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ABSTRACT
AGENTIAL FANTASY:

A COPENHAGEN APPROACH TO THE
TABLETOP ROLE-PLAYING GAME

by
Scott M. Bruner

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2023
Under the Supervision of Professor Stuart Moulthrop

In 1974, Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson published the world’s first commercial role-
playing game, Dungeons & Dragons. The tabletop roleplaying game provoked a new form of
textual engagement: it entangled the fantastic tales of early 20th Century pulp fiction with the
practice of play. The tabletop role-playing game initiated new perspectives on how classic texts
could not only be read but also played. Our contemporary world is becoming increasingly
gamified: digital media applications (from mobile phones to the personal home computer) have
embedded game elements, structures, processes, and lexicons in our modern lives. Tabletop role-
playing was a herald for, and catalyst, of this contemporary phenomenon. Espen Aarseth notes
that tabletop role-playing games can be considered as an early from of the “cybertext,” a text that
requires “non-trivial” effort for its engagement, and is “the oral predecessor to computerized,
written, adventure games.”

The project of this dissertation offers an approach of examining and understanding the
practice of tabletop role-playing through Karen Barad’s concept of agential realism. Agential
realism is based on concepts of Niels Bohr’s “Copenhagen Interpretation” of quantum

phenomenon and its premise that nothing can be observed without changing what is observed.



Agential realism requires us to accept and acknowledge our complicity in the creation, physical
and sociocultural, of the realities which surround, bound, and interpellate us.

This dissertation complicates the notion of singular authorship of isolated texts and
realities by examining all the relationships necessary to produce a tabletop roleplaying game text.
The first chapter of this dissertation introduces the concepts of agential realism while the second
offers the historical context for the emergence of tabletop role-playing games. The third chapter
analyzes the affective and aesthetic inspirations for Dungeons & Dragons to consider the
conditions for the emergence of the first commercial tabletop role-playing game and how it
would reconfigure the pulp and classic mythologies that inspired it. In the fourth chapter, |
examine the rules for Traveller, an early science fiction tabletop role-playing game directly
inspired by the practice of Dungeons & Dragons play, to consider how the procedural mechanics
of games impact their authorship. The fifth chapter analyzes another mode of authorship for the
role-playing game by analyzing its actual play; in this chapter, | examine specific game sessions
from a campaign of the tabletop role-playing game, Call of Cthulhu. Throughout these chapters,
we understand how the tabletop role-playing game text, like our physical and sociocultural
realities, exist within states of radical possibility. Each mode of authorship, through a text’s
inspiration, mechanical construction, and subjective interpretation are observations that fix the
tabletop role-playing text into a specific manifestation — thought it may exist within any a priori
of an observation. This dissertation advocates for an approach to consider realities, within and
beyond the games we play, not as isolated moments of objective experience, but as the inevitable

consequences of entanglements with all the authors (and players) that share them.
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Chapter One: The Player’s Handbook (An Introduction to Quantum Play)

“Every sentence | say must be understood not as an affirmation, but as a question. ”
- Niels Bohr

“Reason had harnessed the tame / Holding the sky in their arms...”
-R.E.M.

Every engagement with a text creates a new world. How we understand each of these
worlds — their possibilities, their capacities, their agency — depends not only on how we interpret
our passages through them, but how we understand the concept of a world itself. The concept of
worlds within our media — alternative, possible, speculative, or even real and material — is not
new. The history of literature, games, and cinematic scholarship offers an abundance of
theoretical concepts that explore how textual engagements require a subjective creation of a new
world interpreted by their reader, player, or audience. This type of scholarship often focuses on
the speculative poetics and aesthetics of these imagined worlds. The concept of exploring who,
or what, an author is, and who or what a reader is, has been ubiquitous throughout the history of
literary criticism. For those who are fascinated by the text, our explorations of what they do and
how they enthrall us even as the materiality of the texts themselves has changed while the
message has never changed at all. Every time we watch a film, read a book, or play a game, we
do not enter worlds of imagination, but rather engage in a discursive collaboration of creation
with every author of the text. We enter into relationships that transcend isolated moments,
subjectivities, and worlds. Through our fractured and incomplete texts, we mobilize media to
entangle every author and compel the emergent manifestation of a material world we can all
share.

Outside of critical media scholarship, other fields of scientific inquiry explore the

creation, capacities, population, and boundaries of our material world. The fields of physical



science and social theory have a legacy of examining the history, breadth, and relationships of
how we interpret, understand, and navigate our world. In the last century, many of these
scientific fields have begun to ask the same questions about the creation and interpretation of our
world that media scholarship has asked about our imaginary spaces. While the conclusions may
be different, our multiple disciplines are beginning to consider similar speculative possibilities
about the nature of the world around us. Scientific and humanities scholarship are equally limited
by the ontological, intellectual, and perceptual limitations of being human and the
epistemological capital, social, and political limitations of living within the pressures of our
modern societies. Both work on similar issues even if they do not always recognize those
parallels.

One of the arguments of this dissertation is that a recognition of these parallels is
essential for recognizing supporting or contradictory evidence from other scholarly fields of
inquiry for the speculative possibilities within our own. To wit: the field of physics is concerned
with how our material world works, while literary (and media) scholarship explores how
imaginary worlds are realized (and built) through textual creation and interpretation. The field of
social sciences explores how we navigate and perform within cultural frames, while literary and
media scholarship explores how we navigate and perform within the constructed frames of texts.
We have often conceived of these worlds as ontologically separate: the physical world is real and
textual worlds are simply dreams. This dissertation does not make the argument that textual
worlds are as “real™ as the physical world; however, it does argue that the conceptions,
realizations, and interpretations of our possible worlds ineluctably influence the way that we
study, interpret, define, and navigate our material worlds. Interdisciplinary approaches are

invaluable and inevitable.



This dissertation employs theoretical concepts from media criticism, social theory, and
contemporary science to argue this point and to advance a potential approach for studying a
particular mode of text, the tabletop role-playing game (TRPG). The TRPG offers a particularly
compelling object of study for this argument because it is a genre that explicitly creates
imaginary worlds through a process of discursive collaboration. It is a microcosmic model of the
process by which we create, define, and interpret the consensual reality of our “real world.” The
study of the TRPG text and its worlds offers insights into the worlds of our material communities
and cultures. Examinations of our mediated worlds are explorations of how we understand the
consensual, physical realities that we navigate in our physical spaces. The physical and social
sciences have begun to realize that the boundaries between the two — and the relationship
between them — is much less distinct than we previously imagined.

One of the theories | apply for my analysis is from contemporary quantum physics: Niels
Bohr’s “Copenhagen Interpretation” of quantum phenomena. Quantum physics is the study of
the physical interactions of extremely small units of matter and energy (or “quanta”) such as
electrons or photons. Quanta are the material building blocks of our universe; however, they
seem to behave differently from the macro, everyday objects (chair, book, computer) that we can
see and touch. The laws of physics for these everyday objects are referred to as “classic physics,”
and classic laws of physics do not (seem to) apply to quantum objects. The field of quantum
physics is based on studying the curious behaviors of quanta. The impact of quantum physics on
modern life is everywhere. Modern cell phones and personal computers all rely on quantum
phenomena and behaviors to operate; engineers must understand the laws of quantum physics in
order to move the electrons that make computer chips work. Psychologist Jerome Bruner argues

that theoretical physics invents “facts (or world)” in order to test models of how the universe



operates and that physics is maybe “99 percent speculation and 1 percent invention...” (Actual
Minds 14).! Scientists understand how to take advantage of quantum behaviors, although not
necessarily why quantum objects do not obey the classic laws of physics. There are two specific

guantum phenomena essential for understanding the project of this dissertation.

