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Abstract

The study of friction in interactive narrative games and its role in cultural representation is increasingly
significant, as it offers fresh insights into how in-game mechanics can mirror and critique first-life
sociopolitical issues. This article examines friction as a narrative device and a reflection of systemic
barriers through the cases of Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice. Drawing on game studies and
postcolonial theory, it discusses how these strategies create a layered narrative experience.
Additionally, it expands the inquiry to cultural representation, employing perspectives from postcolonial
and migration studies to demonstrate how design-induced friction echoes the societal obstacles
encountered by refugees. The empirical component employs thematic analysis to understand the role
of friction in shaping narrative and cultural representation. This study offers new insights into how friction
deepens player engagement and disrupts dominant game conventions.

Keywords Friction; Interactive narratives; Cultural representation, Refugee narratives, Game design

1. Introduction

The evolving landscape of interactive narrative games has sparked vibrant debates across digital
humanities, game studies, and cultural critique. Game scholars have argued that mechanics are central
to how interactive narratives generate meaning and structure player experience (Juul, 2005; Bogost,
2007). Furthermore, according to Flanagan (2009), design decisions can evoke complex emotional

reactions, allowing games to interact with intricate social issues.

Since interactive narrative games can mimic actual life events and dilemmas, giving players a space
to navigate complex scenarios and make important decisions, their distinctive fusion of storytelling and
gameplay makes them an engaging medium for examining sociopolitical themes (Naul & Liu, 2020).
Friction functions not only to heighten emotional immersion but to simulate crisis conditions, shaping

how players engage with themes of displacement and vulnerability (Ozdal & Catak, 2022).

The concept of friction in game design is particularly relevant when examining cultural representation
and systemic barriers (Sandovar, 2015), by integrating perspectives from postcolonial and migration
studies, one can better understand how design-induced friction may echo the obstacles encountered
by refugees (Mukherjee & Hammar, 2018; Njdam, 2022; Bouchardon, 2023).

Building on these theoretical insights, this article adopts a qualitative research approach based on
thematic analysis. Following the methodological guidelines outlined by Braun & Clarke (2006), this study
offers an analysis of narrative texts, design elements, and interaction sequences within the games Bury
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Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice. The option to have both games as case studies results from the fact
that they are connected through narrative, since the second is a prequel of the first, and it was
considered that to be able to analyze how friction is integrated in the narrative the analysis of both titles
would be essential. This study aims at contributing to a better understanding of how designer-imposed
friction serves as a narrative tool, but also as a metaphor for first-life power dynamics; in doing so, it
positions digital games that are story-driven interactive fiction as reflective and transformative cultural

texts capable of engaging with contemporary issues of identity, survival, and systemic inequality.

2. Friction as a narrative and game design mechanic

Friction introduces tension or delay in gameplay to enhance emotional immersion and simulate real-
life unpredictability, making games compelling tools for storytelling and critique (Silva et al., 2023, 2024;
Naul & Liu, 2020). Juul (2005) explores the connection between game mechanics and narrative,
emphasizing how constraints and rules can impact the player's experience and support the narrative
and claiming that the ability to tell compelling stories depends on the friction created by these
mechanisms. Bogost (2007) expands on this idea by examining the ways in which games can convey
complex sociopolitical concepts, emphasizing that a game's rules and mechanics are meant to sway
players and promote critical thinking about first-life issues by introducing the concept of procedural
rhetoric. According to him, friction is a narrative device that pushes players to interact with and consider

the underlying themes and messages.

Friction enhances emotional immersion by replicating recognizable challenges and uncertainties,
Flanagan (2009) considers that design choices can elicit nuanced emotional responses, setting the
stage for games to engage with complex social issues. Sicart (2013) explores how friction may be used
to trigger moral discomfort and consequently deepen engagement. Isbister (2016), on the other hand,
discusses how game mechanics and aesthetics have the potential to provoke emotional engagement
and empathy. Game designers can incorporate elements that create tension, challenge, or delay, to
evoke feelings of anxiety, frustration, and anticipation (Juul, 2005; Bogost, 2007; Cuerdo et al., 2024).
This emotional immersion allows players to connect more deeply with the narrative, giving them the
sensation of being really part of it, most of the time reinforcing their will to exert agency over how the
story unfolds. There are different mechanisms through which friction may be integrated in digital games,

each shaping player experience.

One of these is real-time messaging, where players must wait for replies, simulating everyday
communication delays. Another is enforced waiting, requiring players to pause before advancing. Time
is a game mechanic that has been researched in the scope of its impact in players' experience of
games, Montola (2012) proposes that real-time and delayed responses increase immersion because
they simulate first-life temporal dynamics, and Anable (2018) analyzes how emotional rhythms may be
shaped by delays and pacing. A third mechanism is the existence of constrained choices, which limits
players’ sense of agency since they are given limited options either for actions or dialogue, which can
create a sense of helplessness and constraint. Agency is key in interactive experiences, even more in

