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1. INTRODUCTION

As qur idntitis continu to b marginalizd in contmporary cultur, th spacs or qur discours
in most mdia ar limitd. Through qur prormativity, mmbrs o th qur community hav th
chanc to accuratly rprsnt ourslvs and ovrwrit thmor harmul strotyps that ar associatd
with us (Sdgwick 1993, 1). Lik lm, litratur, music, and prormanc (Jons 2020; Sdgwick 2003;
Tau 2021), rol-play provids an opportunity or qur prormativity, allowing us to crat our own
progrssiv discours (Lasly 2021, 62). Rol-play can commonly b ound in drag or thatr but mor
rcntly it has bn popularizd through rol-playing gams (RPGs). Dungeons and Dragons (D&D),
bing th most popular RPG to dat, is considrd a common pastim or popl all ovr th world.
Howvr, or som, it is much mor than just a gam. D&D hlps popl in ways that many o us do
not raliz.

I idntiy as asxual, and this aspct omy idntity inuncs how I rlat to popl and navigat
th world. Howvr, asid rom mayb Todd Chavz rom BoJack Horseman, I do not s mmbrs o
th asxual/ac community adquatly rprsntd in popular mdia. Instancs in indpndnt gaming
mdia, such as Parvati Holcomb rom The Outer Words or th playabl class in Monster Hearts 2, do
accntuat asxuality but I would not considr thos xampls to bmainstram. In thmormainstram
ralm, thr is an instanc in House M.D. whr th topic o asxuality coms up, but ultimatly it
was somthing that Dr. Hous could cur, which is problmatic and how doctors otn approach ac
community mmbrs. As a qur individual, how I tll my story is critical to my sl-rprsntation, as
no on can tll my story bttr than I.

That bing said, I know that as consumrs, mdia plays a hug rol in how w viw th world
and prciv on anothr. It bcoms dtrimntal to us as popl whn th discours surrounding this
sammdia socializs us into accpting problmatic mindsts lik gndr norms and tachs us how w
should act basd on th idntity assignd to us at birth. Th opportunity to play th rol o a charactr
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who inhabits a mor accpting world can thn b usd to assist th qur community with th difculty
wmay xprinc in accpting our own idntity (Ston 2018), and hlp to dvlop us urthr as popl
(Bowman and Hugaas 2021; Lasly 2021, 51).

To xplain how this works, I look at th cration o qur rhtoric through rol-play to nd th
rparativ valu that D&D can potntially provid th qur communitis. My work ocuss on th
concpt o rparativ play, an adaptation o rparativ rading,whichwasrst proposd byEvKososky
Sdgwick in 1995 (Sdgwick 2003). Rparativ rading xplors altrnativs to htronormativ idals
through th act o rading. Instad o gtting caught up in th problmatic implications o a txt, th
altrnativs ar orgroundd (Sdgwick 2003, 137). Rparativ play thn xpands rparativ rading
into th ralm o play, whr on xplors th possibility or a sustainabl qur livlihood through play
(Vist 2018).

I conclud with an obsrvation o saty tools dsignd or tabltop RPGs that nabl rparativ
play. This will b positd alongsid an autothnographic rction o my own rol-play xprinc as
a mans o dmonstrating rparativ play in practic. My work is oundd on Sdgwick’s Touching
Feeling, Kara Ston’s “Tim and RparativGamDsign,” and Sarah LynnBowman’s The Functions
of Role-Playing Games. Ths scholars obsrv rol-play as a mthod o qur prormativity and
idntity xploration. I propos that through th mbodimnt o aD&D charactr st in a mor accpting
world, th playrs can nact rparativ play to giv an accurat and positiv rprsntation o thmslvs
whil promoting altrnativs to htronormativ cultur.

2. REPARATIVE PLAY

At its cor, rparativ rading is placing ocus on a positiv raming o a story with th intntion o
constructing a mor optimistic viw or our utur. Ellis Hanson dscribs it bst by saying “a rparativ
rading ocuss not on th xposur o political outrags that w alrady know about but rathr on th
procss o rconstructing a sustainabl li. . . In othr words, w rbuild our immdiat surroundings.
. . [and our] bli in a utur,” (Hanson 2011, 105). For th qur community, rparativ rading is a
ram through which w can s and accss progrssiv rprsntation, which positivly rams our
valus, within narrativs. Sdgwick’s rparativ rading o In Search of Lost Time points out how it
would not hav bn possibl or th narrator to tak joy in th truths h cam across i h wr bing
hld back by a htrotypical amily (Sdgwick 2003, 147-48). This rading rrams th htrotypical
amily as rstrictiv and avours an altrnativ to this htronormativ valu. Similarly, th rparativ
rading o qur charactrs in idal situations allows us to s potntial changs or our world to bring
ths idals to ruition. In trms o rparativ play, w can s that it has similar aspcts to rparativ
rading as a ram o intrprtation, but its ocus as an objct txt is prormanc cntrd around
qurnss, which is visibl in th gaming communitis.

