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1. INTRODUCTION

Rol-playing gams (RPGs) crtainly shar common aturs with rituals and myths (Bowman 2010;
Laycock 2015). Thir suspnsion o th ordinary world and collctiv cration omaning rsmbl th
ritual sparation btwn th proan and th sacrd and th dpth omythic narrativ. RPGs hav bn
historically misjudgd by th prjudic o considring thir practic a kind o cult, which has scourgd
th RPG community in past dcads, or xampl, claiming thy produc a dissociation rom rality or
th rjction o traditional valus (Laycock 2015).

Thn, th study o th mythic and ritual dimnsion in RPGs rmains thus a timly issu, not
only to rdm thm rom misconcptions but also to pav th way or xploring thir powr to crat
maning and transormall ourworlds, th imaginary, th ctional, and th ral ons. It is otn ovrlookd
that rituals and myths ar fundamentally th two possibl xgss o th symbol (Frank 1982). This
suggsts w trat RPGs’ ritual and mythic natur on th sam ooting. In this work, I aim to dvlop a
uniying prspctiv or studying ths traits by drawing idas rom philosophy and dparting rom th
concpt o RPGs as symbols. Hnc, RPGs ar rcognizd as a prct combination (undirntiatd
balanc) o mythic narrativ and ritual intrprtation. Nithr RPGs can b mrly rducd to rituals
nor myths. Dspit this balanc, it should b notd that on sid could b intnsid, lading to a
taxonomy o RPGs rom a symbolic prspctiv. Whil tabltop RPGs hav a prdominanc o vrbal
dscription to support gam dynamics, instad, larp ostrs th dramatical mbodimnt o actions (Zagal
and Dtrding 2018).
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2. MYTHSAND RITUALS

Dning myth and ritual is a titanic task, and I will rstrict mysl to pointing out thir main aturs.
Sinc th dawn o Wstrn philosophy, rationalism has trid to vanish myths rom our intllctual
scnario by stripping thmo any prtnsion o truth. Th ida o th “progrss o spirit” claims that myth
and its rlatd domains—ritual, magic, rligion, tc.—wr propr to th primitivworld. So, thy must
gradually yild via a procss known as disenchantment (Wbr 1978). In a disnchantd world, rason
would stand as th absolut judg, vanishing all thos lds o our cultur whr imagination, lacking
unambiguous quantitativ crtainty, plays a signicant rol. Thn, both concpts hav struggld in
Modrn tims. In particular, th intrprtation and dlimitation o myth hav constantly bn subjctd
to conusion and xaggration (Duch 1998). Howvr, nowadays, it is clar that th disnchantmnt
projct cannot b compltd, and an ultimat procss o d-mythologization (or d-ritualization) is
impossibl. Not only did th magico-rligious grounds o our world go into hiding to avoid dstruction
(rom whr thy could rturn rprssd), but also Modrnity has bcom a disenchanted enchantment
(Salr 2012): th illusion o vanishing myths has positd thm in th cntr o rason. Nvrthlss, th
projct has had important cts lik th loss o snsibility in our socitis and a condition o isolation
and mutism in th world.

Myths ar usually idntid bcaus o our traits: thir narrativ charactr (as storis), th us
o antasy in thir cration, thir synthtic powr, and thir connction to th sacrd (and th divin)
(Frank 1982). Also, bcaus o thir social function: to lgitimat and constitut our individual and
communal xistnc by posing a suprm valu. Myths bring truth to our livs, but in a way, w can
bar it. A limythically undrssd, i.., without storis, will b impossibl. Only somthing that can b
actual in any ra, in any plac, can b intrprtd rom contingnt, biographical conditions o individuals
and collctivitis alik; such a thing can or us a snsiblway to ndur th bcoming and thmassiv
wight o th world. Contrastingly, rituals ar lss complicatd to grasp bcaus thy ar xprincd
in th orm o crmonis. Thy hav thr major aturs: a magic circle, a liminal character, and
collective efervescence. Thus, on can dn a ritual as a suspnsion o vryday li to stablish a
tmporary, transint, and liminal spatiotmporal xprinc whr a nw st o ruls mrg to support
th cration o maning and th rdnition o objcts, words, and actions. As a rsult, participants
who abid by thos ruls rturn socially transormd to thir ordinary livs (Turnr 1995). Likwis,
rituals hav a social unction: to strngthn social bonds and ostr th cration o a community by
positing a common ground whr a strong cohsion mrgs, whthr th contxt is scular or rligious
(Durkhim 1995).