immersive interactive narrative experiences as the ones provided by digital games. Murray (2017)
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delves into how agency is important for participation and identification with the narrative environment,
nevertheless she considers that in interactive narratives the presence of limited choice systems can
deepen emotional and ethical engagement, since well-designed constraints might enhance the player's
emotional investment by the emergence of ethical dilemmas and narrative tension. Another mechanism
is complex problem-solving, where players face demanding puzzles or challenges. In games, solving
complex problems can be seen as an experiential and educational process in which players build
knowledge, test theories, and improve their strategic thinking. According to Gee (2003), games are rich
learning environments that allow users to practice situated cognition, pattern recognition, and trial-and-
error cycles. Squire (2011) further highlights how games act as designed problem spaces where
learners adapt through experimentation and feedback, promoting participatory and systems-based
learning. Scarcity of resources is another example of friction, requiring strategic resource management.
Costikyan (2002) argues that scarcity is a key driver of meaningful choice, suggesting that the presence
of limited resources transforms routine actions into weighty decisions. Within the MDA framework,
Hunicke et al. (2004) consider scarcity a mechanic that generates emotional aesthetics such as tension,
satisfaction, or despair. On other hand, Bogost (2007) shows how resource constraints can model social
systems and provoke ethical reflection, framing gameplay as a form of persuasive experience. A last
mechanism is timed events, actions or events in the game that are time-sensitive, requiring players to
act quickly or having to face the consequences, which can create a sense of urgency and stress. Timed
events serve to trigger player engagement by introducing stress, urgency, and time-based decision-
making. Nacke & Lindley (2008) demonstrate how time pressure contributes to emotional immersion by
pushing players into states of flow or anxiety, depending on the balance between challenge and skill.
Timed mechanics create moments of high emotional intensity, which can enhance the sense of being
deeply embedded in the game world. Salen & Zimmerman (2004) frame such mechanics as forms of
designed friction that shape not only gameplay but also the emotional and ethical contours of the
player’'s experience. In this view, friction is not a flaw but a structuring principle, one that transforms

interaction into emotionally charged, narratively meaningful play.

Friction can also emerge from narrative and symbolic content. Cultural representation may function
as a friction mechanism when it disrupts player expectations, challenges dominant worldviews, or forces
engagement with unfamiliar or politically charged contexts. Nakamura (2009) and Shaw (2015) argue
that games centering marginalized identities or subverting normative representations can unsettle
players, prompting reflective dissonance and ethical engagement. Gray (2014) further highlights how
race, gender, and sexuality function within games not only as themes but as affective structures that
influence player experience. Much like mechanical friction, this representational friction creates tension,
not by limiting action, but by complicating interpretation, identity alignment, or emotional ease. In line
with the concept of cultural friction as a deliberate emotional disruption, Sicart (2009) presents the idea
of ethical gameplay, in which design decisions elicit moral contemplation and uneasiness. This
demonstrates how the symbolic and narrative aspects of games are not ornamental or passive but
rather active forces of engagement and challenge, expanding the idea of friction beyond procedural

design to include identity, ideology, and cultural criticism.
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Cultural friction can be categorized in several ways. One kind arises when players are put in roles
that are morally complex or ideologically unfamiliar, causing discomfort through dissonance. Games
such as This War of Mine, for instance, immerse players in morally complex systems and evoke anxiety
by mimicking structural violence or bureaucratic collusion (Sicart, 2009). As demonstrated in If Found...
and Never Alone, which challenge prevailing Western narratives by elevating queer, indigenous, or
culturally specific voices, stereotype subversion is another source of friction (Shaw, 2015; LaPensée &
Emmons, 2019). A third type, representation as obstacle appears in games where a character’s identity
affects available choices or in-game treatment, mirroring first-life discrimination and creating a mechanic
of exclusion (Gray, 2014). This friction is not merely narrative, it shapes how players must interpret and
emotionally process the game. Drawing on Hall's (1980) model of encoding and decoding, it can be
understood that players are negotiators of meaning, especially when games portray marginalized
identities or contested histories. For players who see themselves represented, friction may arise from
over-recognition, while others may experience cognitive dissonance when encountering unfamiliar
perspectives. Nakamura (2009) describes how racialized labor and representation in games can create

an aesthetic of discomfort, compelling players to confront ideologies embedded in play.

This type of friction has become more widely accepted by game designers as a purposeful, moral,
and emotive tool. Design practices that emphasize ambiguity, discomfort, and constraint as means of
social critique and moral reflection have been advocated by Flanagan (2009) and Sicart (2009). They
see emotional dissonance as a pedagogical and experiential mechanism rather than a design flaw,
which is consistent with Bogost's (2007) idea of procedural rhetoric that views game mechanics and
rules as rhetorical tools that can convey cultural and political viewpoints. Ultimately, the idea of
challenge is expanded from the procedural to the symbolic through cultural representation as friction. It
challenges players to listen, think, and reassess in addition to winning or solving. By doing this, it
expands the emotional and intellectual potential of games by turning gameplay into a space for ethical

discussion and cultural negotiation.

When cultural representation deviates from player expectations or causes moral and emotional
distress, it can act as a friction mechanism. This type of friction is essential to games' capacity to
mediate identity, ideology, and social critique; it is by no means incidental. A systemic narrative structure
can develop from what starts as an affective disturbance, with cultural components serving as both
themes and fundamental mechanics that affect players' emotions, actions, and interpretations. The
following section explores this multi-layered dynamic by looking at how cultural representation in games
works as a type of systemic friction that interacts with design, discourse, and player reception to create

intricate experiences of constraint, conflict, and critical reflection.