Qur prormativity uss prormanc in a way that allows popl to qustion th rstrictions
o traditional gndr rols and htronormativ xpctations. W can thn s a usul application or
rparativ rading whn it is applid to qur prormativity, th ormr bing usd as an intrprtation
or th lattr. As such, Kara Ston (2018) nots a link btwn th rparativ and th prormativ:

Rparativ art is a mthod to work through difcult lings but is also a mthod to stay in thm
as long as thy nd to b lt . . . Rparativ art is not a way to mov on rom or b curd o
mntal illnss, psycho-social disability, or th stats in nd o haling, but actually a mod o
staying in thm. Somtims that mans moving around in thm, somtims bing stuck in thm.
(Ston 2018)
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In this mannr, qur prormativity allows popl to “mov around” in th discours thy crat,
with a rparativ rading o th contxt bing usd to intrprt a hopul imag o th utur. This
prormativity acts as a countrnarrativ to htronormativ cultur that dvlops sustainabl motivs,
or practics, or th qur community (Tytlr 2022, 248; Vist 2018). This rparativ rading ram can
b prsnt lswhr, lik podcasts or drag shows. Howvr, in this articl, I obsrv this rraming
potntial with tabltop RPGs bing th primary mdia sit. Sing how qur prormativity can b
usd as th prormativ o a rparativ practic, w can dirct our ocus to th culmination o ths two
practics: rparativ play (Vist 2018).

Rparativ play, lik rparativ rading, is an idalistic intrprtation o th story that transpirs.
Unlik rparativ rading, which lacks a prormativ aspct, rparativ play is nactd by qur
prormativity so that th playr is haling by xacting thir autonomy through thir actions. By
ormulating psychological problms and solutions or both th charactrs and thir playrs, and showing
how thy ail or succd in th actions thy tak, th nactmnt o particular valus and bhaviors can
b xprincd (Flanagan and Nissnbaum 2014, 31; Payn 1989, 28). This cration o discours can
hlp thm rimagin th world in a positiv light and chang how thy viw thir positionality in and
alongsid th world’s problms (Muñoz 2009, 28). Elktra Diakolambrianou nots that “rality is not
objctiv but socially constructd, and thus having narrativs is our way o maintaining and organizing
our prsonal rality and making sns o our xprincs” (Diakolambrianou 2021).

Engaging with th rhtoric o ths typs o narrativs might lt th playrs rsolv tnsions
thy xprinc in th world (Lasly 2021, 58; Payn 1989, 29). Ths librating actions takn by rol-
playrs allow or th ring cathartic xprinc known as mancipatory bld.Whn said playrs str
thmslvs into situations whr thy can ght opprssion, Jonaya Kmpr nots how mancipatory
bld bcoms a librating ling thy can acquir through play (Kmpr 2020). This libratory string
thn is an availabl act th playrs can us to sk out and nact ring xprincs in gam (Kmpr
2020). Simultanously, rparativ play constructs progrssiv narrativs with th xprintial rading it
aords playrs through th prormanc. Thror, I situat mancipatory bld as a potntial bnt
alongsid rparativ play and libratory string as an availabl action to nact ths bnts during
play. Whr rparativ play is conduciv to a rhtorical xprinc that ormulats progrssiv storis
through play (Ston 2018), th mancipatory bld lt in ths xprincs can b gratly bncial to
th playr’s sns o mpowrmnt (Kmpr 2020).

3. SO, WHYD&D?

According to Michll Nphw, D&D is th idal stting to navigat cultural taboos bcaus th gam
allows playrs to asily nact a orm o wish ulllmnt sinc thy ar always viwd as th “good
guys” (Nphw 2006, 126). Additionally, it is worth noting that “gndr and lm scholar Doty insists
on studying mainstram txts and argus that ths ar mor likly and mor productiv sourcs or
qur radings prcisly bcaus thy rach widr audincs” (Oulltt 2014, 36). As w can obsrv
in modrn mdia, D&D is a stapl in th RPG community, rachs wid audincs, and is an idal
xampl through which I can xplor th concpt o rparativ play or crating progrssiv qur
xprincs in an RPG ormat. On top o that, opportunitis or rparativ play aris in RPGs playd by
th qur community bcaus “Th worlds that qur gamrs play in ar inhrntly qur, inhrntly
dirnt, and inhrntly optimistic” (Codga 2020; England 2021). This phnomnon o qurgaming,
as coind by Edmond Y. Chang (2017, 18), is why I ocus on th mor popular gam D&D as opposd
to lssr known indi gams mad by qur dsignrs. Evn in gams whr th sourc matrial can
initially b problmatic, thr is still potntial to crat progrssiv qur discours through rparativ
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play whn playd by mmbrs o th qur community (Sdgwick 2003, 146).
Whil prvious vrsions o th gam hav bn rstrictiv with thir charactr cration