3. THE SYMBOLICAPPROACH

Th cntral thsis o this work is that myths and rituals nd ach othr in th symbol. Hr, I will
undrstand th symbol in mtaphysical trms as th romantic symbol, a notion dvlopd during th
Goethezeit in th XIX cntury (Halmi 2007), and by drawing idas rom th Grman idalist F. W.
J. Schlling. According to him, th imagination producs thr typs o rprsntations: schmata,
allgoris, and symbols (Schlling 1989). Thy can b “dialctically” organizd in trms o oppositions:
maning against bing and univrsality against particularity.A schma is a rprsntation whr bing is
subordinatd to maning and th particular to th univrsal. For xampl, a dvic’s sktch is a concpt
containing an innity o variations o concrt implmntations that imagination can activly build.
Convrsly, allgoris ar rprsntations whr maning srvs bing and particularity ruls ovr
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univrsality. A concrt lmnt, such as a mtaphor or mblm points to complx objcts, typically
non-mpirical ons lik valus and idas.

Th symbol constituts th third momnt o rprsntation that xhibits th prct balanc or
absolut indirnc btwn maning and bing, univrsality and particularity, or vn rdom and
ncssity. Symbols nd thir telos (nality) in thmslvs, lik archtyps and divin gurs. This
mans that th symbol is not only a uniqu rprsntation (sign) o human imagination (Durand 1968),
but all togthr can b rgardd as an archtypal gur o our cultur and psych (Jung 1980) or vn
an lmnt with which w can undrstand th mtaphysical dynamics o rality as a whol (Schlling
1989). Not that, in this ramwork, concpts ar an xtrm cas o schmas, so symbols ar not
concpts (Whistlr 2013). Thy possss thr proprtis: autonomy, syntheticism (th synthtic powr
abl to runit opposits), and tautgoricity, i.., th idntity o maning and bing (Whistlr 2013).
Symbols are whil thy mean and mean what thy are. Whn a symbol loss contnt, it cass to xist
or us. This also mans that it is almost impossibl to captur th symbolic compltly bcaus any
approximation is always inadquat: symbols bcom incarnat in th archtypal gurs that giv ris
to our cultur, and w constantly chang our rlationship with thm by r-signiying thm.

In th symbolic, an ida can bcom an imag whn it rachs snsibl compltion, in othr
words,whn it xhausts its rprsntation.Thus, th symbol is an immdiat, inxhaustibl, irrplacabl
tstimony. Howvr spiritually powrul thy ar, w accss thm only through mdiation.W stablish
a rlationship with thmvia thir two possibl xgss. Th symbol xprsss itsl ithr linguistically
as a myth or dramatically as a ritual (Frank 1982). From this prspctiv, rituals and myths ar dnd
as symbolic acts and word systms, rspctivly (Duch 1998). Thus, th symbol can b considrd th
prct balanc o myth and ritual (narrativ and drama).

4. RITUAL FEATURES OF RPGS

To xhibit th symbolic charactr o RPGs, I will show that thy balanc th two oppositions:
univrsality vrsus particularity (schma vrsus allgory) and word vrsus action (myth vrsus ritual).
Bor, dscribing thos aturs that mak RPGs rituals and myths is ncssary. Bcaus o xtnsion,
I will ocus on th ritual domain only and lav th mythic dimnsion, tid to th world-building
discours (Pag 2014) or latr work. To th xtnt RPGs ar gams, thy possss a ritual dimnsion,
givn that thy ar unctions ull o maning and xist in a spcial spatiotmporal ramwork whr
thy volv undr thir own ruls (Huizinga 1949; Caillois 2001). Th ida that RPGs ar a modrn
orm o ritual and myth is not nw (Lhrich 2005; Bowman 2010; Harviainn 2012). In Dangerous
Games, J. P. Laycock (2015) assrts xplicitly that “Fantasy rol-playing gams, thn, can b thought
o as modrn orms o ritual and myth. Although thy do not hav th sam status as ritual and myth
in world rligions, ths gams ar powrul bcaus thy utiliz humanity’s most primal acultis o
maning production” (185).

Rituals rly on a boundary that guarants th sparation btwn an ordinary (primary) rality
and a cratd (scondary) on. This barrir is calld thmagic circle, a trm coind by Huizinga inHomo
Ludens (1949) and latr adaptd to gam studis by Saln and Zimmrman (2003). Th applicability
o th concpt has bn disputd in th study o gams and RPGs (Copir 2005; Callja 2011; Stnros
2012; Schallggr 2018) bcaus, in rituals, th magic circl is usually thought o as a blunt sparation
o th proan rom th sacrd; or gams, a strict division btwn vryday li and th gaming world
is, in gnral, impossibl bcaus xchanging inormation btwn th gam participants and thir
nvironmnt would b hindrd (Saln and Zimmrman, 2003). To circumvnt this, th ida that th
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gam’s domain is a pur spac (Caillois, 2001) and call upon th spcic prmability o th magic
circl. Such is th cas o th RPGs’magic circl.