3. Cultural representation and systemic friction in games

Cultural representation in games is often framed through diversity and visibility, but more critical
perspectives emphasize its structural role. Building on the previous discussion of cultural friction, this
section makes the case that it is systemic, embedded in design and interpretation. The way cultural

narratives, identities, and ideologies are incorporated into games to produce ethically troubling,
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narratively dissonant, and experientially resisting moments is known as systemic friction. Hall's (1980)
theory of encoding and decoding serves as a reminder that players actively create meaning, they do
not only interpret but also act out roles within culturally loaded systems. Games that foreground
marginalized identities create representational dissonance, unsettling players unfamiliar with alternative
perspectives (Nakamura, 2009; Shaw, 2015). Instead of remaining at the surface of the narrative, these
representational tensions become systemic as they pierce the mechanics of choice, agency, and
consequence. Sicart (2009) argues that discomfort and ambiguity can provoke moral reflection, which
is especially visible in digital games that simulate bureaucratic oppression, cultural othering, or identity-
based discrimination, not simply to inform, but to immerse players in complex, uncomfortable systems.
By embedding cultural critique in both narrative and gameplay, designers generate a form of friction
that is ideological as well as procedural, inviting players to experience and reflect on the structural
dimensions of cultural representation. This section explores how cultural representation operates as

systemic friction, shaping player interaction and interpretation.

While identity has often been considered a thematic layer in digital games, a layer visible in character
design or narrative setting, it also operates as a structural force that actively modifies how games are
played (Shaw, 2015; Gray, 2014). In this sense, race, gender, class, and sexuality are not simply
aesthetic choices or narrative details; they are design constraints that can alter the player’s available
actions, the responses of non-playable characters (NPCs), and the outcomes of gameplay (Leonard,
2006; Nakamura, 2009). This challenges gameplay’s neutrality, showing how identity shapes

mechanics and emotion.

This structural role of identity is evident in mechanics that tie a character’s in-game identity to specific
gameplay consequences. For instance, games like 1979 Revolution: Black Friday make use of political,
ethnic, and national identities not only to shape narrative but to generate systemic barriers, represented
through the different rules, threats, and challenges that are not equally distributed across all characters.
As Shaw (2015) argues, representation in games is not only about seeing oneself but about how design
choices structure identification, interaction, and the logic of the game world. Gray’s (2014) research on
Black gamers shows how exclusion and stereotyping shape player treatment, identity recognition, and
viability through limited options, NPC bias, and gameplay barriers. Rather than being merely cosmetic,
such mechanics challenge the neutrality of game systems and invite reflection on how cultural
hierarchies shape both fictional and first-life interactions. As a result, identity functions as a procedural
identity (Shaw, 2015), a variable embedded in the algorithmic logic of play, capable of influencing
narrative progression, strategic possibilities, and emotional experience. By embedding identity into rule-
based systems, designers can produce friction that is not only mechanical or emotional but political.
This form of representational constraint challenges players to experience the game world through

subject positions that may be unfamiliar, uncomfortable, or marginalized.

Although visual and mechanical representation has received much attention, players' interpretations
of game systems are also influenced by cultural perspective. Players frequently encounter
epistemological friction when they come across worldviews, narrative structures, or moral logics that

deviate from prevailing Western norms. This is made clear by LaPensée & Emmons's (2019) research
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on games such as When Rivers Were Trails, which integrate Indigenous knowledge systems as living
epistemologies that defy colonial logics of progress, ownership, and agency rather than as exotic
backdrops. Players of these games are asked to adopt culturally situated modes of understanding,
where morality, agency, and cause and effect may differ greatly. In this situation, interpretive struggle
turns into a crucial mode of interaction, a friction that deepens cultural respect while slowing

understanding.

Systemic friction occurs when players are forced to function within strange or unfair systems that
mimic current oppressive or resistance structures, building on Bogost's (2007) idea of procedural
rhetoric. Papers, Please!, for instance, challenges players with the morality of resistance and
compliance by encoding the logic of bureaucratic surveillance through its gameplay. Instead of merely
portraying authoritarianism, the game proceduralizes it, allowing the player to participate in systemic
violence through their daily choices. In this way, cultural friction becomes embedded in the rules
themselves, turning gameplay into a negotiation with ideology. These systems show how procedural
limits mirror social structures, particularly when participants hold subject positions denoted by national,
racial, or class status. Friction turns into a critique tool in this context, serving as a systemic reminder

that games are not neutral, just like societies.

Across narrative, mechanics, and interpretation, cultural friction emerges as a mode of political
engagement. It invites players not just to witness difference but to inhabit the tensions, limitations, and
dissonances that structure marginalized experiences. Friction disrupts gameplay and highlights ethical
aspects of representation. This is not merely a call for diversity but a demand for games that
procedurally encode the lived realities of structural inequality, cultural dislocation, and moral ambiguity.
As such, friction becomes not only a critical feature of game design but also a methodological lens
through which to analyze how games construct, transmit, and complicate sociopolitical narratives. The
following section turns to refugee narratives in games, specifically Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice,
to examine how systemic and interpretive frictions are mobilized to represent displacement, border

politics, and ethical uncertainty.