Observer Effect & Entanglement

Perhaps the most famous (and often misunderstood) quantum experiment is the double-
slit experiment. The experiment has been conducted thousands of times and generated numerous
theories to explain its curious results. The experiment was originally designed to determine
whether the photons which make up light are waves or particles. In the double slit experiment,
scientists fire photons through a screen with two small openings on it (slits) onto a second
screen. They analyze the patterns that the photons make on the second screen to determine
whether they behave like a wave, not dissimilar to water waves splashing against a sea wall, that
would create an “interference pattern” on the second screen, or whether the photons collide with
the second screen as distinct particles, not unlike individual tennis balls striking a wall. Initial
double-slit experiments (seemed to) determine that light photons were waves. They created a
wave-like pattern on the second screen which suggested that photons passed through both slits —
like a wave would pass through two openings in a sea wall.

In order to determine how the photons were moving through the slits, scientists set up a
recording apparatus to observe exactly how the photons moved through the slits on their way to
creating their interference pattern on the second screen. When they conducted the experiment

with this observation apparatus, the photons behaved like individual particles. They were no

1 Jerome Bruner is (sadly) unrelated to the author.



longer waves (or in the lexicon of quantum physicists, their “wave function” had collapsed) but
distinct particles that chose one of the two slits to pass through. The interference pattern was
gone. Before the photons were observed passing through the first screen, they passed through
both slits simultaneously. Any experiment that directly observed how photons moved through
the screen forced the photons to move through only one of the two slits.

The experiment determined that photons of light, at the quantum level, demonstrate both
features of indeterminate waves and determinate particles. Light functions as an indeterminate
wave, occupying several positions in space, until it is observed or measured. At that point, light
“collapses,” or becomes made up of specific particles with measurable positions. This unintuitive
behavior has now been recorded in other quanta as well: molecules and atoms (seem to) exist
within states of “probability” that are not determined until they are measured. Until they are
measured or observed, quanta exist in what physicists call superposition; they do not have a
definite, specific, measurable location but occupy potential locations simultaneously. This
phenomenon is called the “observer effect” and is one of the fundamental bases of Bohr’s
interpretation: the very act of being observed determines the location and behaviors of matter at
the quantum level. Quantum behaviors cannot be observed or measured without affecting them.

The second quantum physics phenomenon important for my analysis is quantum
entanglement. Quantum entanglement is a phenomenon where quanta become inextricably
linked and correlated with one another: their spin, polarity, or even position are no longer
independent of other quanta. Any change in one quantum simultaneously changes any other
guanta entangled with it, no matter how far apart they are. If one quantum, existing within an
indeterminate state of probability, is measured or observed, it collapses into a determinate state

and so do the states of any other quanta with which it is entangled. Entangled quanta exist as



possibilities until their relationship is observed; then, they become “real” and measurable. It does
not matter how far apart entangled quanta are. Entangled quanta could be on opposite sides of
the universe and any change to one is instantly reflected in the other.

Albert Einstein famously referred to this as “spooky action at a distance,” because it
violates his theory of relativity that argues nothing can travel faster than the speed of light.
Entangled quanta seem to violate this rule — unless we understand that they are not
communicating with each other but are rather linked together in a way not accounted for within
traditional physical models (yet). This phenomenon also challenges traditional, classical physical
concepts of the material reality of time and space. This experiment establishes that quanta of
matter become linked with one another, without regard to time or distance, and that their
relationships with other quanta are necessary for their existence. Quanta exist only through
relationships with other quanta. They do not precede their relationships but emerge from them.

There are numerous theories within quantum physics to explain these phenomena
although there is no definitive scientific consensus. The field of quantum physics is compelling
because while we know how quantum behavior can be predicted, which is how we are able to
utilize these behaviors in modern digital technologies, we do not know necessarily why they
function in such curious manners. The theories to explain these phenomena are just as
compelling — especially in their potential implications and larger applications — than quantum
behavior itself. For instance, Possible Worlds theory posits that there are an infinite number of
alternative worlds different from our own. Quanta exist within all of these “possible” worlds
until they are observed and then can only exist within one: they “collapse” into a specific reality
among countless other possible realities. The quantum objects we observe were previously

existing in all worlds until we forced them to choose ours. The De Broglie—-Bohm theory



rationalizes paradoxical quantum behaviors by arguing that quanta travel on “pilot waves” which
create the interference pattern and not the quanta themselves (which are definite particles).

Quantum physicists Kathryn Schaffer and Gabriela Barreto Lemos state that any
explanation for quantum behavior requires a specific interpretation. Each interpretation often
reveals the philosophical (and even existential) perspectives of its proponents. Schaffer and
Barreto Lemos claim that, based on what we know now, “...there can be no ‘interpretation-free’
description of the microscopic world” (14). For quantum scientists and theorists, how they
understand what is happening at this scale is always based on the interpretative lens they use to
define quantum behaviors. Einstein himself was notoriously troubled by quantum behaviors
because their contradictions unsettled his own beliefs in a quantifiable, measurable, and
eventually knowable universe. Quantum physics compels us to consider the impact of our
subjective observations of the world on its realization and interpretation.

The most popular explanation for quantum behaviors is known as the “Copenhagen
Interpretation.” This perspective was developed by Bohr and Werner Heisenberg in the 1920s.
Even proponents of the Copenhagen Interpretation, including Bohr and Heisenberg, disagree on
its implications (Camilleri 2007). The concept of what the Copenhagen Interpretation is
apparently also depends on the perspective of scientist or observer. Bruce Rosenbloom and Fred
Kuttner argue that "there is no 'official' Copenhagen interpretation. But every version grabs the
bull by the horns and asserts that an observation produces the property observed” (100). Bohr
himself argued that this viewpoint challenged models of classic physics based on the concept of
an objective reality. At least at the quantum level, reality only becomes determined through a

relationship with an observer.? He proclaimed that “everything we call real is made of things

2 Rosenbloom and Kuttner note how this concept of observation becomes problematic and identify another
disagreement within quantum physics: what does observation mean? How small does matter actually need to be



that cannot be regarded as real. If quantum mechanics hasn't profoundly shocked you, you
haven't understood it yet.” Calling it an Interpretation is a misnomer; the Copenhagen
Interpretation is based on the concept that can be no interpretation of the universe, no definitive
states, until a relationship is formed through observation. Like a photon in a double-slit
experiment, even the Copenhagen Interpretation is not determined until a conscious agent (or
observer) translates it into a theoretical model. For proponents of Bohr’s version of the
Copenhagen Interpretation, the double slit experiment proves that observation changes the state
of the material world (photons become definitive particles when they are interacted with).
Quantum entanglement demonstrates the ontological inseparability between the building blocks
of our universe and time-space as a subjective construction.®

For the purposes of this dissertation, | will be applying, with some reservations, feminist
theorist and quantum physicist Karen Barad’s theories. Her theories are aligned with, and extend,
Bohr’s interpretations about the nature of reality. Barad’s quantum background directly
influences her critical perspectives. Her intersection of scientific and critical theory is an
inspiration for this dissertation (and for my advocacy of interdisciplinary engagements between
the humanities and sciences). Barad claims that “quantum physics opens up radical spaces for
exploring the possibilities for change from inside hegemonic systems of domination” (Troubling
Time/s 61). She argues that modern quantum theory can lead other fields to challenge

perspectives that we take for granted at all levels of society, politics, and culture. Challenging

to express these curious quantum behaviors? Does observation require a consciousness? Curious quantum
behaviors have provoked as many debates about defining the experiments as it has about their potential
implications.