On th on hand, it must b opn (to som dgr) to supporting th metagame, i.., th
inormation ow rom th playrs to thir charactrs, which is orbiddn in som gaming groups but
ncouragd in othrs. This inormation ow is ncssary or playrs to continuously draw contnt as th
gam sustains itsl, thanks to improvisation, and thus kp th xistnc o charactrs within th shard
narrativ. On th othr hand, it must b somwhat closd. Othrwis, th distinction btwn th playr
and th charactr may b dissolvd. This prmability points out svral lins o invstigation, such as
Bltrán’s ego bleed (2013; Bowman 2015).

A scond ritual atur in RPGs is liminality. Proposd by van Gnnp and latr dvlopd by
Victor Turnr to xplor its social consquncs (Turnr 1995), it dnots th stat whr on cannot
dcid, not vn rlativly, i on is on th proan sid or th sacrd on. Thr is no absolut sacrd
plac but only a pivotment btwn thm (van Gnnp 1960). Liminality allows transint and nutral
ritual zons to xist, common grounds whr th participant can transorm thir rols, making possibl
social cohsion in both scular and rligious contxts. Th onst o th liminal stat in RPGs is vidnt.
Laycock (2015) claims:

Within this stat o ritualizd play, playrs ar abl to achiv a orm o liminality. As thir
charactrs, playrs hav tmporarily scapd th structur o thir ordinary social rols. Within
th small body o scholarly litratur on rol-playing gams, it now gos almost without saying
that rol-playing gams ar a orm o liminal xprinc. (183)

Liminality in RPGs allows or th activ cration omaning strngthnd by th shard narrativ
as a communal ngotiatd procss (Schallggr 2018, 195). Unlik othr rituals, RPGs bcom uniqu
nutral spacs whr on can play as a charactr with a compltly dirnt idiosyncrasy than that w
own in vryday li or vn an ntirly ctitious on, thanks to th intrplay o activ imagination.

Lastly, w hav what Émil Durkhim coind as collective efervescence, i.., th rvor that
ariss in th ritual action that xcits th participants toward cstasy and unis thm (Durkhim 1995).
For gams, this is intimatly rlatd to immersion, i.., th intnsity o involvmnt o th playr with
th gam (Callja 2011; Bowman 2012; Lhrich 2005; Bowman 2018). Thmor a playr gts involvd,
th subjctiv distanc concrning th gam rducs, ostring ludic continuity. RPGs ar particularly
spcial in this rgard. Thir ludic xprinc is mor vivid as playrs intract with a co-cratd, alive
narrativ. As Mark Silcox and Jonathan Cox (2012, 131) rmark, “Th gam hardly vr allows playrs
to viw things in th gam world purly as objcts o contmplation. Rathr, it always rquirs us to
immrs ourslvs in th world that th DM nvisags, via th rst-prson prspctiv o a ctional
charactr.” In any ritual, th xprinc is intnsid by th prsnc o witnsss. This happns in
gams, too, and probably with th highst intnsity in RPGs bcaus th ctional world collaborativly
built rcognizs th prsnc o th playr (Callja 2011). Playing an RPG is living storis “in th sh”
o th charactrs, rinorcing th liminal stat. “Thus, th ‘audinc’ o a rol-playing gam invnts th
narrativ as wll as xprincs it” (Bowman 2010, 13). W can conclud alongsid Schallggr that
“Th immrsiv natur o th scondary rality producd and its prormativ procdural cration using
lmnts o appropriatd pr-txts clarly link ritual and RPG” (2018, 193).
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5. THE SYMBOLICAPPROACH OF RPGs