4. Systemic and interpretive friction in refugee game narratives: The cases of
Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice

The empirical component of this study is presented in this section, with an emphasis on the
functioning of narrative friction in interactive fiction games with a refugee theme. This analysis uses
Bury Me, My Love, and Nour's Choice as its main case studies, once these games provide a rich
environment for exploring how limited agency, delayed feedback, and constrained interaction are not
only design choices but also symbolic representations of the lived realities of bureaucracy,

displacement, and precarious survival.

There are four sections to this empirical analysis. The chosen games are introduced in section 4.1;
the methodological approach is described in section 4.2.; section 4.3. details the findings by identifying
key thematic patterns that emerged from gameplay analysis; and in section 4.4. the results are

discussed in the context of existing theoretical perspectives.
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4.1. Refugee narratives in focus

As game studies positions games as cultural texts that can convey complex sociopolitical realities, a
growing body of research on refugee narratives has highlighted the use of interactive narrative games
to address serious global issues like displacement, migration, and refugeehood. The digital games Bury
Me, My Love and its prequel Nour's Choice, both created in partnership by ARTE France and The Pixel
Hunt, present a refugee crisis from a personal perspective by using journalistic sources and testimonies
to portray the actual experiences of Syrian refugees (Bouchardon, 2023). The games allow players to
interact with stories impacted by conflict, uncertainty, and separation. Players take on the role of Majd,
Nour's spouse, who stays at home while she leaves Syria for safety in Europe in Bury Me, My Love,
while Nour's Choice provides a narrative prequel that explains the events leading up to her escape. The

first was launched in 2017, and the second in 2023.

Academic discussions of these games have positioned them within a growing genre of interactive
digital narratives (IDNs) that reflect and critique global inequality and forced migration. Scholars such
as Mukherjee and Hammar (2018) have argued that postcolonial approaches are crucial to
understanding how such games navigate questions of representation, power, and cultural translation,
emphasizing the need to interpret games not only through formalist or ludic lenses, but also as
discursive spaces shaped by broader geopolitical structures and cultural narratives. More specifically,
refugee-focused games have been explored for their capacity to foster empathy, challenge dominant
media portrayals, and foreground the emotional and bureaucratic challenges faced by displaced
individuals (Gémez-Garcia et al., 2021; Ozdal & Catak, 2022; Council of Europe, 2023).

In the sections that follow, these games’ narrative structures and design strategies will be explored
in greater depth through a thematic analysis focused on how friction operates as a central narrative and

representational device.

4.2. Methodological approach: Friction as analytical lens

This study adopts a qualitative methodology grounded in thematic analysis to explore how narrative-
driven games embed friction as a representational and experiential device within refugee narratives.
The study focuses on Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice due to their shared narrative universe and
engagement with themes of displacement. These games do not merely represent refugee experiences
visually or narratively; rather, they simulate the affective and procedural tensions encountered in

displacement, making them ideal for an analysis centered on systemic and cultural friction.

Following Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework for thematic analysis, the research involved
a close reading and repeated playthrough of both games to identify patterns of narrative and mechanical
tension. Gameplay sessions were documented through detailed field notes, screenshots, and
annotated transcripts of dialogues and interface interactions. This enabled the tracing of moments

where emotional, procedural, or interpretive friction emerged.

The analysis was guided by concepts such as procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 2007), critical play

(Flanagan, 2009), and ethical gameplay (Sicart, 2009), but also drew from postcolonial game studies
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(Mukherjee & Hammar, 2018) to contextualize how power, identity, and cultural perspective are
embedded in interactive design. Friction was treated both as a formal narrative strategy and as a
metaphorical structure that parallels first-world systemic barriers, especially those encountered in
refugee journeys. The qualitative method emphasizes depth and interpretive richness over
generalizability, by presenting friction as a crucial design element with both aesthetic and pedagogical
implications, the analysis aims to reveal how game design decisions encourage players to experience

and consider complex sociopolitical realities.

4.3. Thematic analysis: Frictional patterns in refugee narratives

This section offers a close empirical analysis of Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice through the
lens of friction, understood not as a design flaw but as a productive, narrative, and political device.
Building on the theoretical framing outlined previously, friction here is approached as multidimensional:
temporal, systemic, interpretive, and expressive. Each type of friction slows, distorts, or resists user
interaction in specific ways, generating affective and cognitive tensions that complicate player

engagement and reflect the complexities of displacement, cultural identity, and care.

4.3.1. Delayed communication and temporal anxiety

One of the most consistent sources of friction across both Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice is
the use of delayed communication to structure the player’s interaction with the narrative. These games
use staggered real-time messaging instead of instant feedback to simulate emotional delays. They use
mobile-style messaging with adjustable delays. Data was collected using average delay mode in both

games.