3 The idea that time and space are constructions of human consciousness (or experience) is becoming an
increasingly popular theory within theoretical physics. Scientists such as Max Tegmark (physics) and Donald
Hoffman (cognitive psychology) argue that space and time are constructed through consciousness to navigate (and
limit) an actual reality too overwhelming for human minds to fully comprehend.



these notions leads us to antagonize established structures and she advocates for a conscious re-
thinking of those structures that recognizes the impact observers have on time, history, and our
interpretation(s) of the world and universe.

Barad argues that the world around us does not have a determinate reality separate from,
or pre-existing, our engagement with it, and that any interaction that we have with the world
ineluctably transforms it and us. The phenomenon of entanglement demonstrates that it is the
relationships between objects in our universe, whether they are quanta, material objects, people,
or even ideas, that define it, rather than the illusion that they exist independently from one
another. This perspective forms the basis of Barad’s theory of “agential realism.” Agential
realism is the concept that nothing in the universe pre-exists its relationship with other parts of
the universe. Barad explains that:

To be entangled is not simply to be intertwined with another, as in the joining of separate

entities, but to lack an independent, self-contained existence. Existence is not an

individual affair. Individuals do not preexist their interactions; rather individuals emerge
through and as part of their entangled intra-relating. Which is not to say that emergence
happens once and for all, as an event or as a process that takes place according to some
external measures of space and of time, but rather that time and space, like matter and
meaning, come into existence, are iteratively reconfigured through each intra-action,
thereby making it impossible to differentiate in any absolute sense between creation and
renewal, beginning and returning, continuity and discontinuity, here and there, past and
future. (Meeting the Universe Halfway 1X)

Barad introduces the term “intra-action” as a substitute for “interaction,” for
conceptualizing the ontological primacy of relationships between agents within our universe.
Interactions assume that there can exist two distinct agents in the universe which pre-exist any
relationship between them. Barad argues that this is not possible: existence only emerges through
relationships. An intra-action, similar to quantum entanglement, assumes that agents cannot exist

without one another, and any change (or observation) of one agent changes the other. In the

double-slit experiment, for instance, quantum matter emerges as solid, definite particles only



through a relationship with an observer (in the act of observation). This process also creates the
world of the observer. Both entities emerge through the entanglement of their possibility. It is not
an interaction because the world does not exist without an observer and the observer cannot exist
without a world to inhabit. Agents in the universe cannot be considered as separate from their
relationships. These relationships are not characteristics of agents but are a requirement for their
emergence, being, existence, and agency. Intra-actions describe this process of embodied,
dynamic entanglement that Barad posits as occurring within every level of existence and
meaning.

For Barad, agents can be human and the nonhuman. She resists any easy distinction
between the two — besides consciousness’ capacity for being cognizant of this distinction. Our
conception of who and what we are, and what nonhuman agents are, emerge from intra-actions
with one another. We are not removed from the world (and are entangled with it); nonhumans
become entangled with our subjectivities and our subjectivities become entangled with, and
through, their emergence. Barad also argues that agents need not even be material: we are all also
entangled with ideas, structures of power, historical record, memory, our experiences of time and
place; the universe is not a collection of bodies, but a dynamic, emergent system of entangled
relationships creating a universe.

Barad applies her perspective towards both the ontology and epistemology of the
universe. She argues that quantum phenomena demonstrate that physical matter itself lacks any
definitive state until it forms relationships with agents who have the capacity to observe it.
Epistemologically, Barad argues that our interpretation of the universe also impacts its reality.
She argues for cognizance of the agency of any apparatus that measures, observes, and interprets

the world. Barad claims that our observation and translation of the universe is a discursive

10



practice of creative collaboration through this agency. She argues that this agency is “about the
possibilities and accountability entailed in reconfiguring material-discursive apparatuses of
bodily production, including the boundary articulations and exclusions that are marked by those
practices” (Meeting the Universe Halfway 214). The choices that agents make in how to
observe, measure, and understand the universe constitute the creation of the ideas, practices, and
philosophies which form the physical and social structures within it.

In the same manner that observing photons moving through a screen collapses their
possibilities into one determinate path, the imposition of any structural apparatus (or even its
consideration) collapses the multiple potentials of social, cultural political worlds into
determinate realities. This is a process of physical and interpretative entanglement: the world and
its populations become defined through the intra-actions which allow both to emerge. Schaffer
and Barreto Lemos explain the implication of Barad’s perspective that “the notion that anything,
on any scale, has a persistent and well-defined identity, is thus called into question” (14).
Agential realism invites possibilities; it also introduces an almost-overwhelming level of
responsibility and accountability for all our actions when they are observed as part of a tangled
web of agential intra-actions. If everything is entangled, the actions of all agents (and their
apparatus) impact all our material, physical, and even speculative realities.

This dissertation does not offer an explicit argument for the Copenhagen Interpretation,
nor does it align itself entirely with all Barad’s conclusions or her theory of agential realism.
There are several reasons for this: | am not a quantum physicist and cannot verify or refute
Barad’s mathematical and scientific supports for her conclusions. There have also been critical
objections to Barad’s work, often because of the implicit radicalism of her approach and

advocacy for applying quantum behavior and physics towards social, critical, and humanities
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theory. Jan Faye and Rasmus Jakland argue that Barad’s perspective is ““...one among many
possible interpretations and one, we argue, whose very coherence is still in need of further
scrutiny” (8234). Schaffer and Barreto Lemos also caution that Barad’s approach assumes
Bohr’s interpretation as a “fundamental fact,” without an acknowledgment of other possibilities
and alternative theories. The field of quantum physics, like the behaviors and phenomenon it
studies, has stubbornly resisted determinate interpretations and scientific consensus. The
interpretation of quantum implications depends on the subjective observations of the theorist.

While Schaffer and Barreto Lemos welcome new applications of quantum insights (and
quantum mysteries) within other critical fields, Faye and Jakland take exception to the ubiquity
of Barad’s ideas in other arenas. They note that most of the “over 8000 citations for Barad’s
book, Meeting the Universe Halfway (2006), that apply agential realism are in cultural and social
theory departments rather than within physics and philosophies departments which are “arguably
the natural home” for these discussions (2).* Faye and Jakland’s disputes with Barad’s quantum
interpretations are valuable. However, the very concept of homes for theoretical concepts that
offer potentially revelatory insights throughout every scholarly field is a disturbing advocacy for
hierarchical determinism. This is especially troubling since fields in humanities are critically
trained for the implications and application of theory.