Onc w hav rvisitd RPGs as rituals, w can xplor thm as symbols. W know that RPGs dpnd
on a st o ruls du to thir ludic charactr. Sinc Gary Gygax and Dav Arnson, RPG writrs hav
dsignd advnturs that groups worldwid can nact on thir own trms. Th xtnsiv rulbooks
and varity o props (miniaturs, maps, scrns, costums) and system elements that support th ludic
charactr o RPGs srv as th schmatic sid. Thy constitut a gnral drat that can lad to innit
prsonal ralizations (gnral to particular). Invrsly, RPGs possss an allgoric, mtaphoric charactr
bcaus what has bn collaborativly narratd points to a ctional world vn though it xists, in
principl, only during a singl sssion. Each sssion is an allgory (a window) to a ctional world
that can b built and stands on itsl (gnral to particular) (Ehrtt and Worth 2012). Playrs and gam
dirctors otn gt involvd in worldbuilding that dvlops into larg campaigns lasting or yars.
Unlik othr gams, RPGs simultaneously support th intimacy o th prsonal, co-cratd world and
th transcndntal conditions or othrs to visit. This mans that RPGs’gamist (schmatic) and narrativ
(allgoric) charactrs ar balancd vn i thy sm irrconcilabl.

Now, lt us turn to th opposition o RPGs’ narrativ (myth) and dramatic (ritual) dimnsions.
Gnrally, narrating somthing is not quivalnt to immdiatly xprincing what is told. Rituals hlp
to sav this distanc by crating a dirct xprinc (Duch 1998). But RPGs constitut an xcptional
cas bcaus, as w discussd bor, on gnuinly xprincs th ctional world whn on plays it.
Narrativ and drama ar dply intrtwind. So, th prormativ act o taking th rol o charactrs,
activly prtnding what thy think, sustains th continuity o th narration; simultanously, it is th
narration that dircts th action. In othr words, on would say that in RPGs, th ritual sid crats
a spac or th narrativ to ourish in a mythic way, whil th shard story prsrvs th ritual as a
ludic activity. As Schallggr claims, “I RPGs ar prormativ narrativ procsss, thy ar thror
also ritualistic narrativ spacs, as th xprincs concrnd ar rpatd” (2018, 196). Thus, RPGs
cannot bmrly rducd to ithr rituals or myths; thy work in th two lvls and constitut a prct
combination (undirntiatd balanc) omythic narrativ and ritual intrprtation. In this sns, RPGs
would b an xampl o what Rusch (2018) calls a mythical game whr:

th boundaris btwn myth and ritual ar blurrir. In gams, you ar not just told a myth.
You prorm a myth. Th actions you tak – vn your momnt-to-momnt cor mchanics –
bcom part o th myth, and th way to xprinc th myth is through nactmnt. (7)

Morovr, thmyth-ritual axis unolds a spctrumwhr ithr th narrativ or dramatic aturs
can b intnsid. Thus, w can locat tabltop RPGs as an intnsication o narrativ and myth du
to thir vrbal dpndnc and larp as that o drama and ritual thanks to thir spcic idtic rduction
(Harviainn 2006) rsulting rom thir physical mbodimnt and intrprtation. Nvrthlss, all RPG
xprssions would still b symbolic.

6. SYMBOLIC DEVICES

Tautgoricity hlps us to xhibit th advantag o th symbolic standpoint: to th xtnt that RPGs ar
symbols, thy can also b thought o as organisms and works o art. Following Schlling’s philosophical
idas, ths two shar a dp mtaphysical kinship with symbols (Schlling 1989). Art and organisms
ar not only tautgoric but autonomous, i.., thy should not b judgd as mchanisms, i.., according
to a telos outsid thm (Kant 2007). Thy stand by thmslvs and srv no othr purpos than kping

InternationalJournalofRole-Playing -Issue13



62

thmslvs alive. W hav alrady rcognizd this autonomous and living charactr o RPGs. Thy ar
not mrmchanisms srving only a ludic purpos, vn though thy hav a schmatic sid. According
to PeteWolndal and Tim Franklin (2012, 221), ths traits mak thm a uniqu orm o art, “It also
givs this world a kind o autonomy rom us, ltting us xprinc th world as i it is unolding itself,
vn though all its lmnts ar contributd by us.”

RPG ctitious worlds ar largr than th playrs and allow us to intract with thm as i thy
wr indpndnt o us: “only rol-playing mimics th riction w ncountr in bumping up against an
autonomous rality” (Wolndal and Franklin 2012). RPG worlds rsist us, and th dpnss o this
intraction is rctd in th intns immrsion and liminality, vn though it is not a ully indpndnt
world as its substanc is mad o our subjctivity and imagination. From th symbolic prspctiv, I
would dn that RPGs ar living mythic rituals and th art o th (ironic and collaborativ) imagination
(Batman 2012; Salr 2012).