In Bury Me, My Love, communication between Majd and Nour occurs through a smartphone-like
messaging interface, closely resembling WhatsApp or Telegram. After sending a message, the player
often must wait minutes or even hours before Nour responds (Figure 1). These pauses simulate the
limited connectivity, danger, and logistical unpredictability that a refugee might experience while on the
move. For instance, after Nour crosses a border or enters a new region, there might be long stretches
of silence where her safety is unknown. The player is left in suspense, mirroring the emotional tension
experienced by loved ones separated by displacement. One example is when Nour enters a smuggler’s
van and goes silent, amplifying the anxiety already present in the delay-based narrative. Another occurs
when she sends a rapid sequence of panicked messages “I'm freaking out”, “They’re coming near”,
“Back”, followed by a long silence, leaving the player suspended in fear and uncertainty (Figure 2).
These moments almost force the player to reflect on both the personal stakes and the broader precarity
of such journeys. A particularly illustrative moment of temporal and expressive friction unfolds when
Nour transitions abruptly from humor to crisis. At 06:27 AM, she jokes: “I| NEVER get enough sleep!”
and “l hope they have reclining seats.” Hours later, at 09:27 AM, she suddenly writes: “We’re getting
shot at!” The player, in the role of Majd, can only respond with constrained options such as “Are you

ok?” or “May Allah protect you!”, emotionally charged yet limited expressions that underscore the
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helplessness of remote caregiving. This sequence exemplifies how delay and constrained dialogue

combine to simulate the emotional rhythms of displacement and crisis.

@ Nour
\_3 Online
You just need to get your

identification back and get on
the ferry to Athens
w1119 A

I'm not going to wait around

Did the cousin show up?
You'll never need to set foot ‘

near water ever again!
Like hell, he did...

I'm freaking out

They're coming near.

Keep your cool

Nour?

Back.

I have the form!
02:19 PR

You scared the hell out of me!

Figures 1 (left) and 2 (right) Temporal friction in Bury Me, My Love: Figure 1 shows a long delay between
messages, while Figure 2 captures a burst of panic followed by silence

Nour’s Choice employs delayed messaging to evoke temporal anxiety, simulating the emotional
strain of disrupted communication during uncertainty times. Messages from Nour arrive unpredictably,
forcing the player into periods of waiting that mirror first-life uncertainty in conflict zones (Figure 3). This
design choice introduces a narrative friction that foregrounds powerlessness and emotional tension,
rather than action or control. The familiar interface of a messaging app heightens this tension by
subverting expectations of instant communication. Nour’s silences are not empty gaps but emotionally
charged pauses, underscoring her autonomy and the player’s limited agency. This is exemplified in a
sequence where the player sends increasingly anxious messages: “Nour? What's happening?”,
“Everything ok?”, “Nour I'm starting to worry” over a span of more than 30 minutes, receiving no reply.
The silence builds emotional tension until the player types “NOUUUUUUR!”, followed by Nour’s brief
and ambiguous response: “I'm coming.” This moment encapsulates both temporal and expressive
friction, as the delay intensifies emotional strain and the limited reply offers little reassurance, reinforcing

the player’s constrained agency.
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Better now?
w 18:10

Figure 3 Delayed response during crisis in Nour’s Choice, reinforcing emotional tension through silence
and medical uncertainty

These mechanics disrupt the player's sense of control, replacing typical gameplay flow
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) with anticipatory tension. They mirror the fragmented temporality of crisis,
where communication is sporadic, and decisions occur in isolation. These also draw players into the
emotional rhythms of absence and anticipation, inviting them to experience uncertainty not as a glitch
in communication but as a central affective structure. Yet this temporal disorientation is only one layer
of the friction experienced in refugee life. Beneath the delays lie structural forces, like institutions,
procedures, and opaque systems that shape these journeys. The following section turns to how

bureaucratic barriers are embedded into the narrative architecture of the games.

4.3.2. Bureaucratic opacity as structural friction

In Bury Me, My Love, bureaucratic opacity emerges as a central axis of structural friction, deeply
embedded in both the narrative and the interactive structure. Players follow Nour's journey through a
series of fragmented, delayed, and often ambiguous text messages that document her encounters with
the formalities of migration: visa applications, embassy visits, document verifications, and interactions
with border control agents. These moments are often marked by tension and incompleteness, since
Maijd is often left waiting, unsure whether Nour’s paperwork was accepted, whether a border crossing
was successful, or whether a delay signals danger. One of the most telling illustrations of this friction is
the game’s use of silence and vague updates: Nour might say, “They said they’ll get back to me” or I

don’t understand what went wrong”, creating a shared affective state of confusion and helplessness.
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Another example occurs when she jokes about waiting in line for something she cannot even identify:
“a tent”, “a stent”, or “a mint”. (Figure 4) The player, positioned as Majd, can do little beyond offering
encouragement or speculative advice. This restricted agency mirrors the powerless position of relatives
left behind, but also the broader sense of disempowerment experienced by asylum seekers caught in
opaque systems. Through this, Bury Me, My Love exposes the bureaucratic machine not just as a

system of rules, but as a psychological apparatus that governs through opacity and uncertainty.

A5 Nour @) ==

Online =

And I'm waiting in line, like

the others
D:08 A0

What for?
Idon't even know
A tent, I think

That's what the guy in front of
me said
06 AV

And I'm guessing that's what
the guyin front of him told
him

Although this could justbe a
big game of telephone

And i've been waitingin line
for a stent

oramint

Figure 4 Dialogue expressing bureaucratic opacity and confusion about migration procedures in Bury
Me, My Love, using humor to underscore systemic ambiguity

In contrast, Nour’s Choice does not place institutional bureaucracy at the narrative forefront, the
tension in this case arises more from interpersonal dynamics, cultural pressures, and the emotional toll
of decision-making in constrained contexts. This was expectable since the game is much shorter and
the narrative focuses essentially on what led Nour to decide to leave. This asymmetry is significant,
while both games portray structural violence, Bury Me, My Love makes the invisible machinery of
migration bureaucracy palpable, turning procedural friction into a core mechanic. As the analysis now
turns toward cultural representation, attention shifts from institutional entanglements to the more
intimate, affective textures of identity and belonging, frictions that emerge not through procedures, but

through interpretation and recognition.

