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‭Introduction‬

‭Narrative arguments with explicit data, claims, and warrants are hard to come by unless‬

‭in dialogue form, but dungeons & dragons (D&D), a narrative roleplaying game played‬

‭cooperatively, shows that narrative arguments in the form of plot, metaphor, and world building‬

‭can‬‭be complete arguments, with warrant provided via‬‭conversation between players. D&D also‬

‭serves as an interesting investigation in argumentation theory, because it also pulls upon multiple‬

‭aspects of theory, such as demonstrating the various kinds of argument (e.g. product versus‬

‭process) and representing a niche field and discourse community. D&D also inhabits a unique‬

‭space publicly. It’s popular enough that Facebook groups discussing the rules and tropes are‬

‭common, making analysis of repeating themes in arguments easy, as is done later on in analysis‬

‭here. Because D&D is established under an open gaming license, its rules and materials can be‬

‭repurposed by the public, allowing open discussion of rule changes and recurring tropes even as‬

‭the game is incredibly complex in those rules. All interactions within D&D narrative follow‬

‭blocks of stats called ability scores (separated into six characteristics—Strength, Dexterity,‬

‭Constitution, Intelligence, Wisdom, and Charism) that determine dice rolls, making narrative‬

‭loosely based on probability when stats are fixed. At the same time, character decisions‬

‭determine what ability scores are used and how, so a central element becomes rational‬

‭argumentation between players so that narrative follows the goals of the party. In short, studying‬

‭D&D and how its tropes are discussed by players inside and outside the game reveals complex‬

‭processes of argumentation, with nearly no inhibiting coercion since players decide on the‬

‭validity of narrative and its path collectively; furthermore, analysis of trends which recur‬

‭demonstrates those warrants consistently used in making counterfactual narratives that comment‬

‭on some aspect of the real world.‬
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‭Base Theory and Understanding How D&D Functions as Argument‬

‭Discussing how D&D functions as an object of argumentation requires some‬

‭establishment of base theories. Namely, D&D can be used as an especially good example of‬

‭argument as process, product, and procedures, due to its highly cooperative nature. D&D might‬

‭also be considered a specific niche “field” of argument, as arguments follow very specific‬

‭conventions that separate its discourse community from others. Toulmin’s model helps highlight‬

‭how D&D creates explicit arguments for narrative, something exceptional narratively, primarily‬

‭in the separation of data or premises and claims or conclusions from warrants. Because the‬

‭corpus of literature of D&D arguments comes from social media, the question of public‬

‭deliberation becomes relevant, such as how democratically representative the corpus is, since it‬

‭comes from a specific Facebook group that requires admission.‬

‭First, argument should be specified as understood as product, process, and procedures,‬

‭which Daniel O’Keefe’s argument‬‭1‬‭, argument‬‭2‬‭, and argument‬‭0‬ ‭each translate to. O’Keefe, in his‬

‭critique of Brockriede’s “Where is Argument?” discusses what each of these concepts means. An‬

‭argument‬‭1‬‭, he describes, is argument as understood‬‭as product, that is, the claims one makes; he‬

‭writes, “an argument‬‭1‬ ‭is something one person makes…Arguments‬‭1‬ ‭are thus on par with‬

‭promises, commands, apologies, warnings, invitations, orders, and the like” (70). An argument‬‭2‬‭,‬

‭he further writes, is an argument as understood as a process, that is, the process of argumentation‬

‭itself, saying, “...an argument‬‭2‬ ‭is something two‬‭or more persons have (or engage‬

‭in)...Arguments are classifiable with other species of interactions such as bull sessions,‬

‭heart-to-heart talks, quarrels, discussions, and so forth” (70). From these two, there is then the‬

‭implied argument‬‭0‬‭, discussed in O’Keefe’s other writings,‬‭the internal process of constructing an‬

‭argument cognitively, which I liken to argument as procedures; I come to this conclusion from an‬
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‭understanding of cognition as the penultimate procedure underlying argument, in the sense that‬