Narrative theorists such as Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Umberto Eco have
explored similar territory in attempts to determine the boundaries and relationships between

literature, art, and the real world. Barthes and Foucault argue that textual interactions are not

4n “(Dis)entangling Barad: Materialism and Ethics,” Hollin et al. note that Barad’s terminology and ideas have
become popular enough to be featured in “conferences on ruins, animal ethics and informational infrastructures
to journal articles on lifelong learning (Edwards, 2010), bullying in schools (Sgndergaarda, 2012) and feminist
theories of fashion (Parkins, 2008)” (2). This dissertation, which focuses on a game where players pretend to be
elves and dwarves fighting dragons, adds another non-traditional study to this eclectic collection.
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passive but represent an active, dynamic dialog. This dialog between the author and reader is
necessary for the realization of both. In “The Death of the Author,” Barthes famously erases the
concept of an author as the definitive point of origin for textual realizations (1967). Barthes’
examination of the literary work is rightly centered not on the notions of independent readers and
authors, but rather the intersubjective experiences formed through their textual engagement.
Barad would argue that these engagements are also not linear. Textual interaction compels a link
between reader, author, texts, ideas, and perspectives that irrevocably transforms all. Barad
claims that she did not write Meeting the Universe Halfway, but rather that it, and the authors
and thinkers entangled within her own subjectivity, wrote her (ix-x). She would argue, as do I,
that textual engagements do not erase authors (or readers) but that their relationship actually
produces both.

In his lecture “What is An Author?”, Foucault responds to Barthes’ authorial erasure, by
arguing that: “the author does not precede the works; he is a certain functional principle by
which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses” (1969). Like Barad, Barthes believes
the conception of an author is constructed from the texts. Determining where an author begins
and ends is itself an act of agential realism: we, Quixotically, attempt to determine where one
subjectivity begins and another ends without appreciating their fundamental entanglement.
Foucault and Barthes recognize the futility of this attempt. The books we write and read, as a
vehicle for the dialog between their authors and readers, write us. Barad extends this perspective
beyond textual construction towards the fabric of our physical reality: we are writing the world
as it writes us. This relationship is neither linear, nor recursive, but a dialectic entanglement. To
understand each of the elements within our world, we need to consider the relationships which

produce them, not reinforce the illusion of their separate realities.
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Eco recognized this capacity for transformation, and the entanglements not just of reader
and author but of reader, author, and the texts itself in The Role of the Reader (1979). Eco argues
that engagement with interpretable texts catalyzes a discovery of the capacity of the text itself;
the text is a conduit of meaning, not just of semiotic translation, but of the possibilities of textual
engagement itself. He writes that: “The system of systems of codes, which could look like an
irrealistic and idealistic cultural world separate from the concrete events, leads men to act upon
the world; and this action continuously converts itself into new signs, giving rise to new semiotic
systems” (195). The relationship between readers, authors, and texts is neither closed nor static.
Rather, the continuing changes — regardless of whether these changes are progressive or
regressive, an evolution or a deconstruction — in one of these agents impacts all others radically
and simultaneously. The concept of entanglement, from the field of physics, is not a new idea
within narratological study, it is simply a new term for an old idea.

The unfolding and interpretation of textual media yield similar insights that quantum
physics has: the worlds created through textual engagement are entangled within author (or
designer, or filmmaker) and reader (or audience). Fields of literature have often suggested at
possibility — staking ground in the territories of the possible, illuminating concepts within
interpretation, dreams, and speculation. Barad’s work provides a parallel within the field of hard
sciences that suggests the boundaries between our media and the universe are diaphanous.
Science is acknowledging what the humanities have often claimed: the reality of our world is
constructed by the agents (readers, writers, and texts) capable of telling, sharing, and playing
with its story. The rock band R.E.M. put it best on the nature of our realities, imagined and
material, within the moebius-strip title of their third album. Reality is simply a “reconstruction of

the fables of the reconstruction of the fables of the reconstruction...” (1985). Barad asks us to
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analyze not just the fables of our world in isolation, nor how they, or we, (re)construct a reality,
but to recognize how their timeless, and repeated engagements produce the emergent symphony
of our universe. Right or wrong about quantum interpretation, Barad’s push for quantum insights
beyond the laboratory is welcome and belongs to a vital tradition of entanglement between the
sciences and the humanities. | use the term entanglement not as a novel theoretical approach but
as an accessible means (and as an aesthetic, and agential choice) for bridging disparate
disciplines.

My final reservation (and most important) on fully embracing Barad’s conclusions is that
this dissertation resists determinate interpretations altogether: Bohr’s epigraph above is
fundamental to understanding the central thesis of this dissertation. Each question we ask, each
idea we consider, and each perspective that we entertain opens new epistemological possibilities
about the nature of reality (and media). Every conclusion that we reach collapses those
possibilities. One of the core tenets of Bohr’s perspective is that we cannot necessarily know the
true universe because it must be filtered through our incomplete means of measuring it. Bohr
argues for quantum physics as a means of measuring how our perception of the world works. He
explicitly argues that we could not measure what it necessarily is. | agree with Bohr's
perspective: a world is created through our studies, observations, interpretations, and translations
of it.> Like photons moving through a screen, we cannot watch the world without creating it. The

worlds of our media are similarly created. A study of how they intersect (and entangle

5 Whether the world we create is a true reality is inconsequential; the reality we assume around us is the world we
experience and worthy of exploration and analysis. If there are “deeper” realities, or a more objective construction
behind what we assume as reality, we lack the capacity to discover it (for now) and there are more than enough
mysteries to explore in the accessible, immediate world. This is not a solipsistic argument. | do not argue that we
cannot see reality outside of our mind. | concur with Barad that we are creating one.
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themselves) is a particular important study for understanding — or at least understanding the
complexity of — both.

Barad considers the implications of Bohr’s interpretation and asks us to recognize our
capacity to radically redetermine the authorship of social structures, culture, politics, history, and
reality itself. That perspective is potentially problematic in that it assumes we are capable of
reaching a consensus for what a just, equitable universe should be. Our current cultural moment
is an evocative illustration of our fractured capacity for consensus. Our modern world seems to
be comprised of multiple realities of interpretation, translation, and subjective experience; it is
entangled within a mediated digital network which continues to split, divide, and isolate
subjective perspectives. | concur with Barad that the world is constructed through its
relationships; | am not convinced we can agree, or adequately determine, which relationships
would lead to a better universe. Building an equitable utopia in 2023 becomes an exercise in
first, asking: whose utopia? Who would be the watchmen or watchpeople of this consciously
created universe? ® However, perhaps an acknowledgment of our capacity, and the implications,
of our agency within the construction of our multiple realities forces us to begin having that
conversation. | firmly agree with Barad that an acknowledgment of our complicity in the creation
of the universe is a first step toward accepting the responsibility for its stewardship.

