

everyone and is flexible in terms of what fun means to each player, even if fun for them is 

tension or sadness; 2) Don’t Make The Game Unfun For Anyone Else, this can come up in all 

manner of scenarios, such as our earlier discussion of seeking consensus when making 

rulings; 3) Don’t Fear Failure, part of the fun of rolling dice is that things don’t always go 

your way and that can be interesting and fun on its own! No story is fun when the heroes 

never struggle; 4) The DM Is Not Your Adversary, this is how Liam prefers to run his tables 

but he noted that some people prefer an adversarial DM; and 5) The DM Calls For Rolls, 

which is something Julia also mentioned. What this is referring to is that players can 

sometimes get into the habit of declaring their behavior in game mechanics in the form of 

declaring their own roll, even without the DM’s instruction/permission (my choice of these 

last two words in particular should communicate the tenuous power structure here). As an 

example, a player-character is looking for a particular item in an abandoned mansion and 

enters a new room. Rather than wait for the DM to offer a description of the room and any 

points of interest, the player simply declares “I Perception the room”, and then rolls a die, 

adds their Perception skill modifier, and announces the sum. This very mechanical approach 

gamifies what is often meant to be a more immersive experience, with the DM painting a 

picture in the player’s head of what the room looks like and what it contains before the 

player-character interacts with the space in a deliberate and intentional manner. For Liam, a 

rule preventing this approach helps get players away from approaching scenarios by thinking 

about game mechanics and more towards engaging with the fiction directly, as intended.  
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These rules which Charlie and Liam have laid out did not come from nothing; these 

are the kinds of rules that DMs develop over years of dealing with situations that prompt 

them to begin with. These kinds of rules support the “peacemaker” role of the DM I 

mentioned earlier (Clastres 1989, p. 29). Recalling the civil/military authority division from 

Clastres, we can see here an exact set of circumstances where the more absolute style is 

desirable to the DM (ibid., p. 30). Particularly in the context of these rules which seek to 

prevent intraparty conflict between players, the DM may put their foot down firmly in the 

interest of preserving the peace. Of course, this does not always come in the form of forceful, 

warrior-like speech, as Clastres himself points out; a chief may resolve disputes “by relying 

solely on… his fairness, and his verbal ability. More than a judge who passes sentence, he is 

an arbiter who seeks to reconcile” (ibid.).  

​ Drew voiced how this style is not always to the preference of everyone. Some people 

prefer a more “organic”, “cerebral” approach which avoids explicit social contracts out of a 

desire for something more immersive. They likened the use of Session 0s to cultivating a 

more “writers’ room” style of approach to D&D. They themself had several such rules they 

abided by and expected from their players, one simply being: “don’t be a dick”. They astutely 

pointed out that “social contracts pick up where the rules leave off”. The rulebooks cover 

quite a bit of ground but there is plenty of room left for each table to decide what kind of 

culture they wish to have. Still, they pointed out how without clearer guidance, the degree of 

what ought to be covered ahead of time in a Session 0 is unclear. Should you talk ahead of 

time about how much of a referee the DM ought to be? How much will the rules be enforced 

or loosened? These things will inevitably come up in play; should they be stated explicitly 

ahead of time? An oft-unspoken rule is that the player-characters will care about whatever it 

is the DM prepares for them but not everyone thinks in this way. The more thespian among 

players might want a strong in-game/in-character reason to oppose villainy while others are 

happy to send their character at the bad guys because it’s what the DM took time to prepare 

for them. Does the DM expect the former of their players? Ultimately, communication seems 

to be the key underlying factor in the development of trust and is integral to any sustainable 

table environment. 

 

Genre/Tone 

​ How is a DM meant to decide what is possible? In D&D, people are capable of great 

feats of magic, such as reading the minds of others, unleashing great balls of fire, or 

conjuring mind-breaking illusions; it is a game steeped in the culture of fantasy fiction, but 
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this is a wide genre space and people use D&D for all manner of game styles even beyond the 

standard slate of fantasy subgenres. Thus, genre and tone themselves are another factor 

influencing the ways DMs mediate and run their games; this is an often ignored component, 

something I far more often than not had to introduce into discussions with interlocutors 

myself where these other subjects often came up organically. Still, one cannot fully 

encapsulate the idea of trust or even the rules of a game without confronting the fact that all 

of this serves to cultivate a specific tone and any shared fantasy among participants must be 

anchored to some shared notion of the genre and tone of the game being played.  

I think I can best illustrate this idea with the Example Scenario from before. That 

game was of a seafaring, swashbuckling, pirate-like genre; the Pirates of the Caribbean film 

series is maybe a fair tonal baseline comparison. Recall that the player-characters’ ship, Le 

Couteux, was in the midst of being sucked into a whirlpool. This was essentially the 

challenge presented to the players: find a way out of this whirlpool. In particular, Mai had the 

idea of throwing the ship’s anchor with her superhuman strength. The consequence of 

allowing this attempt, unbeknownst to me at the time, was that the genre and tone of our 

game was further clarified. In other words, rather than something closer to Master and 

Commander, the game became a bit more pulpy and loose with its physics and with what’s 

possible (perhaps now closer to something like Popeye). Indeed, given access to superhuman 

strength, a player-character could conceivably throw an anchor all by themself. To me, this 

was all fine and good, as it was for the player playing Mai, but I later heard from Laers’s 

player that he did not like it and that in allowing the attempt, some element of internal 

consistency in the game had been broken for him. Perhaps had I taken a note from the DMs 

who talked about seeking consensus,  I might have avoided hurting Laers’s player’s buy-in to 

the fiction by checking with everyone at the table first, but at the time I felt that the idea was 

neat enough and fit within my understanding of our game’s tone and genre. In this is a good 

example of how much like the chief structures Clastres (1989) observed being a DM can be, 

as in failing to consider fully the interests of all members of our group, I undermined the 

world in which we played and made the game experience worse for a player. So, even with its 

presumed medieval fantasy grounding, the genre and tone of any given D&D game can vary 

significantly and one can even omit aspects of the game to make it feel more grounded, like 

removing certain abilities, spells, and the like. 