‭cognition requires working through mental steps that are (although often subconscious)‬

‭theoretically consistent, such as working from language acquisition up through a hierarchy of‬

‭understanding. O’Keefe also highlights the importance of not eliding “arguments and‬

‭arguments‬‭2‬‭, to the detriment of [Brockriede’s] characterization‬‭of argument” (71).‬

‭While I agree with O’Keefe that this separation is useful, I also value looking at how all‬

‭three kinds of argument are connected, and here I think D&D represents a meaningful artifact in‬

‭this effort. That is, D&D demonstrates each kind of argument in a very separated way, but the‬

‭actual articulation of D&D in practice connects each implicitly. Arguments‬‭1‬ ‭appear as discrete‬

‭elements in D&D narrative—such that most wizards can’t fight well because they haven’t trained‬

‭their bodies (e.g. increased their Strength ability score). Arguments‬‭2‬ ‭appear as the D&D‬

‭progression itself—character choices only progress after all parties have discussed what they‬

‭want to do and why, and the narrative only progresses after the game master (GM) explains how‬

‭the environment changes by explaining how and why its nonplayer characters (NPCs) react to‬

‭those choices. Argument‬‭0‬ ‭then appears in the combination;‬‭D&D, with its myriad of rules‬

‭governing environment, character abilities, and interaction between players and the DM,‬

‭superimposes a set of procedures for both arguments‬‭1‬ ‭and arguments‬‭2‬‭. At the same time, because‬

‭the narrative is always‬‭evolving‬‭and because it evolves‬‭cooperatively‬‭, D&D demonstrates how‬

‭these three are connected; arguments‬‭1‬ ‭always appear‬‭in the context of an ongoing argument‬‭2‬ ‭that‬

‭is structured by argument‬‭0‬‭. The primary flaw in this‬‭might be that an argument‬‭0‬ ‭doesn’t exactly‬

‭correlate with the specific procedures of D&D; rather, a more specific explanation of the‬

‭procedures of D&D might be as dialectic that moderates arguments‬‭1‬ ‭and‬‭2‬‭. Dialectic, the explicit,‬

‭careful imposition of procedures behind the argument, also represents this element in D&D, as,‬
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‭just like in the school of Pragma-Dialectics, very specific rules are set for how the narrative‬

‭progresses, that is, how players interact with each other and the D&D environment.‬

‭The dialectical nature of D&D highlights how it could be understood as its own discourse‬

‭community. Thus D&D as a discourse connects to fields, and may even be considered a field all‬

‭its own. David Zarefsky writes about persistent questions in defining and talking about fields as‬

‭an argumentation concept, and he meaningfully identifies the three most pertinent elements in‬

‭discussion: their purpose, nature, and development.‬

‭For purpose, Zarefsky asks two questions, writing, “Does ‘field’ explain how arguments‬

‭originate?” (56) and “Does ‘field’ serve to compare and contrast arguments?” (57). Both of these‬

‭relate to D&D as possible reasons for calling it a field; calling an argument part of D&D explains‬

‭how it came to be, and separating arguments of D&D from other contexts therefore does serve to‬

‭explain differences between arguments outside of its context and arguments contextualized by it;‬

‭arguments in D&D always follow certain patterns of organization, because D&D arguments, in‬

‭originating in the game context, are required by the contextual nature to be subjected to certain‬

‭constraints. For example, anytime a character argues for the party to do some action, the implicit‬

‭context of the game’s rules structures what kinds of arguments can reasonably be made, such as‬

‭the abilities of characters or the statistics associated with characters ability scores.‬

‭For nature, Zarefsky asks several questions, the most pertinent ones being, “Are argument‬

‭fields determined by the argument’s form? (59), “Are argument fields determined by subject‬

‭matter?” (59), “Are argument fields determined by situational features?” (60), and “Are‬