The Copenhagen perspective on reality, however, is not new; nor is it the sole property of

physics departments. Social theory and game theory have been advancing similar concepts,

6 Cybertextual utopianism, based on the agency provided in video games to interact with digitally created worlds,
is common within popular and academic game scholarship. Books such as Jane McGonigal’s Reality Is Broken: Why
Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World (2011) claim that game play has the capacity to
radically improve society (and archaic social structures and inequity). These arguments never seem to
acknowledge the radical subjectivity of what makes a world better. This dissertation resists not only determinism,
but the concept that we can make equitable and ethical choices without a collaborative discourse entangled with
all the possible agents and objects, and their desires, within our shared realities.
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within their fields of study, for decades. The legacy of social theory is a history of examining
how cultures emerge through social relationships. While quantum physics has become seductive
to modern theorists, because of the provocative nature of many of its conclusions about
materiality, anthropology and sociology have been making similar claims about the world of
human culture (and reality) for centuries. For the social scientist, it might seem as if the physical
sciences have been dragging their feet to accept what is apparent within social interactions.

At the turn of the 20™ century, sociologists such as Max Weber and Emile Durkheim
recognized the relationship (entanglement) between how our understanding of the world shapes
its social structures. Durkheim argues that “the universe exists only insofar as it is thought, and
...it takes place within society, becomes an element of its inner life, and society may thus be
seen as that total genus beyond which nothing else exists” (gtd. in Jameson 8). Weber and
Durkheim recognize the human as entangled with cultural and social structures. Unlike Barad,
however, who argues for the capacity of agency within a world being dynamically constructed,
they contextualize humanity as the oppressed subject of the callous ideologies of modernity and
history. Although much of the world’s social structures, fashioned to impose a certain level of
meaning upon an uncertain world, might have sprung from human agents, humanity has long
ceased to be their master.” From the viewpoint of modernity, a hierarchy exists where social
structures subjugate; influence and intersection are possible, but entanglement is not. A student
of Weber’s, Alfred Schutz complicates this position by arguing not for a primary, consensually

agreed-upon universe, but one in which “multiple realities” exist, defined by the sociocultural

7 Michel de Certeau argues that this process of attempted subjugation is not always effective; people find ways to
restrict social structures of power (strategies) through ground-level tactics which resist them. Structures attempt
to subjugate but people are not passive, non-agential objects. | examine De Certeau’s perspective in more detail in
Chapter 3 when we look at how the TRPG, and its invention, resist traditional (canonical) methods of textual
interaction.
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stations of the people who make them up. He claims that “it is the meaning of our experience and
not the ontological structure of the objects which constitutes reality” (551). Schutz’s argument is
not dissimilar from the concept of Possible Worlds theory — although it rests not on complicating
notions of physical reality but rather our disparate interpretations of a shared reality. All these
perspectives focus on epistemological relationships with the world: for Durkheim, Weber, and
Schutz, how we understand the world is important, but the world itself is physically real and
present. Their view presupposes a conflict between the populations within it for control of its
interpretative construction (these populations are not agents, but antagonists).

In Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), Pierre Bourdieu recognizes social structure and
human agents not as constant antagonists but existing within a dynamic reflexive arrangement
which, 1 would argue, represents a form of social entanglement. Bourdieu introduces the concept
of the habitus: “the durably installed generative principle of regulated improvisations,” that
governs human action and agency (78). Human beings cannot perform their lives, rituals, and
interactions without the “installed”” mores and customs of their cultures; those mores and
customs can only be socially legitimized through their routine practice by human agents. This
relationship forms the habitus that guides human actions and performance. The habitus reflects
the social realities and regulations we agree to for the construction of consensually-interpreted,
and collaboratively-translated social arenas. The habitus provides a forum where we can
understand one another. Bourdieu argues that the habitus breaks down barriers of time. He
argues that it is a form of “embodied history” that reflects the perspectives, experiences, and
necessities of the cultures from which it emerges through social practice.

The habitus is an embodied, intrinsic state of people's conception of themselves that

contains echoes of the past, responds to the contingent needs of the present, and which was
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created to meet the undiscovered, social demands of the future. Like Barad, Bourdieu argues that
human agency is possible and inevitable even within the boundaries of the habitus. The habitus
can be a constraining mechanism but it also offers social opportunities for creativity. The habitus
may be a finite palette, but the combinations offered through its social interactions are not. Even
concepts such as free will or determinism exist only through their relationships with one another.
Bourdieu explains:

We have to abandon notions of simple freedom or determinism. The habitus is a system

of generative schemes which permits a great deal of individual innovation. It sets the

limits for particular practical expressions, but it is far from being simply a “mechanical

reproduction of the initial conditions” (95).
Barad would argue that concepts such as freedom and determinism do not precede their
relationships. Their very existence relies on the frictions that emerge when human agents resist
or acquiesce to either. Bourdieu’s work — echoed within Michel de Certeau’s work highlighting
human creativity against authoritarian structures — recognizes the importance of untangling
binary perspectives to examine the complexity of the social realities that emerge from these
relationships. The habitus is constructed, human agents determine its construction; it exists
beyond time. It is embodied, intersected within human practice, bodies, and performance. It is
entangled with culture, history, and the human agents responsible for it. The habitus is also an
entangled element of reality. Bourdieu’s work establishes that our social relationships and
structures emerge from similar relationships — between human agents — through similar
discourses — between human agents — that Barad argues also construct the universe.

Early American theorists such as C.S. Peirce argue that epistemology and ontology are
not necessarily so distinct. Peirce formulated the philosophy of pragmatism based on an

acceptance that there are fundamental characteristics about our indeterminate universe that we do

not and, perhaps, cannot know. Through inductive logic, Peirce argued we can make reasonable
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inferences about the true nature of the universe. He claims that the limited data we do have
access to, through our faculties, perceptions, allow us to distinguish essential, if incomplete,
details of the universe. For Peirce, navigating life was an acknowledgment of its fundamental
uncertainty with an acquiescence to the inevitable need to navigate it, a philosophy he calls
pragmatism. It advocated for action and agency on the world based not on certainty or
determinism, but on assessing the probabilities based on the incomplete fragments of the world
We can perceive.

Peirce’s perspective aligns with Bohr’s fundamental argument that physics is the study
not of what is, but what we experience. Bohr cautions against accepting our experiences as a true
depiction of reality. Bohr’s scientific perspective is a pragmatic one. Bohr and Peirce both avoid
the pitfalls of solipsism by arguing that while our experience of the universe is limited and
incomplete, it is not ineffectual. We are provided hints and insights into a universe which (may)
allow us to establish fundamental truths into Einstein’s “knowable” universe. I argue that another
element that is inessential to accessing potential, fundamental, ontological truths resides within
the capacity of intersubjective collaboration. Our eyes are open wider, or to paraphrase Sir Isaac,
we can see farther by standing on the shoulders of the giants around us.