​ Clearly the DM does not unilaterally construct the tone of their game, even if they set 

out with one in mind. Just as the other major forces at the table (the players, the dice, the 

game system) mediate in other aspects of gameplay, so too do they command influence over 
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the tone of the game. Both Charlie and Frank pointed this out, mentioning that D&D itself 

tends to drive a particular tone. Charlie described how no matter what he tries, his games of 

D&D always tend to become some form of goofy, somewhat-heroic, medieval fantasy; he 

wasn’t sure what to credit this to: it could just be the game and its rules, it could be he 

himself, it could be the D&D community/culture more broadly, or even just the broader 

cultural zeitgeist itself. Charlie emphasized the relevance of the zeitgeist as creating the 

“subconscious aspect” of tone and worldbuilding and he makes efforts to absorb as much 

cultural knowledge as possible in the hopes of it manifesting organically in the way he runs 

his games. Frank spoke similarly, mentioning his interest in the horror genre and some of the 

limitations D&D’s rules contain in cultivating a horrific tone. As player-characters become 

stronger, it becomes more difficult to establish horror, a tone often defined by a sense of 

powerlessness. Like Charlie, Frank is interested in the broader cultural zeitgeist and makes 

efforts to consume popular media (television, music, podcasts, movies, etc.) to develop a 

knowledge of tropes and storytelling trends to pull from as a DM.  

​ Dice play a role in driving tone as well. In one session I ran, the players seemed 

incapable of rolling well the entire session, and while their characters were locked in a 

life-or-death battle against cultists guarding an ancient temple, at the table we were all 

constantly laughing at the players' utter inability to succeed at anything. There is an odd 

dissonance which occurs in moments like these, with the characters in the fiction engaged in 

acts of violence but those of us at the table, above the fiction, finding humor in their 

struggling. The dice play a role in dictating life and death and this alone can alter the tone of 

a single session, with a character death able to change the mood of the table dramatically 

(more on this in Chapter 5). 

​ Finally the players have a say in the tone of a game. Some of the DMs I interviewed 

kept this in mind and would use time in Session 0 to talk about the tone they were hoping to 

achieve in the game ahead of time so that the players could be willing and informed 

participants in this. Still, sometimes players have preferences that don’t align with that tone 

and this can create some tension. Trust again emerges, with the DM’s ideas and world at the 

mercy of their players, to some extent; Frank talked about this, explaining how no matter how 

much he may hope to convey a desired tone, players “ultimately make the main choices” and 

those choices can always go against that tone. Frank “doesn’t want to squash their creativity” 

and simply hopes that players won’t stretch things too much; these comments demonstrate 

how sometimes the DM’s authority is a kind of “power that is practically powerless” 

(Clastres 1989, p. 29), and while the DM may broadly get to establish a genre/tone, the 
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players will always end up impacting it through their choices and this is part of the game and 

is an example of the kinds of concessions being a DM often requires. Ultimately, though, 

everyone is playing their own version of the game’s world and its events in their own head 

and the goal for all participants is to align everyone’s shared fantasy as much as possible. 

​  

The DM Screen 

​ There is one item I left out of my opening description in the Example Scenario above 

(you can even see it on the left in Figure 1). It’s called a DM screen, and on the player-facing 

side there is typically some kind of art, but on the DM’s side, each tab is filled with useful 

reference information. Symbolically, the screen serves as a divider between the DM and 

players and can contribute to the illusionist elements of the role, cultivating an air of mystery 

as to what is occurring ‘behind the screen’. The DM screen has become a hallmark of the 

game’s culture itself, often the clearest indication of the DM’s authority and position. Charlie 

and Frank both talked about how part of the reason they use a DM screen is simply because 

of this convention; Frank has run games of D&D online for most of his playing time and has 

only recently begun to run a game in-person, so, for him, getting to use a DM screen is 

exciting as a part of the ideal in-person playing experience. Charlie described how the DM 

screen “sets expectations at the table, the physical divide between the players and DM and 

how it mirrors and enforces the divide between their characters and the world.” Thus, the DM 

screen is an important representation of the DM’s role in stewarding the game’s narrative and 

world.  

​ However, what some who play D&D associate with the DM screen is the potential for 

the DM to lie about the outcome of their dice rolls, which is called “fudging” the dice. When 

asked about their use of a DM screen, several DMs brought this up immediately. Julia, who 

primarily plays online, has the digital dice roller show her rolls to her players. In her words: 

“it just seems fair! If players are rolling in the open and we’re all playing the same game, I 

should be too.” Julia brought up the concept of trust again, arguing that open rolling dispels 

the possibility that she’s fudging her rolls, though she admitted that players more often than 

not place that trust in their DM implicitly. Charlie, on the other hand, argued that hiding one’s 

rolls behind a DM screen helps enforce the “realness of the world, giving the players a sense 

that they do not fully understand how or why things happen, which is more in-line with our 

experience of the real world.” Perhaps here some friction exists on the level of authority the 

DM wields; DMs like Julia favor embodying a more visibly-even playing field while DMs 

39 



like Charlie wish to use the material of the DM screen to convey the intersection between 

mystery and power which the unknowability of the DM’s world and machinations contains.  