‭argument fields determined by the shared purpose of the arguers?” (61). Each of these exist as‬

‭part of the descriptive nature of “D&D arguments.” Just as game context structures arguments,‬

‭the reverse is true due to feedback; the game context, while informing play, only becomes‬
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‭realized because players choose to prescribe to the rule-based constraints on the choices they can‬

‭argue for and make. At the same time, the subject matter often determines “D&D arguments” as‬

‭the subject will always be about the intersection of realistic roleplaying and game rules, and‬

‭arguments often follow fantasy conventions, as well, both narrative and rules-based—black‬

‭dragons are always dangerous and evil, and casting a spell always requires consulting a manual.‬

‭Thus, in these ways, we also see how the argument field of D&D is heavily situational, further‬

‭compounded by the fact that arguers not only share a purpose (reaching a goal in narrative) but‬

‭cooperatively realize that purpose in the very situational meeting that is D&D game sessions.‬

‭For development, Zarefsky asks three main questions, that is, “Do arguers create their‬

‭own field?” (64), “Are fields different from the public?” (64), and “How do time and historical‬

‭experience influence the demarcation of argument fields?” (64). For the purposes of this paper, it‬

‭would be beyond the scope to answer these questions for all fields, but with the specific field of‬

‭D&D there are answers. In D&D, arguers create the field in some ways while not in others. The‬

‭base rules of D&D are set by the Wizards of the Coast corporation, not individual arguers, but‬

‭arguers continue the field by incorporating and confirming their rules through use. D&D would‬

‭both be partly public and partly private; members of the public make up the D&D community,‬

‭but that community is relatively niche and a very specific audience. Finally, historical events‬

‭demarcate D&D in the sense that the term refers to the most recent practices, divided temporally‬

‭by the publishing of editions. Namely, D&D these days refers to D&D’s fifth edition (or “D&D‬

‭5e”) rule set, and one could argue that D&D 5e is a subfield of the evolving, overarching D&D‬

‭roleplaying game (RPG) field. In other words, D&D considered as a field‬‭has‬‭developed, and it‬

‭has a complicated relationship with the public in that nobody in particular owns its procedures‬

‭and practices.‬
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‭However, treating D&D as an argument requires explicating one key element emphasized‬

‭by Toulmin’s model that accounts for how D&D narrative can be considered as such: the‬

‭inclusion of warrants. Toulmin’s model separates an argument’s warrant from its data and claim,‬

‭which is an especially meaningful consideration when we think of how narrative can become‬

‭argument in the strict sense. Wayne Brockriede and Douglas Ehninger outline Toulmin’s model‬

‭three basic elements of data, claims, and warrants. They describe how for this model data‬

‭“correspond to materials of fact or opinion which in our textbooks are commonly called‬

‭evidence‬‭” (102). A claim is “the term Toulmin applies‬‭to what we normally speak of as a‬

‭conclusion‬‭” (103), they explain. Most important, they‬‭explain the warrant, that which functions‬

‭“to‬‭carry‬‭the accepted data to the doubted or disbelieved‬‭proposition which constitutes the claim,‬

‭thereby certifying this claim as true or acceptable” (103). In narrative, argument might appear as‬

‭dialogue, such as a conversation between characters, but rarely does it explicate an‬‭explicit‬

‭warrant if we consider the narrative as only the metaphors and logic behind the plot and world of‬

‭narrative.‬

‭D&D, then, is unique when viewed through the lens of Toulmin’s model, because it‬

‭supplies an explicit warrant by its nature, creating non dialogue narrative argument. Narrative‬

‭might outline arguments outside dialogue, if indirectly, by establishing implicit data/premises‬

‭and claims/conclusions. Take, for example, the idea that dragons are evil. The narrative might‬

‭describe a dragon pillaging a village. The premise would be that pillaging villages is bad,‬

‭evidenced perhaps by descriptions of the violence involved, and the conclusion would be that‬

