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Real People, Real Play

Someone asked me a while ago, what a SORCERER "demon" represents, in strictly out-of-game terms. The answer is easy: a demon is a dysfunctional relationship.

     Can such a thing be fun? Sure. Can there be understandable reasons why it exists, and why the person chose to enter into it? Sure. Can good things potentially occur because of it? Sure. But pound-for-pound, it carries a cost in some way, shape, or form. No one can indefinitely shoulder the burden of another person's desires and needs, and power-based negotiations about doing so have a way of breaking down badly.

     Therefore the game is about the different ways in which these relation​ships can turn out. All sorts of character actions become multiple-character interactions, and all sorts of interactions lead to climactic fictional moments. These moments vary all over the place. A kind of "outlaw triumph" satisfaction may be found in achieving a character's goals even with such a relationship. Similarly, a kind of "satisfied justice" can result from watching or experiencing the bad side of it all catch up with a character, including one's own.

     So far, so cool. Here are all these characters, doing all these neat things, and it all turns out to mean something interesting and emotionally-engaging ... right? Wrong. Thinking in these terms is missing a crucial point about the whole process.

     That point is blunt and undeniable: role-playing characters do not exist. They don't think things, feel things, or do things, ever, because they are fictional. For the content of the game to matter at all, what the characters "think" is not the foundation - the people must care, because they are the ones who invent what the characters think. These people are sitting in a group, talking to one another, and that's where "what the characters do" comes from. And furthermore, these real people's real social relationships are the matrix, providing the context, for all this creative activity. SORCERER is a game about fictional relationships created by a group of people, and what characters think and do begins, happens, and ends based on how the people relate to one another in reality.

     So to talk about playing SORCERER successfully - and developing it into new realms of role-playing- then it's time to turn the primary attention away from the imagined, fictional content as such and toward the real human beings, as they create it. To use the swimming pool metaphor 1 introduced in the Preface, we're at the shallow end of the pool, standing at the edge, but not in the water.

PEOPLE AT THE TABLE

Well, never mind all the fun and basic interactions of having fun with friends. I'm going for the soft underbelly. When we get together to create imaginary events for fun, one of the three following contexts must apply.

     Dysfunction. The dysfunctional game serves as an arena for some ongoing drama among the people, characterized by posturing, couples' bickering and disagreements, attempts at seduction, and put-downs of all sorts. Mild forms of dysfunction are common, and in its most extreme form, imaginative acts of rape and abuse occur in the game as ways to abuse fellow players emotionally.

     Denial. The in-denial game is based on the claim that social interactions aren't involved i n role-playing, except perhaps negatively to "break immer​sion." The game content is the game content, and as long as people focus on it, then social interactions can't "ruin" it. This notion generally results in a bland, Ken and Barbie look to the characters, a certain lack of emotional charge among the participants, and less thematic payback from the game events. I think denial is a common defense against the dysfunctions described above.

     Function. In the functional group, the interactions among the real people provide a charge to the creative interactions. The emerging story has value to the people who create it, and real-life emotions among them provide both feedback and raw material for the process. No matter how much or how little graphic or disturbing content is involved, such a group is most successful when the people already have a high comfort level regarding their interpersonal relationships, when they are plain interested i n getting that story created, and when they are willing to use their emotional ties to contribute to its energy.

     Fact: your group falls into one of these categories. The question is not whether the social interactions among its members affect the imaginative content of the role-playing in the group, but how. This entire supplement is aimed at developing function among the group. It sounds like a tall order, I know, and one supplement can't possibly "make" it happen - the real work is up to you.

     Remember that swimming pool analogy? It's now time to look into the water, although remaining standing at the edge. How does the imaginative, role-playing content express these categories? Just to throw the issue into the highest tension possible, for pu rposese of illustration, the rest of this chapter deals with role-playing content that's highly explicit, indeed, sexually explicit. The question is, how can role-playing move into such content without the play itself becoming dysfunctional?

LINES AND VEILS

"Explicit." "Adults only." "Rated X." In most media, these des​ignations are set by some sort of committee, to be enforced toward other people. In role​playing, however, no such committee exists, and furthermore, the creators and the audience are the same people. The limits or standards are set by the group through play itself.

     These limits come in two kinds: lines and veils.

· Drawing lines defines what is and is not permitted to occur in the game, at all.

· Drawing veils is more subtle: certain events may occur, but they are not described or "played" in the sense that most events during the game are played.

Stu is playing SORCERER. Here's the scene: his character has Bound a hot-​babe Passing demon (a common character concept), and it balks at helping him during a critical moment. "Hey, tough guy," role-plays the G M, "I don't feel needed, you know?"

     So Stu says, "All right, I [meaning my character] head into the alley with 'her' and we have hot sex." The GM nods, perhaps calls for a roll or two concerning the Binding, and descriptive play resumes when the two char​acters emerge from the alley and proceed to deal with the situation.

     Play crossed a line, certainly - the two characters had sexual contact during the session - but the veil was kept up, across the mouth of the alley if you want to think of it that way. What happened, what it looked like, what was said during the action, were all left unplayed and undescribed.

The basic question is: So what? What is the significance of this situation? What are its ramifications? If you're still thinking it's not much of an issue, consider the following possibilities:

· What if Stu's girlfriend is part of the role-playing group? What if she's the GM in question? What if she isn't?

· What if a woman is present who is not romantically involved with Stu? That is, if they were both single and neither "just friends" nor exes nor anything, such that they could theoretically become sexual partners.

· What if no woman is present at all?

· What if the demon NPC were instead another player-character?