​ The reader may recall Liam’s earlier discussion of pulling players away from game 

mechanics and toward immersion within the story through encouraging players to avoid 

describing their actions mechanically (recall “I Perception the room”). Liam said using a DM 

screen also helps with this, as rather than announce the outcome of his die rolls, he jumps 

straight to narrating their outcome. For example, if a player-character attempts to remove an 

enemy from battle with the Banishment spell, Liam would rather dramatically describe the 

spell succeeding than simply announce that the enemy rolled too low to overcome the spell. 

Keeping his dice behind the screen aids in cultivating this atmosphere and creating a sense of 

suspense.  

​ A technique which several DMs mentioned or I observed them using with their DM 

screen was to strategically circumvent their DM screen at dramatic moments. Essentially, if 

the DM is tasked with making an important roll (perhaps an important enemy is rolling a die 

which could decide their own fate, as in the Banishment spell example above), they may elect 

to roll the die “in front of the board” and either lean over their screen or stand up and walk 

around it in order to roll the die on the table for everyone to see. This builds suspense and 

tension, adding weight to the idea that a significant outcome is contingent upon this single die 

roll. Karl did this when I played at his table and both Liam and Frank mentioned using this 

technique in their games as do I when I am the DM. A DM can even tell the players exactly 

what number they need (or higher/lower) on the die rolled to get the outcome they are hoping 

for (which builds even more suspense), as Frank and I both regularly do.   

​ Beyond its symbolic features, the DM screen has a practical use too. Typically, a DM 

screen will have reference material on the side facing the DM. This is mostly certain rules, 

charts, tables, and such which could be useful for the DM to refer to quickly, but oftentimes 

DMs will tape their own notes onto the screen (I myself keep certain statistics of each 

player-character handy for quick reference). The side which faces the players often has some 

kind of art on it, often a dragon and some heroic looking adventurers, which may add some 

pleasure or immersion to the players’ experience. In my case too, since I keep most of my 

notes and other materials on a laptop, having the DM screen in front of the laptop might 

support a more desirable analog feel at the table, rather than the players simply seeing me 

behind a laptop with some dice next to it. 

​ Throughout this lengthy chapter we explored several of the different functions and 

features Dungeon Masters keep in mind while they run games of Dungeons & Dragons. This 
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role involves many more considerations and demands than I was able to detail here, Frank 

having described the role as “wearing a great many hats”. Herein we discussed Dungeon 

Masters’ varying relationships with the official published rules of the game, the ways in 

which they cultivate and maintain trust at the table, the role of explicit table rules and 

etiquette, the intricacies of achieving desired genre and tone, and the choice of employing a 

DM screen. All the while, these decisions and the mediation with players were viewed 

through a lens of similar leadership positions lacking absolute authority among chiefs 

throughout the Americas and big men in Melanesia as detailed in classic texts by Clastres 

(1989) and Sahlins (1963) respectively. There is far more to be explored about the role of the 

Dungeon Master than I was able to discuss here; the role is ripe for future research and 

exploration, particularly as it exists beyond Dungeons & Dragons in other TTRPGs with 

different levels of power and different relationships with different games’ rules and 

mechanics. 

 

5. Dice: Actants, Luck, & Ritual 

Early on in my fieldwork, I’ve joined a public game at a local game store and have 

just arrived at the designated table I’d be playing at and taken out the single set of dice I 

decided to bring. As I await my fellow players, whom I’m yet to meet, a man walks in with a 

large bag and sits down next to me, taking out a case which contains multiple sets of 

beautifully-crafted dice. I immediately begin to ask him about his dice, explaining my 

particular motivations for doing so and we get to chatting. He explains that he uses different 

dice sets for different characters and takes out two sets for use in our session. Johan, as I’ll 

refer to him, proceeded to roll quite well to begin our session, with his character succeeding 

at most tasks he attempted. It was as if selecting the right dice imbued a sense of confidence 

into him as he portrayed his character, and his dice were rewarding him. However, the pièce 

de résistance was to come later; Johan understood well my interest in dice rituals and was 

eager to show me his special technique. While awaiting his next opportunity to roll, he took 

his twenty-sided die (d20) and rolled it precisely five times to “get the bad out of it” and 

excitedly promised me that the next roll would be a 20 (the highest number on the die and, 

within the game’s rules, a critical success). Of course my curiosity was piqued and when the 

next time came for his character to act, he confidently rolled the die and, indeed, a 20 sat atop 

it. Others at the table who had played with Johan before seemed used to this and assured me 

this happened with some frequency regardless of which dice Johan rolled. I too learned to get 
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used to it, as this technique worked far more often than it should have, statistically-speaking. 

It was as if Johan had identified a potent ritual for currying the favor of the dice gods.  

In D&D, dice are ultimately decisive in determining the events of the game. Most 

actions taken by players or the DM are resolved using dice. While the DM can exercise 

control in dictating how difficult a task is, the dice are the ultimate deciders of an outcome. 

Regardless of the DM’s power as elaborated on in the previous chapter, all human agents at 

the table are beholden to the dice, they are the chief actant. You will often hear it remarked 

that ‘the dice tell the story’, not the players, as I did several times throughout my fieldwork. 