‭dragons are bad because this is something they do. The warrant would be the “because,” but‬

‭most narrative wouldn’t explicitly mention this in such a way that we would consider it strict‬

‭argument. Rarely would a story’s prose stop and read, “Dragons consistently do this behavior,‬
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‭and because we devalue this behavior as evil, dragons must be evil.” Narrative could claim these‬

‭things, as backing for the warrant, but it would have to be implicit, not explicit, because by its‬

‭very nature the plot of narrative could always be likened to a claim; indeed, “this is something‬

‭they do” and “pillaging is bad” are claims in of themselves. It could, for example, be argued that‬

‭dragons are evil not because they pillage villages, but because they hoard gold; the narrative, in‬

‭lacking explicit reasons for why it’s structured the way it is, establishes an unclear argument.‬

‭However, in D&D, a unique situation arises: because the narrative is constructed‬

‭cooperatively and because the parties involved discuss reasoning between choices (whether‬

‭that’s the player’s explaining the reasoning for fighting a dragon or the GM explaining if the‬

‭dragon pillages)‬‭outside the narrative‬‭in metanarrative‬‭conversation, D&D adds an‬‭explicit‬

‭warrant behind the outcome of its narrative. That is, players, in convincing each other to fight the‬

‭dragon, will lay this out explicitly, and, as we will see in the corpus later on, Facebook groups‬

‭evidence how players return to the topic and discuss tropes outside the game in ways that allow‬

‭explicit warrants. That is, because D&D narrative constantly evolves and evolves cooperatively,‬

‭it naturally requires explicit warrants in the metanarrative surrounding choices and the tropes that‬

‭drive them. Choices made can be evaluated later on, because they then have an in-game effect,‬

‭and this effect is always discussed because that’s the nature of the game: being cooperative, it‬

‭only functions when all the players and the GM can agree that the effects can be considered‬

‭realistic in the narrative world, and so naturally conversation follows on how the narrative‬

‭functions and why.‬

‭A final constraint, however, in considering both the given corpus—the posts within a‬

‭specific Facebook group—and arguments made in D&D broadly, is the question of how‬

‭democratic deliberation actually is. Within the D&D context, this appears in the procedures of‬
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‭the game; at any point, there exists a tension, a power imbalance, that has to constantly be‬

‭navigated. Namely, the GM controls the narrative world, while the players only dictate their own‬

‭choices and are limited in them. Therefore, the arguments the narrative puts forth are essentially‬

‭controlled by the GM. This tension is mitigated by the unity of the character’s party; if the‬

‭characters discuss the reasoning behind choices they’d individually like to make, reaching‬

‭consensus, and if they follow the rules in choosing the right stats, ideally, they will eventually‬

‭realize narrative that aligns with their reasoning. Yet, the GM still holds primary responsibility‬

‭over outcomes. However, since the game only functions when the GM and the players are in‬

‭agreement, there is a democratic element in that, for the game to continue, the GM must‬

‭convince the players through no coercion that the arguments the narrative represents are valid.‬

‭For the Facebook group that all the material in the corpus is pulled from, the context is somewhat‬

‭different. Because the Facebook group requires admission to post and comment, its material‬

‭might be biased, although, as analysis later will show, this doesn’t inhibit discussion from‬

‭becoming political.‬

‭Specific Facebook Posts - Counterfactuals and Stasis Theory‬

‭The Facebook group in question under study is‬‭Tiamat's‬‭Tavern (Memes for D&D)‬‭. As‬

‭the name suggests, much of the content that appears is humorous, but for this reason D&D tropes‬

‭are discussed often or implied, through the repetition that occurs from memes and their format.‬

‭Arguments appear from such conversation, and, more often than not, arguments also appear‬

‭because members ask questions of other members, such as when they don’t understand a trope or‬

‭meme’s format. Because Facebook allows commenting and the ability to comment on others’‬

‭comments, arguments—in the process sense—often occur, which bring with them explicit‬

