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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation looks at the use of language in the conduct of fantasy role-playing games 

(RPGs) -- a topic of unusual but nonetheless great linguistic relevance to interesting problems 

in contemporary sociolinguistic research, such as identity construction, narrative theory, and 

reference.  Participants in such games must execute a number of unusual verbal tasks:  

 (1) Jointly construct (along with other players) the narrative that is the entire substance 
of the game 
 
(2) Relate their characters' actions and speech in the narrative typically by means of 
first person present tense description (e.g. "I smoothly evade the spear and step through 
the door") -- marked forms normally never used in ordinary discourse 
 
(3) Distinguish co-references between the game players and the characters whom the 
players portray in the game (ie, the pronoun "I" can be used to refer to the speaker's 
character, or can be used conventionally to refer to the speaker; similar problems occur 
with second and third person references) 
 
(4) Construct a fantasy identity for their characters -- one that may be strikingly at odds 
with their own real-world identity -- using only verbal means, mainly description and 
narration. 
 
The linguistic means by which speakers perform these tasks constitute a distinctive, 

coherent cognitive practice, which makes use of both discursive frames and narrative 

structure.  The core components in the form and framing of Role-Play inform and shape 

the distinct RPG narratives that emerge.  Yet the underlying nature and functions of such 

narratives, in terms of both event sequencing and identity construction, remain highly 

conventional. 

This unique narrative variety, when contrasted with traditional linguistic 

conceptualizations of narrative structure, provides further insight as to the crucial core 

components of narratives.  Thus elements such as Orientation and Evaluation may be 

provided outside the RPG narrative proper. Furthermore, the comparison suggests that the 

dominant approach to narrative in linguistics has been heavily influenced by the single-

person narrations of personal experience that long have been the focus of research in the 

field.  For example, elements such as Abstract and Coda are primarily devices for inserting 

a narrative into broader discourse, and unnecessary in RPG narratives. 
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 It all started at Shaw's house.  I think I was twelve, though I might have 
been eleven.  And it wasn't my brother Shaw, but my friend Shaw.  Actually he was 
a Bill, too, but that's not nearly so interesting.  Of course Shaw's older brother Ken 
was there (not me, but the other Ken), except that he wasn't really, and later there 
were also Jack and Tom and several others, including my brother Shaw, too.  But 
that, of course, came later.  It started with me and Shaw. 
 After talk about this and that, he introduced the box. 
 "It's red," I said, because I had always been good at stating the obvious.  
"And inside there are more red books, and some paper, and some funny-shaped 
plastic things with numbers on them." 
 "They're dice," said Shaw solemnly.  It was funny, because my brother Shaw 
was often solemn in the same manner. 
 I knew of course that he was being silly, because everyone knew that dice 
were cubes and didn't have numbers on them, they had little pips instead. 
 "What are they for?" I asked. 
 "You roll them," he replied firmly.  "It's how you play this game." 
 I hoped he wouldn't be able to tell just how baffled I was. 
 "So it's a game, then," I announced, relieved to have finally understood 
something. Then confusion flooded back in. "Um...what kind of game is it, again?" 