· What if the game itself included mechanics and defined circumstances of play that acknowledge such acts on player-characters' parts?

In the nearby parallel universe, Stu and the GM take a very different approach to role-playing the scene.

     Stu: I've [again, his character] got my demon braced against this stinky dumpster, with my pants around my ankles. We're goin' at it hard. The Binding is defined as sexual dominance, so I'm saying, "Who's in charge? Shut up! Who's in charge?"

     GM: The demon goes, "Wa-hoo!" and heaves her​self up, puts both ankles on your shoulders, reaches down and starts grabbing you, you know, as you're sliding in and out. She puts her head down so her chin's on her chest, then throws her head back, with her tits bouncing up and down really fast the whole time.

     Stu (role-playing his char​acter's dialogue): "Uh! Uh! Uh!" [He also takes a bit of Director Stance to add] The dumpster's going, "Creak creak," in this rusty crunch​ing way.

     Now that's leaving off the veil.

Call me crazy, but it's hard to imagine (1) that that imag​inary scene has no effect at all on the real-people relationship or potential relationship between Stu and the other player mentioned earlier, or (2) that the nature of the existing real ​people relationship has no effect at all on which way the scene is constructed and played. And for goodness' sake, could anyone claim that the gender of the GM and player are totally irrelevant? Try reading the graphic version twice, once imagining a male GM and once imagining a female one.

     My question is not whether these things and issues exist, but when and how to deal with lines and veils. Unfortunately, I have no handy list of skills and techniques for dealing with lines and veils. The best I can do is suggest that each group does well to agree upon a low-risk context for play, perhaps with a short-term game, in which the individual people can take some risks without threatening the integrity of the group.

     Lines, unfortunately, suffer from the desire to avoid dysfunctional play, because in many groups, when sexual activity is occurring in the story, someone's probably being insulted as a person and getting his or her char​acter de-protagonized as well. For functional play, there's not much more to say than, "The most sensitive person i n the group sets the line." For veils, though, things get more interesting.

Why draw the veil?

Maybe the issue is simply relevance. Given that the two characters have sex, we don't really need to know what position was involved. All right, that seems easy enough - if it's relevant, then describe it, and if it's not, then don't. Right?

     Unfortunately, it isn't that simple, and my evidence is the strong double standard regarding sex and violence. Do we "need to know" about the details of critical hits and violent dismemberment? Much game-play and many game systems revel in these acts, with no veil, and more importantly, with no apparent desire on anyone's part for a veil.

     My call is that the fictional events that correspond to immediately​ relevant, real-life corresponding events or relationships are the ones which people veil. The real people in a role-playing situation are not likely to have a violent context for real-life interaction among themselves. If your charac​ter skewers a foe with a sword or blows his brains out the back of his head with a bullet, this act is probably not going to have an immediate parallel among the real people in the group. Therefore imagined violence in most role-playing has a fantastical, entertaining quality.

     [One upsetting exception is when someone in the group really is involved in a violent situation with someone else in the group, specifically, a physically​ abusive relationship. I've witnessed this, as far as I know, only once, so I can't generalize about the phenomenon.]

     However, are the real people at the table engaged or potentially engaged in romantic, emotional relationships, with anyone at all? Of course they are, or trying to be, or obsessing about them, or recovering from them, or whatever. Furthermore, re-arrangement of such relationships tends to occur quickly, and without much deliberation. In other words, even people who think they are not involved in such interactions may well be, or about to be.

     Therefore, drawing the veil when two fictional characters get into a sexual situation, even if one is an NPC, is safer. The entire issue is close enough to home, for anyone and everyone, that we all tread lightly when it comes to generating those events imaginatively, as a group.

One useful means to draw the veil is humor, which has benefits and drawbacks. The benefit is that the problematic material is still played, or partly played, so it can enter the content of the game. The drawback is potential distraction, or spiraling into further humor.

Why not to draw the veil?

I played a character named Puji Blowfish in a game called Violence Future not too long ago. The characters included a depraved male cop who eats his victims' hearts and still nurses at his mother's breasts; a depraved female cop heavily into S&M, as well as whatever you call wanting to kill your partners during sex; and Puji, a slothful criminal who murders, steals, and manipulates because it's the easiest way to be comfortable, yet idealizes his friendship with a woman he's never met. The story included much inter-character conflict, corporate intrigue, appalling violence, and capitalist demons from hell.

     The female cop ended up naked and dead, straddling and still pen​etrated by the also-naked and equally-dead body of her mortal enemy; she was slain by a poisoned French tickler, and he was killed by her with a broken-​ended glass rod, through the eye, as her final act. Puji ended up embracing his sex-slave as the only person who'd never betrayed him, and killed both her and himself on his own sword, pinning them together. The heart-eater decided to reform and give up his old life, leaving town with his lover.

     Essentially, ick poo! (Barring the one character's positive ending.) What is the point of such awfulness, and as a corollary, its verbal depiction during play? All of us found ourselves explicitly describing scenes, acts, anatomies, and consequences that would have been way over the line in most groups. And yet, and yet ... genuine catharsis was really there; each death-scene brought full attention and "uhs" of agreement from everyone in the room.

     On reflection, it came down to the substance of play, which was about such extreme emotional reactions and decisions that they could not be expressed in safe terms. The fundamental question of playing Violence Future, "What is honor," can't be answered without subjecting characters to the most intolerable stresses possible. The scenario's gruesomeness, and most especially that particular game system's subversive way of encouraging the players to provide more and more defilement of their characters and their acquaintances, are not the point of play but rather its engine. If the "car," so to speak, is to be driven somewhere damned interesting, then all this spat​tered mess might even be necessary.
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