Bohr’s and Peirce’s perspectives on the divide between the actual universe and our
experiences of it has recently received support within the biological sciences community. UC-
Irvine neuroscientist Donald Hoffman makes a particularly compelling metaphor for the
distinction between experience and reality. Hoffman claims that our experience of the world is
not unlike the graphical user interface (GUI) on a modern personal computer (“Did We Evolve”
2019). We interface with a reality but it is not the reality that we see and touch. On a modern

computer screen, the icons and folders on our desktop represent actual information, but they are
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not what the actual information is (sets of binary codes and algorithms). The computer translates
digital information into a graphic, accessible format we can understand and manipulate. Hoffman
argues that our consciousness and senses do the same: they act as a bridge with a “real” reality.
He argues that we should take reality, as we experience it, “seriously, but not literally” (“Truth
vs. Reality” 18:55-19:00). While Hoffman’s existential perspective has been lauded as
revelatory, again, it reflects parallel thoughts in the social sciences. Peirce argues that all we can
see are the “signs” that potentially point towards universal truth; Hoffman’s metaphor of the
computer interface makes it accessible to a modern audience (and it is an excellent metaphor) but
the concept of a gaps between signs and signified has a rich history in social and literary theory.
Robert Lanza argues that the universe is created through consciousness in his controversial work,
Biocentrism (2010). Unlike Hoffman, he does not claim a fundamental universe exists a priori of
human consciousness. Both, however, argue that human biology (and consciousness) is
fundamental for the creation of reality.

Physicists concerned with the nature of reality proceed from establishing the physical
reality (and non-reality) of the world, social theorists debate social structure’s role in its
navigation, biologists argue for the role of the human mind (or consciousness) in its realization.
All arrive at similar conclusions: our realities are collaboratively-constructed arenas entangled
with human experience, subjectivity, and exigency. Each of these realities is simultaneously
entangled with one another for the emergence of our universe: social worlds emerge from our
physical realm. Biological interpretations require social structures (and lexicons) to give meaning
to rituals and interactions. These relationships are not intersectional, hierarchical, or even
antagonistic: they are all entangled. None of these realities have distinct boundaries, how we

interpret the world determines what the world is; how our languages define is based both on what
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reality is, as much as our capacity for creating definitions. Epistemology and ontology become
fundamentally indivisible. Barad and Bourdicu’s arguments rest on taking advantage of this
indivisibility: of translating human and non-human agency through epistemology into radical
possibility.

The act of interpreting and translating any universe requires us to go beyond simple
readings or observation but to become active participants, players, within them. The term players
is an allusion to the role we take when playing games; it refers to the role we take when we
participate in the creation of game worlds and reality. This dissertation analyzes the emergence
of the tabletop role-playing game, a compelling model that suggests that the play and creation of
“imaginary” realities within the magic circle of games is often analogous to the production of the
“material” realities beyond it. | do not claim that quantum physics nor anthropology, offers a
definitive, scientific rationale for my mode of study. | argue that their contributions and insights
offer invaluable tools for conducting approaches that transcend the study of photons and
neutrons or performative frames. This approach offers a perspective that the worlds of media,
culture, and imagination have more in common, or might perhaps be entirely complementary, to
the physical realms we have always prioritized. | argue that media and the world, like ourselves
and our world, also exist in a state of entanglement: neither exist without an embodied
relationship with the other; neither move, change, or are realized without changing the shape of
the other. Both are authored, consciously and creatively, through the relationships between their
populations.

Art is the history of intersubjective experimentation for constructing possibilities within
new universes...and our old one. If our different scientific fields arrive at similar conclusions

about how social, material, and cognitive realities are manufactured, art offers a forum where
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those implications might be most effectively considered. The postmodernist writer Italo Calvino
argues that:

Since science has begun to distrust general explanations and solutions that are not

sectorial and specialized, the grand challenge for literature is to be capable of weaving

together the various branches of knowledge, the various ‘codes’ into a manifold and

multifaceted vision of the world (112).

This dissertation argues that art is the crucible where the complementary perspectives of our
scientific fields can catalyze synergistic insights into both the ever-elusive concept (or even
impossibility) of a “knowable” universe and into the more accessible, knowable universes of our
individual subjectivities. If the universe is being constantly created, the first step might be
understanding its creators — and how they emerge through their relationships with the other
subjectivities, media, histories, and experiences with which they are entangled. Art, the human
arena for playful experiments of constructed, “manifold and multifaceted” worlds and
possibilities, might be the optimal place to begin those investigations.

It could be argued that role-playing is the most ubiquitous contemporary form of art: it
appears everywhere and influences nearly every mediated instance of our lives. The sociologist
Erving Goffman (The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life 1956) and folklorist Richard Bauman
(Verbal Art as Performance 1977) have examined the multitudes and vagaries of human
performances throughout multiple social worlds. They argue that these performances allow
societies to define themselves. We look to our performances, socially, culturally, professionally,
to have a sense of who we are. Goffman argues that the self “is not an entity half-concealed
behind events, but a changeable formula for managing oneself during them” (573). We construct
disparate roles throughout the day for ourselves and others. Our lives are a constant practice of

“role-playing.” The role we play at home is different, though produced from the same material

shell which expresses all our performances, than the one we play at work. Goffman refers to the
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setting of each performance as entering a new “frame.” He argues that we are judged, by
ourselves and society, on how effectively we navigate the context of each frame. Choosing the
correct role to play, and then role-playing it well, is the key to expressing sociocultural and
personal competency.

The allusion to quantum physics is compelling: our concept of ourselves is based not just
on an illusion of a core, defined self, but rather the observation of our lived performances.
Aristotle argued that we are what we repeatedly do (and that our ethics emerge from the habits
we cultivate and the performances we express). | would expand this statement to include that we
are what we do because we, and the people in our society, observe ourselves doing it. Identity,
personal and cultural, takes shape as it is translated into narrative schemas that guide future
performances by collapsing them into specific, definitive, and interpretable meanings. Bourdieu
argues that society, and its cultural mores and expectations are embodied within us (through the
habitus). Bauman and Goffman point to our performances as an expression of how we
understand ourselves within the world: performance is a means of playing within it. | argue that
all of these elements, habitus, performances, roles, and frames, exist not as separate entities that
interact with one another, but rather as elements of society entangled with one another.
Performances are only effective with an appropriate social frame to interpret it, and all social
frames are irrevocably altered by the performances that exist within it. Our performances alter
the landscape of our world and ourselves — through the worlds created by them we begin to
understand what they are, who we are, and how we might express both. Our social, physical
worlds, and even material worlds are continually being constructed through their observation.
Art offers the opportunity to radically explore, critique, and interpret the possibilities of these

constructions.
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Games provide a compelling model to study the construction and emergence of these
relationships through their play. Like the “material” realities that surround them, the very
definition of what a game is (and what it can become) is constantly being (re)created through
new observations and interpretations. In his 1958 sociological examination of play, Roger
Caillois admits to feeling “despair” of attempting to define what a game is because of their
“multitude and infinite variety” (11). He then attempts to define games through a typology of
game genres. In 2005, Jesper Juul similarly defines games through rules for play which they
must meet to be considered a game. Johan Huizinga and theorists such as Greg Costikyan and
Thomas Malaby contextualize games as arenas (whether through Huizinga’s conception of a
“magic circle” or Malaby’s term “forum”) that allow for, and bound, the act of play. [an Bogost
argues that boundaries (around playfulness) are the basic architecture for games — and that
(nearly) any human activity can become a game through the imposition of rules to limit it. The
difficulty in any static definition of a game or play is that both are dynamic constructions
constructed (and re-fashioned) by dynamic agents (players). The boundaries between magic
circles or ludic forums are diaphanous and shifting. The TRPG offers even further complications
because its rules can be modified during play; its boundaries and limitations, likewise, exist
within a state of dynamic, mutual collaboration.® Because both game and play are dynamic

constructions, their construction and definition rely on instantiated observations and

8]t is tempting to argue that play becomes a game when the ludic experience needs to be shared between two
players (or more). Rules allow play to be collaborative; game mechanics provide a staid definition of play, a
quantifiable series of actions, and an accessible game world that can be intersubjectively shared (whether it exists
physically, like a chess board, or within the players’ imagination, such as in TRPGs).