‭warrants for narrative tropes normally explored only through traditional narrative.‬
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‭Interestingly, another theme in posts was exploration of counterfactuals, such as‬

‭inversion of traditional tropes or people discussing what would have happened if a character‬

‭hadn’t done X action. Thus investigating these posts revealed how counterfactuals can structure‬

‭and provide warrants for arguments in a narrative way. Marc Angenot writes on the topic of‬

‭counterfactual statements, writing, “Counterfactuals are reasoning that starts from conditionals‬

‭that are contrary to the facts” (2). Such reasoning, thus, normally appears little, as most would‬

‭not turn‬‭away‬‭from the facts given in making an argument,‬‭and the repetition of this kind of‬

‭reasoning within D&D further demonstrates how it can create unique narrative arguments. It also‬

‭turns on its head our understanding of a “narrative argument” because, in a sense, fantasy‬

‭narrative functions as a kind of counterfactual in and of itself. Angenot’s description confirms‬

‭this, when he writes:‬

‭[Counterfactuals] start from conjectural starters that argue about a “possible world” in the‬
‭sense of a world similar to reality at a given moment with a unique variation, all other‬
‭things being equal. Reasoning that claims to identify the direct consequence of this‬
‭variation and measure the discrepancy between it and what we hold to be the real – and‬
‭which then leads to apprehending this real in another context. The reasoning is articulated‬
‭in three stages: it starts from a hypothesis contrary to facts supposedly acquired, contrary‬
‭to “reality”, and draws a direct consequence from it – then, clarified or not, he advances‬
‭the conclusion, namely something that can be deduced by returning to the real world: “if I‬
‭had turned around, I would have seen it. (2)‬

‭D&D represents a construction of that “possible world,” and metanarrative discussion of its‬

‭tropes often comment upon the returned-to real world. For example, in one post, someone wrote‬

‭about their counternarrative on why goblins and orcs clash with other races. In their narrative,‬

‭goblins lived communally and orcs raised children together. Goblins shared resources so much to‬

‭the point of just taking things when needed, which other races would call “thieving,” while for‬

‭goblins, a “thief” would be someone who hoarded objects, akin to stealing from the community.‬

‭Similarly, orcs, if coming across an untended child, would simply take them home and raise them‬
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‭themselves, since children were understood to be the responsibility of everyone; other races, of‬

‭course, would see this as kidnapping. Several comments disagreed, showing the political nature,‬

‭as limitations of racism and culture are hot-topics within the D&D Facebook community and this‬

‭group in particular. A post such as this demonstrates how talking about tropes in such a way‬

‭gives an explicit warrant; in both cases, races clashed because of societal differences. Notably,‬

‭this person’s argument also plays upon stasis theory, namely, the stases of Definition and Policy;‬

‭their warrants were grounded in the fact that people disagree upon stases, with goblins defining‬

‭“thieving” differently than others and orcs having a different policy when it came to childrearing.‬

‭This shows a return to real-world aspects—societal or cultural differences—in this “possible‬

‭world” counterfactual.‬

‭This post best demonstrates this, but other posts also returned to this idea, structuring‬

‭counterfactual narrative worlds in ways corresponding to real-world factors. Many of these posts‬

‭are long, so an appendix will follow this essay with screenshots of these posts. For example,‬

‭Figure 1 shows a post where, while no explicit arguments are made, the poster supplies possible‬

‭warrants for narrative creation, such as trends in language, culture, and history. Another post, in‬

‭Figure 2, also harkens back to cultural differences and misconstrued and clashing societies, in the‬

‭context of Vikings, usually considered barbaric but actually quite complex, as compared to orcs,‬

‭who are similarly portrayed as violent or evil but could be portrayed differently with the warrant‬

‭that cultures are complex. Like that post, Figure 3 shows another one also about orcs, again‬

‭pulling upon stasis theory in discussing differences in cultural policy.‬

‭Conclusion‬

‭D&D may seem a trite object for analysis, but application‬‭of argumentation theory‬