This last point is worth bearing in mind and to attempt to drive it home, I’ll provide an 

example from the same game I ran in the example scenario from the beginning of the 

ethnography section.  

During a later battle aboard their ship against a dragon, the player-character Stubs was 

knocked out by the dragon and fell from the rigging of the ship where he often perched while 

the ship sailed. When a player-character is reduced to zero health points (or knocked out, as 

I’ve just called it), they are usually not immediately killed, and spend each of their remaining 

turns rolling dice to determine the outcome of their unconscious experience (unless someone 

heals them somehow). Essentially, the character either reaches three successful rolls or three 

failing rolls first and the odds are only slightly in their favor, as they are required to roll a 10 

or higher on a twenty-sided die (d20) with no addition or subtraction modifying the roll. 

When Stubs fell and hit the ship’s deck, he automatically accrued one failure, as external 

sources of harm also impact the unconscious state. Normally, a roll below 10 results in a 

single failure, but a roll of a 1 specifically results in two failures. Stubs’s next turn came 

before any of his allies could heal him, and his life came down to a single roll. Any roll above 

a 1 would keep him alive and give his allies an opportunity to heal him, but, to all of our 

shock, Stubs rolled a 1. In that moment, the dice held greater power than any of us at the 

table, including myself; to overrule the dice would tarnish the game and anyone’s faith in the 

fiction. Part of the beauty of the game is investing in the dice as their own participants, and, 

in that moment, the dice told a story, and Stubs died.9 The direction of the game changed as 

9 The events following a player-character death vary depending on the DM, the tone, the table’s style in general, 
and simply how much time is left in that day’s session. Luckily for us, Stubs’s death occurred toward the end of 
our session time and became a somber note to end it on. In the following session, Stubs’s comrades sought the 
means to resurrect him and had to delve into the afterlife and complete several trials alongside Stubs’s soul to 
earn his resurrection. At a table where frequent character death is expected (sometimes referred to as 
“meat-grinder” games) it is typical for players to prepare back-up characters. The D&D world of Fine (1983)’s 
research was more like this, whereas today more tables design their games such that character death is less 
common. As always, exceptions exist, and the OSR (Old School Revival) movement which was the subject of 
Mizer (2019)’s research has re-popularized the more brutal variants of D&D and other TTRPGs. 
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the remaining player-characters scrambled to find a way to resurrect Stubs, but that’s part of 

the game, accepting and embracing what the dice decide on their own. 

These kinds of moments are enabled by D&D’s Stochastic Contingency features 

(Malaby 2007, p. 108). Dice create uncertainty, meaning no single participant, even the DM, 

has full control narratively and can drive the story in their singularly desired direction, but 

this is also why games like D&D are fun to begin with; it is also what separates them from 

more conventional narrative forms like writing. That being said, inevitably the 

anthropomorphizing instinct within us enters into the game as players begin to either identify 

luck as a cosmic force acting upon oneself or inhabiting and animating one’s dice or even 

one’s dice having their own personalities and habits. This takes many forms; common 

behaviors I observed and experienced myself during my fieldwork were ideas such as 

‘siphoning’ luck, in which one player is rolling well and another is rolling poorly because the 

former is siphoning the luck of the latter, ‘banking’ luck, in which rolling low must naturally 

mean that one’s luck is being stored up and will eventually be unleashed in future rolls, and 

the reverse as well, in which rolling well is a sign that one’s luck is running out and 

eventually the good rolls will come to an end (though of course there were just as many who 

felt rolling well meant they would continue to do so). For some participants, then, luck is 

finite, shared among players or limited within a player.  

These ideas were shared both in online and offline games, with participants claiming 

that the dice rolling software online was working against them in a given session or believing 

that they only rolled well online versus using actual physical dice in-person. After purchasing 

a dice tray which players in my in-person home game could roll inside of, the idea that one 

might roll better in or out of the tray was often floated; Laura, who seemed to have pretty 

poor dice luck throughout our months-long game, seemed to roll better in the tray, a source of 

relief for us all. Another interlocutor, Gabriel, claimed that “I was rolling really well when 

playing as [his previous character] but it seems like Roll2010 hates [his current character]”, as 

if the dice were judging his characters uniquely. These examples serve to create an image of 

significant intentionality, but superstition about dice can often be as simple as gravitating 

toward specific dice that have been rolling well and avoiding those which haven’t; even the 

most skeptical of players tended to do this. 

10 Roll20 is an online software used to play D&D and other TTRPGs online. 
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Participants unsurprisingly seek agency over luck, often through ritual. Some perform 

rituals like testing dice before a game session,11 removing dice from the table which are 

performing poorly mid-session, or even other out-of-game activities which might enhance the 

rolling quality of dice (one interlocutor, Sofia, mentioned charging their dice outdoors under 

moonlight).12 A habit I picked up from several interlocutors was keeping my dice set with 

their highest value facing up, as if I were teaching the dice how to roll well, sometimes 

referred to as ‘cooking’ one’s dice. Here, you can recall Johan’s five-roll technique from the 

beginning of the chapter as well. These interactions between players and dice constitute 

“technical mediation” in Latour’s language, as human and object transform and affect one 

another through ‘interference’, in which an actant object might alter a goal fundamentally, 

‘composition’, in which action depends upon the joining of the human and nonhuman in 

complex interaction, ‘folding of time and space’, in the sense that technology can act across 

these dimensions, and ‘crossing the boundary between signs and things’, in which the 

nonhuman can come to embody human emotion or morality (Latour 1999b, pp. 176-190).  