However, the plethora of single-player games, especially within modern video games, complicate this concept.
Why do solitary players create a boundary around the possibilities of their play and imagination; is it to,
temporarily, limit the world into a more accessible format to explore it? Is the solitaire game a type of personal
observation — and analysis — of the larger social (and physical) realities we exist within? Is a single player game a
discursive engagement with its (spatially-disparate, asynchronous) designer?
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interpretations from their designers & players. No definition can be entirely static while those
observations are based on dynamic observers. For the purposes of this dissertation, a game is
defined when its players and designers interpret their play as a game; when players (the agents)
have, consciously or unconsciously, agreed that the infinite possibilities of play have become
structured and limited enough (through rules and agreement) to allow each player to access the
same, or broadly similar, interpretation of it.

Games’ strongest argument for inclusion within our legacy of artistic expression is their
capacity for exploring alternative possibilities and agency. The worlds of our games mirror the
mechanisms, performances, and interpretations of our “real” world. Art reconfigures
interpretation and perspective by forcing artists and audience into states of mutual creative
entanglement with worlds of radical possibility. Games continue this legacy and are not
essentially different than literature, cinema, or fine arts in this regard. Their only core difference
from other forms of art is that the requirement for mutual entanglement, between author and
audience (or designer and player), is explicit.® | do not argue that games offer new experiences,
or possibilities, or revelations, that previous forms of art have not already done. | do, however,
argue that unlike many other forms of art, games do not hide, or feel embarrassed by, their need
of mutual collaboration for their engagement — but revel in it. Despite what many contemporary
digital utopians might claim, games are no more or less interactive, cybertextual, or even

“active” than any other form of media engagement; they simply do not hide their need for

9 Games’ lack of aesthetical scholarship has often been blamed on their lack of a definitive author (and definitive
aesthetic perspective). This is based on the faulty, and yet enduring, concept of the lone auteur. Despite Barthes
and Foucault’s convincing arguments about the subjective and dynamic complicity between author and reader
required for literary engagement, the assumption persists, within critical and academic fields, that any true art
originates with a lone subjectivity. This dissertation challenges that concept radically and extends it outward from
game theory towards ontology: individual agents do not exist (and cannot make art), only their relationships (that
can) do.
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entanglement behind anachronous concepts of the importance of primary authorship or the
auteur.

Games have been afforded this luxury because they have rarely been considered by
structuralists attempting to quantify the roles, responsibilities, and mechanisms of art. Games
resist these hierarchies — as all art inevitably does, eventually — through an unpretentiousness
afforded by their historical placement within popular culture. | have previously argued that this
denigration causes cultures to valorize certain forms of media experiences over others, at the cost
of creating hierarchies of the validity of human experiences (“I’'m So Bored with The Canon”
2019). I would also argue our gatekeepers’ lack of critical consideration of games as a valid
artistic medium allowed them to develop without their interference.'® The history of the TRPG,
as we will examine in Chapter 2, is an example of a mediation practice evolving with little regard
for considering (and often in direct opposition to) artistic “merit.”

While gatekeepers have resisted the concept of games as art, and game designers have
remained apathetic to critical consideration at all, the actual play of games has always served the
same functions as literature, cinema, and fine art. The practice of play reconfigures the possible
world through experimenting with the materially impossible worlds of fiction. José P. Zagal and
Sebastian Deterding refer to games as a “snow globe version” of social life: “safely packed,
miniaturized, maybe a bit abstract, but strangely compelling” (1). Like any fine art, games
provide an invitation to experiment with the imaginary worlds through which we understand and
interpret (and observe) our material world.

It is important to recognize that the extent to which a game might model an alternative

world, or the extent to which a game allows its players to engage with, modify, and explore that

10 For better or worse: popular games criticism continues to resist critical approaches because of an insularity
developed from the historical perception of games’ lack of aesthetic value.
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world varies radically in the same way that each book, film, or painting does. Games such as
Chess or Monopoly do create alternative worlds on their boards but are simply abstractions of
one element of the “real” world (in these cases, warfare and capitalism). The boundaries of their
capacity to engage with the game world likewise varies. While there are millions of potential
moves available for a player in Chess, the Monopoly player’s movements through the world are
bounded by random dice rolls (and the limited decisions players can make are highly influenced
by those rolls). This is true in other forms of art as well: where James Joyce’s modernist Ulysses
presents an immersive, and almost real, world to the reader, his post-modernist work Finnegans
Wake is a complete deconstruction of the very concept of worlds (and their creation through
language).

The level of engagement that literary texts offer is equally disparate. William
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (1597) requires the reader to, inexorably, follow the narrative to
its bitter conclusion; Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (1759-1767)
occasionally allows the reader to invent their own. Vincent Van Gogh’s paintings present
evocative and inviting worlds. Jackson Pollock’s art keeps the reader at a distance by eradicating
the world through an anarchy of color. These examples demonstrate how art creates worlds and
provides the opportunity to engage with them. The history of artistic and media experimentation
is the history of combining these traits into new relationships. However, no matter their level of
presenting a world — or the capacity to engage with it — the world within every text is an
“alternative” one. None represent the material world as it is; all are created by the perspectives of
a subjective artist and interpreted through their audience. Art is observation and dialog. The
reader, viewer, player allow the author, painter, game designer to create a world for them and

then agree to interpret it subjectively. It is a form of role-play, an accepted contract between

28



author and audience. The author (or director or game designer) presents a text full of possible
interpretations. The audience (reader, theatregoer, player) then collapses those possibilities into a
single subjective but also definitive and observable translation.!

The possibilities the artist provides through a text are similar to the indeterminate
locations of quantum photons of light. The audience’s interpretation of the text, like the
observation of photons of light traveling through a slit, fixes the signified meaning of the text
into a specific location. Art presents possibilities: audience engagement with art is the creation of
singular, alternative worlds through the collapse of each into a specific interpretation. Audience
engagement with art can take many forms: reading, viewing, observation. | would make the
argument that each is a specific form of play. Ludwig Wittgenstein argued that the interpretation
of language is a form of game: the signification and interpretation of symbols, meaning, and
communication are a playful dialog between artist and audience. While Wittgenstein was
concerned with linguistic and literary semiotics, the same principles apply whether the medium
is print, watercolors, celluloid frames, computer pixels, or game rules. All rely on the context,
capacity, and choices between their authors & audience and the world (including the culture and
society) around them. Play occurs as a dialog between author and audience with each of these
factors influencing (and being influenced by) that dialog. Each is entangled with the other;
author and audience emerge from their dialog through art (and its language); social and cultural
contexts emerge through the relationships of the people who live within them.