aordancs, lik class rquirmnts and rac options, nwr ditions mak divrs charactr options
mor accssibl.D&D th dition’s r-owing ruls and havy rlianc on world-building contribut
two ky lmnts towards th act o rparativ play: 1) it aords individuals room to crat thir own
storis within a gratr arching narrativ, and 2) it ncourags th us o prsonalizd charactrs—otn
avatars o th playrs—as a way or thm to xist in a sa spac. As such, th positionality and purpos
with which a playr approachs th gam will havily inunc th rparativ play thy xprinc
rom it (Moriarity 2019). Th improvisd xprinc o th gam allows playrs to act and prsnt
thmslvs as thy plas whil xploring qur thms (Stnros and Sihvonn 2019). Through this
rdom, th rol-playing aspct o D&D can b usd as a productiv and ntrtaining tool to acilitat
rparativ play.

Th social bnts oD&D hav bn rportd prviously, vn i th playrs did not raliz that
thy wr alrady taking part in a orm o rparativ play. Talisin Ja touchs on rparativ play, with
his bisxual gndruid charactr Mollymauk Tala on th D&D podcast Critical Role, saying how
it allows him to xplor a li h had considrd (Knrck 2018). Joan Moriarity, in hr articl “How
My Rol-playing Gam Charactr Showd M I Could b a Woman,” discusss at lngth how tabltop
RPGs wr crucial to hr journy o sl-discovry (Moriarity 2019). In a similar vin, gam dsignr
Josphin Baird dscribs th alibi that D&D gav hr to tak part in hr own gndr prormativity in
high school (Baird 2021, 100), whil Ally Bardsly’s portrayal o thir trans charactr, Pt Conlan,
on thD&D podcastDimension 20, xplord th li o a prson who has undrgon gndr-afrmation
surgry bor Bardsly undrwnt thir own (Hanna 2020). Ths tabltop RPG narrativs hlp
to normaliz qurnss and nabl rparativ play whil mancipatory bld mpowrs th playrs
(Kmpr 2017).

4. TOOLS FOR PLAY

Whil playing D&D has th potntial to allow or a shard spac whr th playrs can act mor rly
and comortably than thy would othrwis (Caznuv 2018, 4), this is not a guarant. I w wish to
mploy rparativ play ctivly, thr ar scholars and gam dsignrs dvloping tools to acilitat
this play. Ths tools allow us to assist playrs in accpting thir qur idntity and allow thm to por-
tray thmslvs as thy s t.

Axil Caznuv, or on, brings up som initial stratgis to mak room or mor gndr
xploration in rol-play through th us o pronouns. Crating a world whr vry charactr is rrrd
to as “thy/thm” or vry charactr can b rrrd to with any pronouns, “h/him, sh/hr, x/xm,”
maks room or thos who wish to transcnd th gndr norms by which thir charactrs could b
constrictd (Caznuv 2018, 4-6).

Kmpr xplains how mmbrs o marginalizd communitis str or survival, whr thy
navigat th gam in a mannr that dos not bring up any disparaging or insnsitiv subjct mattr
(Kmpr, Saitta, and Koljonn 2020). This string, in D&D’s cas, would b xcluding racist contnt,
lik thHadoz rac option (Hall 2022), which has bn bannd rommy tabl as it would b triggring
and act as a barrir to rparativ play. Thway that this is otn achivd is a practic known as Sssion 0
in which th group gathrs bor th play and bgins to discuss thir boundaris and xpctations, what
thy ar okay with xprincing, and what thy hop to achiv in th play. Whil vnts that violat
th playrs’ boundaris may nvr occur to bgin with, this practic nsurs vryon that th playrs
will collctivly b string away rom any potntial triggrs, as th group is obligatd to maintain ths
ruls. Sssion 0 has bcom such common practic that it was includd as part o th ofcial guidlins
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in th D&D modul Van Richten’s Guide to Ravenloft as a prcaution or running a horror gam saly
(Schnidr t al. 2021, 186). Sssion 0 also assists in working towards th dsign goal and nsuring th
sustainability o th ndavour. Hr, th playrs might crat charactrs that work wll togthr and
ar willing to assist ach othr in mting thir socio-motional nds, which can aid in thir rparativ
play as vryon is looking or an xprinc and willing to hlp ach othr attain it.

