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Roleplaying Games (RPGs)

“a type of game/game system that involves collaboration between a 
small group of players and a gamemaster through face-to-face social 
activity with the purpose of creating a narrative experience”

(Cover 2010: 168)



RPG Play

The system may include a 
setting and/or scenario(s) to 
provide fiction to play 
in/through.

These may instead come from 
a separate scenario or the 
GM.

The play of an RPG is the 
result of these relationships, 
each acting on the action and 
story.

Gamemaster

Player
System 

(Designer)

Scenario & 

Setting

(Writer)

Fiction Stuff

Game Stuff

Bridging the gap, 
keeping the game 

entertaining

Enacting a character, 
making choices



Dungeons & 
Dragons Origins
• Late 1960s to early 1970s

• Emerged from amateur design 
innovation in US wargaming 
communities

• Arneson introduced fantasy 
literary elements to sessions of 
Gygax’s game

• They collaborated to produce the 
first RPG, published 1974

• The origin of the medium, 
pervasive, synonymous with RPGs 
to many

(Appelcline 2014)



Warhammer Fantasy 
Roleplay Origins
• Games Workshop was an early 

D&D distributor & the face of 
hobby gaming in the UK

• Various innovations & experiments 
eventually led to an RPG based on 
their popular wargame in 1986

• It offered innovation in character 
careers, brutal combat, & a 
shared setting with the wargame 
(dark, approaching Renaissance)

(Appelcline 2014)



D&D 5e (2014) & WFRP 4e (2018)

• D&D remains immensely popular – “the world’s greatest roleplaying 
game”

• The Warhammer brand persists in the hobby gaming space

• WFRP is an alternative offering, in some ways representing Britain – it sits 
in contrast to D&D and always has – what meanings lie here?



D&D: The Forgotten Realms

Part of a multiverse within a planar 
system. Faerûn is a default setting.

Very fantastical. Notable locations: 

Mordenkainen

Drizzt Do’Urden

• Neverwinter

• The Sword 

Coast

• Waterdeep

• Baldur’s Gate

• Icewind Dale



WFRP: The Old World

Modelled on Europe. The Empire is a 
default setting.

Somewhat grounded. Notable 
locations:

Emperor Karl Franz

Countess 
Emmanuelle von 

Liebwitz

• Altdorf

• Middenheim

• Tilea

• Bretonnia

• Estalia

Evokes the real 

historical 

British context



Procedural Rhetoric

Processes (rules of behaviour, 
dynamic models) can persuade 
(change opinions) and express 
(convey ideas).

Similar to verbal rhetoric 
(persuasive oratory) and visual 
rhetoric (persuasive images).

(Bogost 2008)



Power Level & 
Challenge
• D&D Adventurers are 

practically superhuman

• Starting Fighter has 12 HP 
versus a Commoner’s 4

• WFRP characters are 
closer to commonfolk

• Starting Fighter has 13 W 
versus the normal 12

WFRP Average = 50% for a normal person
D&D Medium = 30% for a normal person

Evokes mundanity, prone 

to injury & struggle like 

commonfolk



Players are encouraged to 

engage with fictional cultural 

distributions

Playable Species Dungeons & 
Dragons “Races”

• Dwarf

• Hill Dwarf

• Mountain Dwarf

• Elf

• High Elf

• Wood Elf

• Dark Elf (Drow)

• Halfling

• Lightfoot

• Stout

• Human

• Dragonborn

• Gnome

• Forest Gnome

• Rock Gnome

• Half-Elf

• Half-Orc

• Tiefling

Warhammer Fantasy 
Roleplay Species

• Human (90%)

• Dwarf (4%)

• Halfling (4%)

• High Elf (1%)

• Wood Elf (1%)

The player receives 
bonus XP to spend on 
upgrades if they let 
probability dictate their 
Species.