‭reveals it creates an incredibly unique and complex environment for argument structured‬
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‭atypically. Narrative arguments fully fleshed out are hard to come by, since explicit reasoning‬

‭behind plot is rare unless discussed in an author’s interview, but in D&D these things occur‬

‭naturally, both in the process of D&D gameplay and in the culture within discourse communities‬

‭such as those on Facebook. If considered as a field, analysis of trends shows how a field‬

‭develops in real time, and due to how popular it now is and its easy translation to social media‬

‭discussion, one can easily see how it complicates understanding of narrative as supported by‬

‭explicit argument. As demonstrated by the brief set of Facebook posts discussed, clearly D&D‬

‭begins a discussion on how to argue narratively. These discussions, meaningfully, by leaning into‬

‭the counterfactual nature of fiction, help explicate for readers concepts in culture and society that‬

‭are relevant in the real world.‬

‭D&D demonstrates how narrative arguments, often implicit, can become explicit through‬

‭cooperative storytelling. This paper explores D&D as an argumentation field, linking it to theory‬

‭like Toulmin’s model. It examines how counterfactuals and metanarrative discussions on‬

‭Facebook shape argumentation.‬
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‭Requirements‬
‭You have a lot of flexibility in this project: it may be analytical, historical, evaluative. The topic‬
‭is entirely yours (subject to instructor approval). It may deal with formal argumentation, “street”‬
‭argumentation, electronic argumentation, disciplinary argumentation, to name a few areas. You‬
‭may want to follow up on something you've read for your Scholarly Literature Report.‬
‭Focused: No matter your topic, it’s important for you to constrain your lens to enable you to‬
‭succeed. You’ve no doubt talked in other writing classes about tightening the focus, and the same‬
‭is true here.  If you’re too general, you’ll flounder.  Imagine you’re really interested in how‬
‭people argue and come to some decision.  Well, that’s simply too huge for a seminar paper, and‬
‭I’d encourage you to narrow the topic in any number of ways.  First, be more specific than‬
‭“people.”  What about college-aged women, or factory workers, or Silicon Valley startup CEO’s?‬
‭Second, “how they argue and decide” is too broad, so what about “how they decide about capital‬
‭expenditures,” or “how they evaluate movies, plays, or art” or “how they include (or exclude)‬
‭others.”‬
‭Word Length: 3500 (plus or minus 500) for graduate students, or 2500 (plus or minus 500) for‬
‭undergraduate students. I expect the document to be written, edited, and formatted for good‬
‭readability. In other words, demonstrate that you’ve been learning something in your other‬
‭Rhetoric classes.‬
‭Note: Before you embark on this seminar paper, you will need your instructor’s approval.  We‬
‭can discuss a reasonable deadline for this approval. It's not designed to constrain you, but rather‬
‭to identify productive directions so you don't get lost as you do your work. We will create some‬
‭topics in the blog for you to discuss your topic and get feedback from the instructor and your‬
‭classmates.‬
‭Outline‬

‭I.‬ ‭Introduction‬
‭A.‬ ‭Thesis: D&D works a great focus for looking at what argumentation requires.‬

‭II.‬ ‭Body‬
‭A.‬ ‭Process, product, and procedures‬
‭B.‬ ‭Field‬
‭C.‬ ‭Toulmin’s Model‬
‭D.‬ ‭Probability/Probabilistic‬
‭E.‬ ‭Multimodality‬
‭F.‬ ‭Social Media - Public Deliberation‬
‭G.‬ ‭Narrative‬
‭H.‬ ‭Demagoguery‬
‭I.‬ ‭Corpus‬

‭1.‬ ‭Stasis theory‬
‭2.‬ ‭Statistics/Percentages‬

‭J.‬
‭III.‬ ‭Conclusion‬
‭IV.‬ ‭Quotes‬
‭V.‬ ‭Corpus‬
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