I dm RPGs as symbolic devices (bcaus w mploy thm) and symbols themselves (bcaus
thy gain autonomy) (Bastarracha 2017). To liv and grow, thy d upon th cultural lmnts that
participants bring to th tabl, what Danil MacKay calls ctive blocks (2001). Whn activ, in th
liminal stat, th shard narrativ taks thos lmnts rom th playrs and rcongurs thm to crat
nw maning at th symbolic level. Laycock (2015, 183) xprsss that in RPGs, “Th normally xd
ordr o things bcoms uid, and symbols and popl can b inusd with nw maning.” From this
point o viw, RPGs imply dirct ngagmnt with th archtyps bcaus thy ar symbolic.

Thus, playing an RPG is an “asy way” to ntr a symbolic domain, whr w dirctly intract
with symbols without mdiation, conncting ourslvs to our cultural roots with th gits and dangrs
that com along. Our psychic, spiritual andmtaphysical rlation to th roots o our cultur is rurbishd
in th mythic-ritual spac o RPGs, asing th constllation o th archtyps (Jung 2010). W cannot
crat symbols out o th blu, but w can allow thm to b mbodid in nw incarnations and, thus, liv
and man dirntly. As a rsult, not only ctiv blocks ar transormd, but our whol subjctivity.
In this rgard, tabltop RPGs and larp pos as complmntary options or archtypal ngagmnt and
subjctivity transormation as thy would b locatd at dirnt points in th spctrum o symbolic
xgsis.

7. CONCLUSIONS: ANSWERING THE MODERN CONDITION

Onc a gam sssion has nishd, th RPG -- as an autonomous organism and phmral work o
art -- ithr dis or gos dormant. Thn, w ar lt only with th tstimony o th xprinc in th
orm o prsonal mythology (Larsn 1996). Not vry RPG sssion would rach th symbolic lvl,
only thos with an onst o this lingring, ancdotic xprinc. Hnc, RPGs hav th potntial to
crat mythological maning and spacs whr w can hal th harmul cts o th disnchantmnt
projct. As Bowman claims, (2010, 15) “Rol-playing gams ulll th nd or a modrn-day ritual,
cultivating th archtypal symbols o myth and providing a co-cratd social activity or th nactmnt
o maningul narrativs.” Evn though th manistation o symbols is not xclusiv to our tims, w
could claim that RPGs ar a ncssary rsult o imagination’s volution in Modrn tims. Mayb RPGs
ar a uniqu dvic that mrgd in postmodrn tims as an answr to th disnchantmnt projct by
providing a balanc o rationalization (concptual, schmatic) and nchantmnt (imaginal, allgoric)
(Mizr 2019), an quilibrium propr, again, o th symbolic. A timly opportunity considring th
Modrn acut discomort in a scular, ragmntd, and globalizd world dmands th cration o spacs
and xprincs basd on mutual intrsts to ostr social cohsion (Bowman 2010).
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Gams volv bcaus imagination dos so (Salr 2012). Th traditional prspctiv whr
gams captur a undamntal aspct o our cultur may b accurat. Still, it sms insufcint to grasp
all th complxity o volvd and postmodrn gams lik RPGs, which continu to grow in both th
indi and most commrcial scnarios as w spak. My proposal strivs to uniy thortical dichotomis
in rol-playing gam studis and pav thway in th currnt undrstanding o how RPG playrs intract
with th archtypal domain, not only in th psychic, social, and cultural ralms but also in th rligious
and mtaphysical ons.

Th rmaining qustion is: how to harnss this powr to dsign gams that improv thir
symbolic rach, i.., to xplor thm as capabl dvics that prooundly transorm our subjctivitis
and r-nchant our worlds? Archtyps ar always thr (so myths and rituals); RPGs or a chanc
to rngotiat our rlationship with thm. Popl nd storis, popl nd a community, and RPGs
provid both. Schallggr (2018, 196) points out, “This rvitalization o th individual will in turn
lad to a rvitalization o th socity it rintgrats with.” Evn though my approach to th symbolic
dimnsion oRPGs has bn philosophical, it may b complmntd with an approach rom psychology,
ncssary or th xploration o symbolic, archtypical, and mythic ngagmnts (Bltrán 2013; Rusch
2018), shadow work (Bltrán 2013) and soul guiding (Rusch and Phlps 2020), as wll as th dangrs
o afrming social inqualitis du to thir ritual charactr (Lhrich 2005). Finally, a dtaild discussion
that rcognizs th symbolic (and mythic) aturs propr to dirnt RPG xprssions, such as tabltop
RPG and larp, as wll as thir ritualization (Hoovr t al. 2018), would b ncssary or th utur.
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