• D&D: many, all available to players

• Some Races better suit some Classes

• WFRP: five, stresses non-human rarity

• Elves & Dwarfs are powerful but less 

favoured by Fate

• Fantasy species are coded with real-world race, 

as inherited from Tolkien (Yessler and Craig 2024)

• Species determine abilities, strengths & 

weaknesses



Classes, Careers, Advancement
• D&D: Big leaps in power, some choices when advancing

• WFRP: Incremental advancement, many choices when 
advancing

Players are encouraged to 

engage with access to 

opportunity based on culture



Status & Money

• D&D: Some thematic variability 
in starting funds & equipment
• Mostly gold pieces

• WFRP: Status system 
determined by Career, great 
wealth inequality, higher Status 
has social advantages
• Pennies, shillings & crowns

Monk: 12.5 gp

Highest = 22.5 gp

Monk = 56% of 
highest

Noble Scion: 1 GC 
(240d)

Peasant: 11d

Peasant = 5% of 
Noble

Evokes real socioeconomic contexts & 

class systems



Injury
• D&D: Hit points – “a combination of 

physical and mental durability”
• HP max can get high, 0 means unconscious 

and perhaps dying, can be killed with a 
large amount of damage

• Fights can have people popping up & down 
a lot

• Lots of magical healing options, including 
resurrection

• WFRP: Wounds – “minor cuts and 
abrasions, bruises and bashes, and 
even the depletion of spiritual and 
mental energy reserves”
• W max rarely gets high, 0 means prone but 

conscious, negative W and special rolls give 
Critical Wounds

• Critical Wounds can happen (rarely) on any 
hit

• Death comes easily but can be averted with 
Fate

Warning! Visceral injury descriptions below:

Combining mechanical game effects with clear 

fictional elements produces visceral, dramatic 

moments of violence – not just numbers going up 

and down.



Combat

• D&D: Reposition, roll to hit AC, do damage, 
etc., weapons have qualities to be 
strategically deployed

• WFRP: Similar complexity & structure to D&D, 
though location & armour complicate 
damage, and most rolls are opposed

• More ways for non-combatants to contribute, 
including Advantage

Advantage can make combat feel more strategic but 

also “swingy” and desperate, while opposed rolls can 

make confrontations feel more direct and active.



Magic

• D&D: Generally, a reliable tool.

• WFRP: Dangerous & less 
predictable, about mitigating 
risk.

• Fictionally, heavily policed & 
institutionalised, except for folk 
traditions & witchcraft

Evokes meddling with unknown forces, 

paranoia and bureaucracy, with ties to 

real-world witch-hunts and occult 

traditions connected to Britain

Miscasts blend mechanics & 
fiction, like Critical Wounds. 
They are a risk during any 

spellcasting, including 
opponents’.

Witch HuntersThe Colleges of Magic



WFRP: Corruption

• Tied to fiction, the Chaos Gods 
slowly encroach on mortal souls

• Corruption gained by exposure, 
but also by a Dark Deal (reroll)

• Leads to Dissolution of Body & 
Mind

• Difficult to lose, except via Dark 
Whispers (twisted actions)

Physical & Mental Corruptions also blend mechanics 
& fiction for dramatic character changes.

Further highlights the dangers of 

unknown forces, somewhat justifies 

the harsh views on magic, and 

establishes a world slowly slipping 

towards Chaos, tempting the player.



Fate & Fortune
• D&D: Few features 

allow rerolls & player 
overrides.

• WFRP: Characters are 
fictionally “Fated”.

• Fate points can be 
spent to avoid death 
or damage

• They provide Fortune, 
used for rerolls

• Humans get more of 
them

• Very hard to earn

Despite the grim setting, player characters have a destiny & 

players can use Fate to intervene on game events. The 

limited, dwindling resource makes spend decisions weighty.

The choice of avoiding death 
or damage isn’t always as 

straightforward as it 
sounds.

A player might also be 
aiming to let their 
character die in a 
particular way.



Summing Up
In comparison to D&D, WFRP has:

• A familiar world, evoking real history, places, people

• Relatively mundane player characters, prone to injury & struggle like 
commonfolk

• Players engaging with fictional cultural considerations & socioeconomic 
factors such as wealth inequality & status

• Player characters facing visceral & dramatic injury in any fight

• Combat that can feel more directly competitive & strategic, but also 
swingy & desperate

• Magic that is dangerous & unreliable, leading to heavy regulation & 
witch-hunts

• A sense of encroaching Chaos via tempting Corruption mechanics

• Fate points, representing character destiny & allowing player 
intervention on game events

Gritty, grounded adventures in which 

mortals struggle together and seize 

their own destiny. “Grim and perilous.”



Further questions

• To what degree is “Britishness” notable in WFRP, as compared to 
the monolith of D&D?

• Warhammer/Games Workshop is a British brand

• The Old World evokes a British context

• The mundane characters and socioeconomic elements (including currency 
and rigid status classes) evoke British structures

• To what degree are the differences simply USPs in the market?
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Thank you. Questions?
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