At the table, luck (and unluck) is something experienced individually, as one’s dice 

reward or betray them at key moments. There is a kind of self-wallowing that can occur, what 

you may recall Teresa Kuan calls ‘moral luck’, the “first person experience of misfortune and 

regret” in which someone takes “personal blame for consequences for which they were not 

entirely responsible” (Kuan 2017). While bad dice luck can ruin a player’s mood, some 

players play with this mood socially, turning their struggle into humorous entertainment 

rather than genuinely wallowing in 

self-pity. This is something like what 

Kuan calls “the actor’s way of 

participating in the web that 

constitutes his or her history” (ibid.). 

Players may seek to punish 

dice which are not performing well, 

putting them aside or away, ‘jailing’ 

them, etc. in a manner reminiscent of 

Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger 

(1966). ​ ​ ​ ​         Figure 2. A literal dice jail shown to me by an interlocutor, Elisa. 

12 Sofia also mentioned how she sometimes tests her dice in heavily-salinated water to make sure they are rolling 
evenly and thus fairly. 

11 This divinatory approach often had different motivations. Some players wished to see which dice would roll 
the best, others interpreted the rolls as omens foretelling how successful/enjoyable the session was going to be. 
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Dice performing poorly become unclean, at a minimum needing a break or perhaps even 

some form of ritual cleaning/purification. Dice performing well become sacred, cherished for 

their reliability and natural potency. Players may attempt to preemptively tip the scales, 

seeking ways to bless their dice before rolling them (e.g. blowing on them, having someone 

with great dice luck touch or even kiss them). Jailing underperforming dice was a practice I 

quickly picked up myself, and as I collected more dice during my fieldwork, I became more 

picky and less patient with the performances of individual dice. 

A question of seriousness versus playfulness necessarily emerged. How genuine are 

these beliefs? How truly do D&D players ‘believe’ in dice luck? At the end of the day, the 

playful nature of believing in dice luck precludes a genuine honesty. Does someone with bad 

dice luck roll low or roll ‘bad’ (e.g., every now and then, in certain situations, you may prefer 

to roll lower rather than higher)? Is luck expended? Gained? Gleaned? Anticipated? Divined? 

These are fun questions to ponder but the magic of the dice is their mystery, their unknowable 

nature. The ‘indeterminacy’ is part and parcel of the game (Hamayon 2016; Malaby 2009).  

 

6. A Digitally-Anchored Metascape 

​ About halfway through the fieldwork period, I joined another public table at a local 

game store, with a few familiar faces from previous sessions with that particular group, which 

was to be run by Karl, a DM I mentioned briefly in Chapter 4. The session progressed for at 

least an hour before we found ourselves embroiled in our first battle. Combats in D&D can 

take quite some time, especially if players have built modular, complex characters with many 

options to choose from and especially if they rarely play that specific character, which was 

certainly the case in our game. Over about half-an-hour or so, our party of adventurers traded 

blows with the monstrous enemies we encountered. At the conclusion of this scrap, one 

player-character dealt the finishing blow to the last remaining enemy. In that moment, Karl 

looked to the player portraying that character and simply asked: “How do you want to do 

this?” On the surface a vague question, but seemingly everyone at the table (myself included) 

understood its meaning. The question is an invitation to the player to take the narrative reins 

for a moment and describe the manner in which their character executes the last enemy, 

offering an opportunity to cinematically cap off the lengthy battle. This is a fairly common 

technique for DMs to use, with some instead asking “what happens to this guy as you finish 

them off?” or “describe how you finish this enemy off”, but the particular phrase Karl used 
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was well-known to our table because it was popularized on the online actual play series13 

Critical Role as the signature question asked by that show’s Dungeon Master Matthew 

Mercer to his players when they get the killing blow to end a battle. Here it was at our table 

of strangers who all seemed to know it. How is this possible? 

​ Prior to beginning this fieldwork, I had been well-familiar with the D&D community 

online, including its major media properties, social forum spaces, and publishers. This proved 

invaluable in the course of my fieldwork, as I uncovered that many of the people I met in the 

course of it were alike in this manner. Through this I realized that what I had initially 

assumed could easily be isolated to the Stockholm area was a field which rejected even 

national and cultural boundaries. Since this realization, I have searched for theoretical 

precedence through which to conceptualize this. It is out of the following investigation that I 

identified the need for an original concept, one I term the metascape, which will aid us in 

understanding the anecdote which began this chapter, as we’ll discuss shortly. 

​ I first began with assemblage theory, primarily inspired by the intricate network Anna 

Tsing identified in The Mushroom at the End of the World (2015). However, in my 

investigation of assemblage theory I realized that while there was potential in aspects of it 

here, it was an imperfect fit as it centered the non-human more than was appropriate to what I 

observed. It was from there that I arrived at Arjun Appadurai’s cultural flows which we 

discussed earlier. The ‘communities of sentiment’ (Appadurai 1990b) which he discussed 

were reminiscent of what I had observed and the five scapes (Appadurai 1990a) he detailed 

showed signs of what I’d seen as well, but there were limitations here. As Heyman and 

Campbell (2009) discussed, the five scapes do too little to recognize pre-existing power 

structures like capital which exercise unmatched influence over them and this is certainly 

relevant to the D&D community, where large corporate entities like Wizards of the Coast 

(who publish the official D&D books and editions) exert significant influence over the 

game’s discourse. Even media entities like Critical Role and Dimension 20, two popular 

actual play shows in which professional actors and improvisers record themselves playing 

Dungeons & Dragons, influence discourse significantly, and many of the people I met during 

my fieldwork mentioned these shows to me of their own volition. This D&D community is 

not a purely decentralized, bottom-up social structure; it is highly monetized14 and influenced 

14 Estimates vary considerably and available data is limited, but the valuation of the TTRPG industry most often 
reported or cited in articles and similar media is currently around two billion U.S. dollars. 