4.3.3. Cultural representation as interpretive resistance
In both Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice, cultural representation functions as a subtle yet radical

form of interpretive resistance. Rather than dramatizing refugee experience through spectacle or
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victimhood, these games craft intimate, detailed portraits that foreground cultural continuity, affective
depth, and personal agency. Everyday elements, such as food, clothing, and familial ties, become

quietly defiant markers of identity, care, and resilience.

In Bury Me, My Love, Nour's journey is not only geographic but profoundly cultural. Her text
messages are punctuated with expressions, humor, and affectionate sarcasm that reveal her
personality as distinctly situated, not a generic refugee, but a young Syrian woman who is a medical
practitioner negotiating risk, hope, and longing. In different moments of the gameplay, and according to
players’ choices, we can see her taking selfies in a mirror, texting about her favorite meals, and
discussing her relationship with Majd, who chooses to stay in Syria to care for his ailing mother. These
moments root the narrative in the affective ties of kinship and tradition. Additionally, exchanges about
sending money via Western Union or selling jewelry reflect the socio-economic realities of

displacement, where informal financial systems and family support become lifelines (Figures 5 and 6).

@& Nour @) = @ Nour @) o

Online \ Online

15 march - =
tmean?

2:31 PM

Glad that's done!

Are you ok, are you missing
Syria yet?
"

That's not enough, Nour.

Ican't stop crying g5

Tknow g5 zs

Icanimagine...
@ 02314

Well, that settles it..

All joking aside, I do feel a
little sad inside.

31 PM We'll see about the jewelry

tomorrow.
Actually I'm just slowly e
realizing that I may never

come back. 1 should be able to wire you

the moneyright after.
¢ 10:28 A

Once you join me with your
family,
1P

Isn't there a Western Union
kiosk in the camp?

and if the war doesn't stop,

Than uan!ll haun tha manau

Figures 5 (left) and 6 (right) Cultural representation in Bury Me, My Love: Figure 5 shows emotional
reflection on displacement and identity, while Figure 6 depicts informal financial negotiation, illustrating
the socio-cultural textures of refugee life

One particularly telling motif is food. References to basbousa, falafel, and adas bil hamod, traditional
Middle East dishes, anchor Nour’s experience in cultural memory. Whether offered by her mother-in-
law or recalled in passing, these foods evoke care, belonging, and continuity, resisting the cultural
erasure often accompanying displacement. This sense of continuity is also expressed through place-
based memory. In one exchange, Nour sends a photo of a ruined citadel, saying “Check this out. |
snapped it earlier today, | thought that would speak to you.” The response — “Oh, the citadel! | spent

some time working on the renovations...” — evokes shared history and emotional connection to cultural
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heritage. These moments resist the flattening of refugee identity by foregrounding personal and cultural
depth.

While Bury Me, My Love integrates cultural elements through settings, customs, and dialogue,
foregrounding food, dress, and familial obligations as expressive tools of identity, Nour’s Choice
approaches cultural representation with much greater restraint, because it is focused in a very precise
period of time. The game’s emotional texture is shaped more by its systemic context than by overt
cultural cues. Yet even within this restrained framework, cultural representation emerges through
politically informed dialogue. In one exchange, Nour speculates about the identity of a deceased man:
“Seems like he might be Sanharib Al-Noury, a chief in the Free Syrian Army”, and reflects on the
implications of the location, adding “...and now we know why they chose that place.” Her use of neutral
emoijis and understated tone resists dramatization, presenting her as politically aware and emotionally
composed. More subtle forms of cultural continuity also surface in moments of care and kinship. A rare
reference to the traditional basbousa occurs in a conversation between Nour and her husband, after
she tells him that she will stay at the hospital during the night to check on her sister, who has been
severely injured after a bombing attack. He mentions that his mother has made some and that he might
save a few for her (Figure 7). This exchange, though brief, evokes familial care and cultural memory,

resisting the erasure often associated with displacement.

How convenient...

W 18:02

Just so happens to be the
night my mom bakes
basboussas

w 18:02

Figure 7 Reference to basbousa in Nour’s Choice, illustrating cultural continuity and familial care
through everyday dialogue

Taken together, these cultural signifiers, whether richly woven into Bury Me, My Love or briefly
evoked in Nour’s Choice, operate as interpretive resistance not by opposing systems directly, but by

reasserting the textures of everyday life that those systems often flatten or erase. This form of friction
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is affective and representational: it challenges dominant narratives of displacement and crisis by
insisting on nuance, personality, and continuity. As the analysis turns now to the broader discussion of
findings, these instances of cultural presence offer a lens to understand how friction in interactive

narrative games is not only systemic, but also deeply embodied in narrative detail and player affects.