Our fictions, whether they are literature, fine art, or game, offer opportunities to play with

and reconfigure society, culture, and even ourselves. The artist presents a myriad of new

11 Although each translation is definitive for each specific interpretation, the translation can change upon further
engagements — even future observations of the initial translation can change it. Any change in the audience
inevitably changes their interpretations of a text.
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possibilities for audiences to explore and consider. Caillois claims that “All that is mysterious or
make-believe by nature approaches play...the function of fiction is to remove the mystery” (4).
Fiction provides a particular interpretation of all playful possibilities; fiction offers finite
momentary observations which collapse infinite potentialities. Eco argued that engagements with
art are both “an interpretation and a performance” which “in every perception...takes on a fresh
perspective” (49). Art is an agent that emerges through the relationship between author and
audience. Neither author nor audience exist without a relationship with a text that constitutes
those roles — and their performances (as author and reader or as designer and player).

The interpretation of a text is the collapse of its possibility. For the author, the
construction of a text is the performance of their own perspective, ideas, and imaginary worlds —
a performance that momentarily defines the location of their thoughts, perspectives and
imagination. For the author, the text is a performance which emerges from all the entanglements
from which the author has emerged; it is an expression of the author, and their subjectivity, at
one particular moment. It collapses all possibilities of the author into one expression of the self
which allows the author to observe this performance — and to observe who they are.

For the reader, each engagement with a text is a performance that collapses every
possibility of the text into a specific interpretation. Every subsequent performance and
interpretation may situate the text within new locations of meaning — but each interpretation
establishes a definitive location of signification. The text also establishes a connection for the
author’s and audience’s subjectivities to become entangled; neither is the same after being read
and performed just as neither can be the same after writing and performing. There are no
incorrect interpretations of art, only the construction of new interpretations: all agents are

constructed through relationships. No agent can be static as long as their relationships remain
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dynamic. Games, like any form of art, offer the opportunity for multiple performances and
interpretations. They are the material embodiments of constructed possibilities for entanglements
between author, audience, text, and speculative possibilities.

It is important to recognize, however, that it is not games, but rather the practice of play
which they enable, that offers these possibilities. The practice of play, bounded through the
limitations of games, teach players to accept how malleable, dynamic, and playful our world,
selves, and reality are. Huizinga claimed that games operate within a “magic circle.” They
provoke a social practice with their own set of rules, expectations, and contingent consequences
that mirror, but are removed from the immediate frames and performances of the material world.
They operate within an arena slightly removed from, but parallel to, the social worlds of the real.
Huizinga’s perspective is often misinterpreted to mean that the real world and games are divided
from one another, and that the experiences of one do not intrude upon the other. This is not
accurate: in fact, Huizinga argues that the games that a culture engages with are an essential,
embodied practice of that culture (in Bourdieu’s terminology, an essential part of a society’s
“habitus” occupying the social consciousness of its members) which reflect and even guide that
culture’s values and perspectives. He argues that although games may be “distinct” from real life
this does not mean they are not entangled with how we understand and navigate the real world.
Malaby argues that games are “contrived forums for the generation of indeterminacy” that mirror
the indeterminacy of social life. He claims that games and life should be considered
“ontologically on a par with each other”” (Making Virtual Worlds 89).

I concur with Malaby’s argument that games are bounded, “contrived” arenas of
experimentation which are as ontologically legitimate as the real world; however, Malaby’s

contention that they are ontologically on par with each other assumes they exist in separate, even
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if diaphanous, “forums” before their interaction. I argue that agential realism asks us to consider
their relationships, not through the lens of intersection, but through the concept of entanglement.
We play within the worlds of our games and lives simultaneously. Like performances and social
frames, a world must exist within which to play games, but that world relies on the play within it
for its observation, interpretation, and emergence. Mary Flanagan asserts that “one cannot
always easily see that a clear boundary exists between [play] and social reality, or rather, see that
play uses the tools of everyday reality in its construction” (254). The concept of magic circles is
invaluable to highlight how these boundaries (in this case, our game and real world) are
constructed through a (subjective) interpretation of their relationship. The boundaries become
real (although not necessary) once agents require and construct them. These boundaries exist
through the relationships of that which they bound (there is no boundary without the need to
create a distinction). Ontological distinction is not a defining trait of two agents, but always a
definition of how they relate to one another. They become different only when we create
boundaries to make the world accessible and quantifiable by collapsing its intrinsic
indeterminacy into definitive interpretations.

Authors, readers, designers, players, critics, and scholars are agents who determine the
positions and reality of the boundaries around our magic circles. These boundaries become
increasingly diaphanous as consensus on their reality becomes harder to reach. The boundaries
around our games are as dynamic as the subjectivities who are constantly constructing (and
dismantling) them. The metaphorical force of games is clear: a game can only be played once its
players agree to its rules, context, and ambition. The boundaries of play must be set up by its
players. The rules of a game are its guidelines, the practice of the game is where the game

emerges. The players are the agents, not the game itself. Agential realism is an argument towards
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a recognition of the full capacity of that agency — within game worlds and without — and to
recognize that the entanglement of both is necessary for the emergence of either. The “real”
world emerges from its entanglements with the imaginary worlds of game which offer it
possibilities. The bounded observations of play we conceive of as games are experiments (in the
game world) with alternative interpretations of the real.

The focus of this dissertation is the tabletop role-playing game. The TRPG is a game that
compels a practice that reconfigures the performance of our everyday lives through the
performance of alternative identities in alternate worlds. The TRPG offers a codification, a
bordering of role-play possibilities. Malaby argues that games occupy a “a semibounded and
socially legitimate domain of contrived contingency;” it is within this socially-created and
consensually-created domain that the TRPG provides an arena for exploring alternative
identities, experiences, and worlds that seem alien to our consensually-manifested material world
(“Beyond Play” 96). The tabletop RPG is particularly compelling, for those studying the
manufacture of social, cultural, textual, and physical realities because it is an explicit attempt to
collaboratively construct specific, alternative worlds. Daniel Mackay argues:

Fantasy role-playing games are cultural systems. They are finely woven worlds of magic

and belief. They have social structure, norms, values, and a range of cultural artifacts,

which if not physically real are real to those who participate in them, and presumably (if |
can stretch the metaphor) are real to the characters that inhabit these fantasy worlds.

(123)

While every form of art provides an opportunity for playing with possible interpretations, the
TRPG is an ambitious attempt to model worlds complete with contrived cultural systems, values,
and material objects that are based on texts from other media. The play of a TRPG is an

agreement to create, and then abide by, the mechanics, culture, and context of a collaboratively

created (and performatively-manifested) world.
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The TRPG game presents a system for the creation of countless possible worlds (and
potentialities), while the play of a TRPG collapses one specific world into an accessible,
imaginary playground. TRPG play is now a global phenomenon that attracts millions of players
annually. In The Gameful World, Steffen Walz and Deterding write that “Practices and attitudes,
patterns and tropes, materials and tools, languages and concepts from (digital) games and play
increasingly pervade all arenas of life” (6-7).1? The practice of TRPG play, the ubiquity of its
mechanical systems within contemporary applications, and its expanding cultural presence have
become embedded with of our modern social habitus, manifested themselves within our social
systems, and even transformed our cultural landscape. Any study of the TRPG is a study of
contemporary cultu