13 The term ‘actual play’ refers to produced games of D&D and other TTRPGs for audiences to either watch 
online on services like YouTube and Twitch or to listen to in podcast form. They are essentially D&D ‘shows’. 
Playing in a D&D game yourself versus watching an actual play is analogous to joining a local community 
theatre versus watching a professional theatre troupe perform. 
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by these large corporate/media entities who sell books, merchandise, subscriptions, and other 

services to consumers in the D&D community. The particulars of this economic side of the 

D&D community are beyond the scope of this thesis; suffice to say that the focus here is 

more on how these forces’ influences are socially exhibited by interlocutors in the field and 

this is the primary way the economic side manifests within the metascape. By this I mean that 

interlocutors’ frequent references to and discussions of these properties were the means 

through which their influence was exhibited socially and most relevantly to this concept. 

Future research ought to examine this economic side of the community more directly as a 

participant in the metascape itself. 

​ One might think of something like Susan Napier’s ‘fantasyscapes’ as appropriate here 

(Napier 2007) but this idea is the exact opposite of what we are examining here. Rather than 

drifting off into imagined alternative realities and escaping the mundanity and complexity of 

modern life, the D&D community is an entire social body outside of the game and 

well-situated in real world digital media structures like YouTube, Reddit, X, etc. It is, in fact, 

a community highly-invested in the aspects of the game beyond the table and beyond the 

fantasy, so much so that several years ago when Wizards of the Coast planned to revoke 

D&D’s open game license, a legal provision for the use of D&D’s basic rules in the creation 

of third-party D&D content, the community rallied against it in a large enough backlash 

which resulted in Wizards of the Coast backing down. This kind of ‘activism’ is becoming 

increasingly prevalent in such subcultures and is emblematic of the kinds of “small acts” 

becoming more common online (Chua 2018). As Liana Chua explains: “The trope of small 

acts thus also bears within it the promise of belonging – of becoming part of a wider 

collective of supporters, all invested in the same cause” (ibid., p. 8). Many look back on this 

event as a strong community moment, and, out of this situation, many new competitors to 

D&D, like Daggerheart and Draw Steel, were born and have since been released to some 

acclaim.  

​ Returning to Appadurai, the D&D community includes technoscapes in the form of 

digital platforms like YouTube, Reddit, X, etc.; mediascapes, properties like Stranger Things, 

Critical Role, Dimension 20, etc.; and ideoscapes, discourse on the “rule of cool” (recall from 

Chapter 4) and other hot-button topics in the D&D community, but these three ‘scapes’ are 

not adequate for encapsulating it (Appadurai 1990a). While the three each can speak to some 

aspect of it, they alone are an imperfect lens which, by their own distinct natures, belie the 

interconnected and overlapping layers of this community and how far and complex its reach 

is. The notion of ‘communities of sentiment’ too is inadequate as it fails to recognize the 
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at-times top-down nature of this community, with discourse heavily influenced by the 

aforementioned mediascapes (Appadurai 1990b). Clearly this is all a bit more complicated 

than any of that.  

With this all in mind, I propose the metascape, an original concept I believe is best 

suited to this particular sociocultural form. I choose the prefix meta- specifically in the sense 

of it indicating a focus ‘beyond’ but in-context-of a given phenomenon in the self-referential 

way the prefix has come to be employed, because what we are discussing is the composite 

form of a community beyond its site of play, the table, but nonetheless impactful on and 

tethered to it. If Chapters 4 and 5 covered aspects of D&D at the table, here we are discussing 

an unignorable being which also exists everywhere beyond the table. In Goffman (1974) and 

Fine’s (1983) language, this includes the frame above the table, the out-of-game frame, a kind 

of connective tissue which seems to thread together the various tables around the world 

where people play D&D. At a minimum, the game rules published by Wizards of the Coast 

constitute a significant strand of this thread and as those rules are iterated upon and 

influenced by the social discourse of hobbyists online and other entities within the metascape, 

we can observe a ‘scape’ which constructs this field. Key to all of this is that through its meta 

nature, the metascape is not completely separate from the table, it influences it significantly 

and is often visible in gameplay if one is looking for it, as it comes into view in the choices 

DMs and players make and the ways they talk about the game. Thus, it is bound to the table 

and dependent on it as the foundation for its own meaning-making, even as it exists beyond it 

as well. Allow me to explain further. 

Perhaps the being of the metascape can be envisioned as containing all the various 

participants within this diverse D&D community (actual play shows, Wizards of the Coast, 

third-party publishers, Reddit forums, X threads, YouTube channels, local game stores, 

community Discord servers, Facebook groups, fan events, D&D/TTRPG conventions, etc.) 

but what makes it unique is how it comes alive and comes out in play at the table. When 

players and DMs bring ideas/concepts and discussions from this community into their own 

game, into their own worldbuilding, their character creation, their improvisation, their dice 

rituals, their choices, etc. the metascape comes into view at the table. The ways these various 

entities influence people’s tables, the ways in which those influences interact and overlap, 

and the ways in which participants play with those influences and iterate on them on their 

own is part of the metascape. This is what distinguishes the metascape from ‘fandoms’ and 
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other similar modern sociocultural forms, which exist mostly within but also beyond the 