I ths ruls ar brokn, th Dungon Mastr (DM)—th playr with th most authority—can
stop th gam. Howvr, i it coms to it, th playrs can nact thir own agncy and quit a gam that
thy do not wish to b a part o anymor. On saty tool or thsmomnts would b an X-Card placd
on th tabl that a playr can touch at any tim to alrt vryon o thir discomort (Cook 2019, 6). Th
DM’s intrvntion would b som initial warning; howvr, i a playr nds to intrvn, that would b
mor srious, as thy do not trust thDM to stop th play. In this cas, th stup nds to b r-xamind
and th gam will potntially nd to nd.

With rgard to charactr cration, Bowman taks a typological approach to th charactrs that a
playr might dsign, classiying thm basd on how th charactr is drivd rom aspcts o th playr. I
nd this usul as it hlps m organiz th approachs that playrs, who want to mploy rparativ play,
might tak to th gam, as wll as th portrayal o thir charactr. Whil thr ar trillions o possibl
variations in th charactrs that could b cratd, I want to mak not o th nin typs that Bowman
xamins rlativ to th playr, which I bliv would b idal or rparativ play. To summariz, ths
ar th Dopplgangr Sl, th Dvoid Sl, th Augmntd Sl, th Fragmntd Sl, th Rprssd
Sl, th Idalizd Sl, th Oppositional Sl, th Exprimntal Sl, and th Taboo Sl (Bowman
2010, 155-56). Ths charactr typs ar not mutually xclusiv o ach othr and thr ar larg aras
or potntial ovrlap btwn two or mor o thmwhil mbodying a singl charactr. I do not hav th
spac to go into dtail with vry on o ths charactr typs, but I prsonally ound th Dopplgangr
Sl most usul whn nacting rparativ play by tlling on’s own story.

Th Dopplgangr Sl is mad to act and think lik its playr, as though th playr has bn put
in th contxt in which th charactr nds itsl. This charactr typ provids th playr with mor sl-
awarnss o thir own prspctiv than would typically b th cas i th playr wr trying to gur
out how a dirnt charactr would act. This is a vry common charactr to mak or bginnrs, as thy
would hav an asir tim navigating th world whn thy ar not proccupid with th dissonanc
that coms btwn a playr’s wants and a charactr’s wants. Whil mor xprincd playrs otn
disapprov o this typ, ling lik it is not rol-playing i you ar playing yoursl, Bowman nots,
“Th similarity btwn th primary sl and th prsona can also work to nhanc sl-stm, oring
an ‘ordinary’prson th opportunity to do xtraordinary things andmak a dirnc in crisis situations”
(Bowman 2010, 155-56).

5. RPG PRAXIS AS RESEARCH

In trms o my own autothnographic approach, I ound th Dopplgangr Sl insightul or whn I
dcidd to play an asxual rbolg namd Vandr Annamson. Vandr was th son o th giant god and
was taskd with uniting th giant kingdoms. H was orcd to marry on hir rom ach kingdom and
through this I was abl to crat a nw narrativ or mysl with Vandr. I tratd ach rlationship I
was in as qur platonic instad o doing th whol “ys, and…” o improv whn anothr charactr
irtd with m. Evn though I was not romantically or sxually attractd to my partnrs, I was still abl
to b good rinds with thm and that was mor unctional or m as a mmbr o thos rlationships.
Through this charactr, I cratd my own narrativ whr asxuality was approachd as a positiv
altrnativ to th htronormativ idal.

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



84

This bntd m gratly bcaus I was abl to crat a pic o mdia, in my own canon
at last, whr an asxual charactr, lik m, had a ullling xistnc without a sxual or romantic
partnr (Kmpr 2020). This is in lin with larp dsignrs Laura Wood and Quinn D, who not how th
sparation o sxual and romantic attraction in how ths aspcts ar xprincd by th charactr is
usul or dsigning a charactr or th dsird play that th playr wishs to tak part in (Wood and D
2021). Considring aspcts o my idntity this way aidd in crating a charactr who was mor attund
to thway I lt about thworld. In coopration with my llow playrs, I was abl to “str” away rom
any social prssur to pursu romanc and lt supportd in my xploration o asxual idntity. Having
this typ o sl-rprsntation (Kmpr 2020) gav m th rhtorical support I ndd to bgin opnly
idntiying as ac, and with that cam a gratr dgr o ulllmnt in my social rlationships.

6. CONCLUSION

Ovr th cours o this ssay, I hav lookd at th us o D&D as a tool or acilitating rparativ
play. Stting up th concpt o rparativ play rom Sdgwick’s rparativ rading, I showd how th
altrnativ ram o play could bttr accommodat th prormativity ncssary to hlp normaliz, and
dvlop progrssiv discours around, qur idntity. Through th application o th tools prsntd, I
illustratd how on might approach rparativ play in RPGs in my autothnography. I hav ound that
D&D, along with othr RPGs, has grat untappd potntial or progrssiv chang through rparativ
play and it will all start with playrs coming togthr to imagin a brav nw world.
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