4.3.4. Constrained choices and expressive friction

The restriction of choice during pivotal dialogue points is one of the most noticeable types of friction
in the analyzed games. Even though both games use branching narrative structures, they frequently
restrict players to limited, unclear, or emotionally disappointing answers. This expressive friction, in the
sense of the perceived tension between the player's desired expression and what the interface allows,

plays a significant role in the affective texture of the experience.

Expressive friction refers to the emotional and communicative tension that arises when players are
unable to fully articulate their intentions, feelings, or ethical positions within the constraints of the game’s
interface. Unlike systemic friction, which emerges from institutional or procedural barriers, expressive
friction is rooted in the design of dialogue options and interaction mechanics that limit emotional nuance.
In both Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice, this manifests through minimalistic responses, emajis,

and truncated exchanges that frustrate the player’s desire for meaningful connection.

This is particularly evident in the dialogue between Majd and Nour as she continues her journey in
Bury Me, My Love. Occasionally, the player must decide whether to send an emoji or offer a
meaningless assurance. These constrained choices reflect the emotional impotence and
communicative breakdown that occur when loved ones are separated by war. Rather than empowering
players with optimal or comforting solutions, the game deliberately frustrates attempts at connection,

mirroring the emotional reality of long-distance caregiving under crisis (Figures 8 and 9).
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{ Nour © 2 Nour © i
Online <D 2O Online > O
they're rather safe...
No 29 PM
But before they got here, it
I have noidea was not a whole lot of fun &
5:23 AM 2:22 M
Butif I can'trequest asylum Not to mention the kids...

here, I won't be able to do it 2:22 MM
in Germany either

No need to drag this on

forever...
B:23 Al Do you mean...

Indeed.
y That's the word around

camp, anyway..
2o ol

I'll try and find a police

station... Turkish folks running a

8:23 AM prostitution network...

2:22 PM

I feel like a criminal on the
run, who's about to turn That's according to the data
herselfin... UNICEF has.

7:23 AM 17:22 PM

@eoe
Figures 8 (left) and 9 (right) Expressive friction in Bury Me, My Love: Figure 8 shows a mismatch between

emotional disclosure and player response, while Figure 9 illustrates constrained engagement with
ethically charged content

Likewise, Nour's text-based dialogues with her husband in Nour's Choice, reveal expressive
constraints, fueled by the context of an intensifying conflict in Homs, where multiple members of Nour's
family have already been killed. Throughout, there are remarkably few dialogue options available,
frequently only one or two succinct, emotionally subdued answers, or just the possibility to choose
between two or three quite similar emojis. Even as Nour makes the decision to stay at the hospital and
eventually declares her intent to leave Syria if her sister dies, the player cannot articulate this urgency
in rich or complex terms. This minimalism reflects a deeper expressive friction: the weight of grief, fear,
and exhaustion is rendered not through melodrama but through constrained communication, capturing
how crisis compresses not only time and space, but also language. The emotionally restrained
exchanges between Nour and Majd, some as short as a single phrase or a sad face emoji mirror the
affective shutdowns that trauma can produce, and the limits of what can be said when survival

overshadows expression.

Such design decisions exemplify what Harrell (2010) identifies as representational friction, moments
where the medium resists seamless immersion and instead reveals the limits of agency in narrative
systems. They also echo Murray’s (2017) notion of the aesthetic of frustration, in which digital media
expose and amplify user helplessness as a generative emotional experience. By inviting players to feel
this friction, which takes place in the inability to fully express, to comfort, to resist, the games transform

communicative breakdown into a narrative feature rather than a bug. These moments operate as
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reminders that refugees and marginalized individuals often navigate life through constraints not of their

own making, negotiating safety, identity, and care through silences, half-truths, and unspoken hopes.

Across these four dimensions — temporal, systemic, interpretive, and expressive — friction emerges
as a multifaceted design strategy that transforms limited interaction into a site of meaning. Rather than
offering frictionless immersion or empowered play, Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice stage
resistance: to communication, to agency, to narrative coherence. These frictions do not detract from
the experience; they are the experience. They ask players to inhabit constraint, not bypass it, and in

doing so, they produce an aesthetic that is politically charged and affectively rich.

The following discussion returns to the theoretical frameworks laid out earlier to consider how these
frictional dynamics function not only as narrative and mechanical techniques, but as expressive forms

that challenge dominant assumptions about interactivity, empathy, and agency in refugee narratives.

4.4. Discussion: Frictional aesthetics and the politics of play

The thematic patterns observed across Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice illustrate how narrative
friction operates as a deliberate aesthetic and political strategy in interactive refugee narratives. Friction
in these games functions as a design mechanism that aligns form and content, compelling players to
confront the affective, procedural, and ethical dimensions of forced migration. Drawing on Harrell's
(2010) notion of representational friction, the games resist offering seamless identification or narrative
closure. Instead, they foreground tension between agency and powerlessness, expression and silence,
presence and absence, mirroring the lived disjunctures of displacement. This strategy reflects Murray’s
(2017) aesthetic of frustration, in which digital media subvert the expectation of fluid engagement to
provoke emotional and ethical reflection. Friction becomes not only a method of challenging player
expectations but also a means of representing the structural violence embedded in refugee experience.
The analyzed mechanics — messaging delays, limited choices, and bureaucratic ambiguity — create
a narrative environment where the player must experience uncertainty, helplessness, and deferred
resolution. These are not simply metaphors for crisis; they are simulations of its psychological and

procedural texture.