Internet, where participation is often, relatively-speaking, more passive by comparison.15  

​ During the course of my fieldwork, nearly every Dungeon Master I interviewed spoke 

as a participant within this metascape. Many of them cited figures online like Matthew 

Mercer (the aforementioned DM for Critical Role), Brennan Lee Mulligan (the DM for 

Dimension 20) and Matthew Colville (a designer of third-party D&D content now running his 

own game studio in the aftermath of the open game license drama, which developed the 

aforementioned Draw Steel game) as key inspirations to the way they run their own games as 

a DM. Even those who did not often used terminology which originated in the online 

metascape discourse, such as the aforementioned “rule of cool” (which exists nowhere within 

the core rulebooks for Dungeons & Dragons). Even beyond these interviews, when playing 

with strangers for the first time, references to these shows were frequent enough to constitute 

a pattern. Almost like using shibboleths, a player would make a reference to a humorous 

moment from a Dimension 20 episode and those of us who recognized it could glance and 

smirk and understand what we now shared. Gone is the field of Fine’s study (1983), 

seemingly isolated gaming groups at local community centers, indulging in a hobby both rare 

and individual; today, there is no studying D&D without contending with this metascape, lest 

one dedicate the full scope of their study to the table and consider a potentially limitless set of 

precautions to isolate it from this broader entity.  

​ Connecting this concept with the prior chapters, many of the Dungeon Masters’ 

approaches to rules and rulings were explained to me with reference to the kind of DMs 

online they enjoyed watching, some of them took table rules directly from things they read 

online, many fashioned themselves as trying to follow or emulate a similar style to one or 

more DMs they’d watched online. Many DMs learn how to be a DM from online resources, 

such as written supplemental guides or YouTube videos with specific tips. To put it simply, 

many of these DMs were inspired by what they saw in the D&D metascape; at a bare 

minimum, they were engaged enough with online discussion to be influenced by it, even if at 

a minimal degree. When discussing dice superstitions and rituals, some would make 

reference to the beliefs of players online or mention practices and rituals they heard from 

others. 

15 For example, fans of Game of Thrones may attend conventions, create fan art, make/watch YouTube videos 
focused on review or developing theories of future story events, watch cast interviews, etc., but the center of this 
‘fandom’ is a television show produced by an entertainment studio. Whereas, in the case of the metascape, the 
centerpiece is a game which participants play themselves, bringing in ideas from beyond to life at their own 
table.  
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​ Perhaps an illustrative example would be the technique of rolling “in front of the 

board” or, rather, in front of the DM screen, which I described in the Chapter 4 subsection on 

the DM screen. Liam and Frank both mentioned using this technique, I witnessed Karl use it 

himself, and I too use this technique. Both Liam and Frank mentioned that they got this idea 

from watching Brennan Lee Mulligan (the aforementioned DM of Dimension 20) use it in his 

games online; this is also where I got the idea myself. The technique which Frank and I both 

use of announcing to the players exactly what number needs to be rolled on a die to create 

suspense is also a technique that we both learned from watching Mulligan run games. Karl 

made some of his own references to actual play shows throughout our game, so it is entirely 

within the realm of possibility that he too learned this technique from Mulligan, though I 

admittedly never confirmed this with him.  

​ Essentially, no participant in D&D can truly exist outside of this metascape, even an 

entirely new group of players with a completely new DM. To even hear of the game now one 

must encounter the metascape through any of these online shows or forums or friends within 

the metascape themselves. Even if they somehow come across the books in a local game store 

and buy them on a lark, the content of these rulebooks has come to be influenced by the 

metascape, with 2020’s Tasha’s Cauldron of Everything (a supplemental rulebook published 

by Wizards of the Coast) including a section on running a Session 0 (see Chapter 4), an idea 

fully conceptualized originally within the metascape. This metascape is transnational and 

ignores cultural divisions (Hannerz 1996) to bind the various tables at which the game is 

played together and offer its players a world beyond the game itself to engage in. Again, even 

a player who has no interest in any of this likely plays with a DM who does or plays with 

another player who does (not to mention the aforementioned content of the rulebooks).  

​ More broadly speaking, the metascape offers scholars a new framework and lens 

through which to understand communities and the media entities they entangle with online. It 

gets at aspects of online-offline sociality which exist between and beyond the original five 

scapes Appadurai offered. This concept can undoubtedly be applied to the Tabletop 

Role-Playing Game world at large and beyond that to other similar communities which have 

come to be an increasingly common standard online. In dialogue with prior analyses of the 

boundaries of the online and offline (Golub 2010; Hine 2017a; Hine 2017b; Escobar 1994), 

the concept of the metascape gives us a tool to understand the complex ways in which online 

engagement and being interact with offline lived experience (or play, in this case).  
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7. Concluding Comment 

Throughout this thesis, we looked at the limited extant literature on D&D and games 

and play at large before diving into the ethnography chapters to explore the ways in which a 

Dungeon Master mediates at the table between themself, their players, the dice, and the 

game’s rules. We explored how this is done with all manner of ideas in mind like social 

etiquette and the enforcement of rules, establishing of trust, and the cultivation of a tone. We 

then discussed the unique, playful relationships which participants develop with their dice 

and the practices they enact to solicit outcomes from them. Finally, we examined the game 

beyond-the-game, the metascape, the world which seems to exist anchoring and tethering the 

D&D games played all over and the digital world which has melded with it to create a 

cultural form altogether new and distinctly of the twenty-first century.  

Through the experiences of Drew, Julia, Hayden, Charlie, Karl, Liam, and Frank, 

among others, it became clear how the position of Dungeon Master bears great responsibility 

to the functioning of the game itself and to the players who put their faith in the Dungeon 

Master to facilitate an enjoyable play experience. The mechanisms of inhabiting this role and 

mediating with players involve keeping many plates spinning simultaneously: having a clear 

and consistent relationship with the game’s rules, cultivating and maintaining trust with 

players, requiring and enforcing a healthy table etiquette, working collaboratively to build a 

particular tone, and many more than could be elaborated on in this thesis. Dungeon Masters 

do so by relying upon the power of suggestion, the mysterious authority of their position, 

players’ trust, and basic social etiquette and skills. The relationship is bilateral, as dependent 

upon the players as it is upon the Dungeon Master’s own technique and style. It is a truly 

unique leadership position, one with many more layers to unpack in future research, and 

potential ramifications for how we conceive of and imagine leadership and authority more 

broadly today. 

Dice serve the key purpose of litigating indeterminacy and resolving uncertainty in 

play, providing the game with an exciting and unknowable third-party who participates with 

their own power over the game and its story. Players and Dungeon Masters alike can develop 

relationships with their dice and employ specialized techniques, rituals, and other such 

solicitations to curry favor from their dice, such as Johan’s five-roll trick. Through the power 

imbued into them by the game’s rules, dice drive the story in often unpredictable directions 

and are instrumental in making D&D and TTRPGs in general the kinds of games that they 

are. 
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Beyond the table, a new kind of cultural form has emerged in the twenty-first century 

life of Dungeons & Dragons. Entertainment media, online forums, and other new cultural and 

media entities have emerged and stretched their reach throughout the transnational 

community which plays this game. Their impact has not gone unnoticed and transcends 

typical barriers. This newly-formed sociocultural phenomenon, which I have termed the 

metascape, has come to define the world of D&D at-and-beyond the table, the ideas, 

communities, trends, drama, and flows which seem to seep into the table itself, and come into 

view through the ideas offered, discussions had, and choices made by those who play the 

game. The concept of the metascape can surely be applied to other online-offline 

communities surrounding other games, hobbies, media, and the like. What exists here within 

this thesis are the building blocks of future research developing these ideas further and using 

them in other contexts.  

Dungeons & Dragons is of course not the only TTRPG in the world. Many 

interlocutors referred to others like Daggerheart, Draw Steel, Pathfinder, Call of Cthulhu, 

Blades in the Dark, and many more. The world of TTRPGs is ripe with exceptions to any 

attempts at establishing rules which pervade the medium entirely. Future research must 

explore beyond D&D and would undoubtedly yield not just new insights into the themes and 

subjects explored herein but identify new subjects worth examining which are either unique 

to other TTRPGs or which are only visible through the lens of comparison. I was able to play 

a very small handful of sessions of other TTRPGs during my fieldwork and this potential was 

abundantly clear.  

​ Games and play have for too long been neglected as silly and fanciful distractions. As 

thinkers like Malaby have made clear, and I hope I have too, games and play are an 

increasingly lone site of imagination in a society and world which has increasingly 

constrained what is considered possible or desirable. It is within the contingent, 

indeterminate, and creative worlds of games like D&D that truly free thought and association 

can be found. Creativity and fun are transgressive; play as experimentation-with-possibility 

necessarily rejects entrenched power and dogma. To play, to have fun, to dream, to imagine, 

is to be free, it is to be alive. As David Graeber so eloquently put it: “what’s the point if we 

can’t have fun?” 
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Glossary 

Tabletop Role-Playing Game (TTRPG) A game which centers around players embodying 
characters of their own design and choosing their 
actions, movements, etc. Often played at a table (or 
online, particularly since the COVID lockdown) with 
dice, pen and paper, even miniatures, maps, etc. Often 
in the pursuit of collaboratively telling a story. 

Dungeons & Dragons (D&D) The most popular TTRPG. A game which has changed 
dramatically since its inception in the 1970s from a 
linear focus on an intersection of role-playing and 
wargaming, defined by the pursuit of 
‘dungeon-delving’, seeking loot and battling monsters 
in dark dungeons. The core of the game is still defined 
by this legacy but forms of play have expanded to 
favor other pillars of play like performance, social 
interaction, etc. Every given table of D&D is itself 
unique and emphasizes different aspects of the game. 

Game Master (GM) The player who ‘runs’ the game. They are 
simultaneously referee, worldbuilder, and director. 
They control the world and all its inhabitants, save for 
the player-characters. The interaction between players 
and GM forms the basis of play. The position comes 
with significant responsibility and workload compared 
to being a player-character and a similar amount of 
authority. 

Dungeon Master (DM) The Game Master in a game of Dungeons & Dragons. 

Player While all participants are playing, the term ‘player’ is 
often used to refer in particular to all participants who 
are not the DM. Thus discussions of DM leadership 
like mine explore the relationship between a given DM 
and their players. 

Player-Character (PC) The character which a player creates and then 
embodies. Some narrate in the third-person akin to an 
author, others act in the first-person but still akin to an 
author, others ‘do the voice’ and perform their 
character like an actor might. There are all manner of 
ways to play a player-character. 

Table An individual gaming group. Sometimes DMs take 
ownership and refer to “my table” but often the term is 
used to refer to the style, tone, approach, and culture of 
a given gaming group as well as their unique 
interpretation/reconfiguration of the rules of their 
chosen gaming system. The stylistic interplay between 
a DM and their players makes each table truly unique. 
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