Bogost’s (2007) procedural rhetoric helps clarify how these mechanics communicate beyond words.
In Bury Me, My Love, for instance, the bureaucratic silences and unresolvable interactions with
institutions enact a procedural critique of migration systems. The game does not tell players that asylum
is fraught with ambiguity, it makes them feel it through constrained gameplay. Similarly, in Nour’s
Choice, expressive friction emerges through minimal dialogue and limited emotional articulation,
simulating the numbing effect of trauma and the difficulty of communication under distress. In both
games, mechanics themselves become argumentative tools, as they persuade through discomfort,
uncertainty, and limitation. Which resonates with Flanagan’s (2009) and Sicart’s (2009) emphasis on
critical and ethical play, in which design becomes a form of intervention. These games invite reflection
on the conditions of empathy, the limits of support, and the emotional labor of caring at a distance. The

player is not asked to save Nour or solve her problems, but to accompany her in tension, ambiguity,
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and grief. This shift from heroic agency to affective witnessing destabilizes dominant game conventions

and foregrounds a more situated, responsible form of engagement.

Moreover, when read through the lens of postcolonial game studies (Mukherjee & Hammar, 2018),
these frictional dynamics also function as critiques of representational asymmetries in global media.
Both games avoid the reductive tropes of passive victimhood or exoticism. Instead, they embed
everyday signifiers, such as culinary traditions, idiomatic expressions, family banter, as forms of
interpretive resistance. These details offer cultural continuity amid the crisis and invite players to engage

with refugeehood not merely as a geopolitical emergency, but as a lived and multilayered experience.

Yet the frictional aesthetics of the two games are not symmetrical. As noted in the analysis, Nour’s
Choice exhibits fewer instances of systemic or bureaucratic friction compared to Bury Me, My Love,
which aligns with its prequel status and shorter narrative scope. The focus in Nour’s Choice is primarily
emotional and interpersonal, rendering friction more affective than procedural. This difference is
significant, as it suggests that friction can operate across multiple registers each with varying
representational functions. In this sense, the analytical framework proposed also serves as a tool to

map how friction behaves across narrative modalities and thematic priorities (Table 1).

Table 1 Comparative Framework of Friction Types Across Both Games

Type of Friction

Bury Me, My Love

Nour’s Choice

Long delays between messages;

silence during border crossings and

Unpredictable message timing;

emotionally charged pauses during

response to institutional barriers

Temporal ) ) ) ) ) o
crises; emotional tension through medical emergencies; anticipatory
waiting tension
Bureaucratic opacity; visa issues, Less emphasis: systemic tension arises
Systemic document confusion; limited agency in | from emotional and interpersonal

constraints rather than institutions

Interpretive

Cultural continuity through food, humor,
and family ties; resistance to reductive

refugee tropes

Subtle cultural cues; restrained
references to tradition and political
awareness; interpretive resistance

through tone

Expressive

Constrained dialogue options; emojis
and short phrases; mismatch between
emotional disclosure and player

response

Minimalist responses; limited emotional
articulation; expressive friction through

subdued communication

Ultimately, friction in these games subverts player empowerment and disrupts immersion. By

disrupting flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), frustrating expressive clarity, and limiting narrative mastery,

these works draw attention to the ethical and political implications of interactive storytelling. They invite
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players not to master the system, but to dwell within its uncertainty, meaning to wait, to care, and to
witness. In doing so, they contribute to a growing body of interactive digital narratives that use play not

as escapism, but as a means of encountering the world differently.

5. Concluding remarks

In this article it has been explored how friction functions as both an aesthetic strategy and a political
mechanism in interactive narratives about forced migration, focusing on Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s
Choice. Drawing on theories of narrative friction and procedural rhetoric (Bogost, 2007; Harrell, 2010;
Murray, 2017), this analysis shows that these games go beyond storytelling to enact the tensions and

constraints central to the refugee experience.

Through a qualitative thematic approach, the study identified four key modes of friction that shape
player interaction and narrative meaning: temporal, systemic, interpretive, and expressive. These
frictional dynamics challenge dominant expectations of player agency, emotional transparency, and
narrative resolution. Instead of offering seamless progression, the games immerse players in discomfort
and ethical tension. In doing so, they unsettle conventional models of digital storytelling and offer new

pathways for politically engaged game design.

Importantly, friction in these games is not incidental but integral, reflecting the structural and affective
realities of displacement, the ambivalence of communication technologies, and the limits of remote
empathy. By withholding control and resisting closure, these narratives foster critical play attuned to

global inequality and representation (Flanagan, 2009).

These findings underscore the need to study friction as a complex design strategy, particularly in
crisis narratives and marginalized storytelling. In a digital landscape often oriented toward gratification
and flow, it may be considered that Bury Me, My Love and Nour’s Choice offer a compelling
counterpoint. They model how interactive media can slow us down, complicate our responses, and
invite us into more responsible forms of witnessing. In these stories, friction becomes not only a

technical or narrative device, but a mode of solidarity.
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