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Abstract 
This paper looks at the current discourse surrounding meaning generation in videogames. We 
examine theories on the generation of meaning through narratives, game mechanics and action. 
While recognising their autonomous effectiveness, we present an alternative theoretical lens where 
meaning is generated based on the friction derived from both ludic and narrative elements. Our 
primary goal is to complement existing paradigms by presenting creatives with a broader notion of 
how the articulation of game spaces and properties catalyse meaning. Our second goal is to elucidate 
on abstract concepts that have been explored through this ludonarrative friction. We use a qualitative 
and argumentative approach, based on in-depth assessments of case studies. We find that: 1) 
meaning can be generated through ludonarrative friction; 2) designers have different pathways for 
projecting meaning in their games; 3) players often embody structural power through mechanics, 
perspective and physics; 4) thoughtful games frequently dispute our perception of a permanent and 
always rational self; 5) morality is challenging and context-dependent, often with substantial personal 
cost; 6) games can translate ideology or trauma into mechanics the player must interact directly with; 
and 7) games embrace the temporal deconstruction of meaning. Considering ludonarrative friction, 
future studies must embrace different ideas outside the ideological frame addressed here. 

 
Keywords: Ludonarrative, meaning, friction, game aesthetics, philosophical play. 

 
 

1. Introduction 

In this paper, we examine how videogames generate meaning through the interplay of mechanics, 

narrative, and play. We aim to understand how game designers communicate ideas and provoke 

critical thought by mobilising different representational and interactive layers of the medium. 

We build on established concepts in game studies. Hunicke et al. (2004) identify mechanics as 

rules, actions, and algorithms; dynamics as their behaviour in response to play; and aesthetics as the 

affective experiences they elicit. The definitions of narrative and story have likewise already been 

established: story as the raw material of events and characters (Toolan, 2012, p. 15), and narrative as 

their organisation into a meaningful sequence (Toolan, 2012, p. 8). Together, these frameworks 

shape our discussion of how meaning emerges in games. 

The paper proceeds in three stages. First, we consider how meaning arises through the interaction 

of narrative and play. Second, we present the methodological framework. Third, we analyse case 

studies where ludonarrative friction foregrounds questions of identity, morality, and affect. 
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2. Meaning through narrative and play 

Ryan Rogers et al. (2016) show that play can generate meaningful experiences for players, not just 

fun ones. However, Rogers et al. suggest that fun and meaningfulness are related to different aspects 

of a game. As per their study, fun is related to gameplay mechanics, while meaningfulness is related 

to in-game characters. This would suggest a divide between the aesthetic function of a game’s ludic 

and narrative components. Naturally, it also implies that a narrative cannot provide the sensation of 

fun, and gameplay does not provide meaning for players. Intuitively, as researchers and players, we 

find this notion restrictive and inconsistent with our experience of the medium. Videogames are 

multilayered and multimodal artefacts, and they can provide meaningful experiences through all their 

layers. The production of meaning does not occur only through narrative and characters but also 

through gameplay mechanics and representational aesthetics. 

However, given the empirical nature of Rogers et al.’s (2016) study, our argument needs to be 

better substantiated. To this end, we looked at other studies on producing meaning in videogames to 

understand other perspectives and potentially disaffirm our bias and hypothesis. Cardoso et al. (2019) 

address the creation of meaning in videogames by breaking the hedonistic loop. They characterise 

the hedonistic loop as “positive feedback guided by pleasurable and familiar experiences.” Cardoso et 

al. argue that since this loop’s purpose is to communicate familiarity, comfort, and immersion in 

gameplay, breaking it – thus breaking the familiar mechanics of play – might generate meaning for 

players. They believe this breaking of the loop must be used to explore different forms of expression 

and communication. They term the result of this exploration – which transcends mere discomfort vs. 

pleasure – aesthetic friction.  

The indication that the creation of friction – and thus meaning – results from the intentional 

breaking of typical gameplay loops that generate flow is already in opposition to Rogers et al.’s (2016) 

idea that meaning is derived only from narrative. Furthermore, let us look closely at the taxonomy 

Cardoso et al. (2019) created for the design of aesthetic friction. We see that all categories are 

focused on rules, game logic, traversal, and interaction. 

To make this evident, we will summarise Cardoso et al.’s (2019) taxonomy because it will be 

important in later discussions. It consists of “five methods for designing aesthetic friction.” They are 

anamorphosis, the aporia-epiphany dynamics, enstranging play, functional estrangement, and 

unfriendliness. Anamorphic games explore the boundary between “technological abstraction and 

phenomenological action” through the manipulation of time, space, and physics while concentrating 

on computers’ formal logic and “players’ embodied interaction with technology”. Aporias occur when 

parts of a game are purposefully made inaccessible, making the player aware of unexplored paths 

throughout play. Enstranging play arises anytime a game disturbs seamless interaction to capture the 

player’s interest by emphasising its inherent mechanics and rules, encouraging critical thought. 

Familiar game features become unfamiliar through functional estrangement, triggering one to consider 

their function and intent. Unfriendliness provokes players by moving their attention from usefulness to 

creating aesthetic encounters with the devices themselves. 
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We agree that the purposeful rupture of typical gameplay conventions can be a pronounced 

generator of meaning. That happens because of videogames’ fundamental characteristic, the one that 

distinguishes them from most other forms of mainstream media: their interactivity, and the resulting 

requirement of nontrivial effort from players to be traversed (Aarseth, 1997, pp. 1, 50-1). The creation 

of meaning through plot and characters has already been well-established in media like film and 

literature, however, those media typically lack direct and embodied interaction with their text. 

Since interactivity is central to videogames, breaking players’ expectations – creating friction and 

meaning – demands an intentional breach of their assumptions regarding conventions of play. That is 

not to say that deriving meaning from narrative is not important. We believe players and designers 

can project and derive meaning from both rules and narrative. The fundamental difference is that 

deriving meaning from interaction is innate and unique to games, i  while deriving meaning from 

narrative is practicable in games and other media texts. Games, however, can also connect both 

forms of content – combining real rules with fictional worlds (Juul, 2005, p. 1). 

It is worth noting that, depending on one’s perspective, the plot and characters are part of the game 

rules, embedded in the game’s code base. However, even if we look at them as separate things – 

rules as a set of mechanics governing players’ interaction with and traversal of the game world, and 

plot as the story that is presented to the player – the two can often be connected and act as 

potentiators of each other. Persona 5 (2016), for instance, integrates this relationship in many parts. 

The dungeons are a manifestation of a character’s desires, but they are also where a lot of the 

game’s action takes place. They are both narratological and ludological topographies shaped by plot 

and the progression of action alike. They present players with goals that are both mechanical and plot 

devices. The game also has a time management system, where players have limited in-game days. 

This limitation requires players to choose between spending the day in a dungeon or advancing on 

the game’s social links. Unless players follow a detailed walkthrough, they cannot complete all social 

links while also completely exploring and clearing all dungeons. This aporia can generate stress for 

the player, but it can also generate meaning. It creates tension in players, between their desires and 

their limitations. It emphasises finitude both in mechanical and narrative progression. Their run 

through the game is defined by a temporal limit in character progression, both in building a character’s 

statsii and social interaction. It is a mimetic device that asks players to reflect on their own finitude in 

life: we are defined by time and death, having to choose how to live within those boundaries, between 

personal fulfilment, social integration and support, and professional development. 

We believe that this contextualisation is sufficient to elucidate our main arguments: 1) in 

videogames, narrative and mechanics can both generate meaning; 2) when these two parts of a 

game are connected, and the choices of either one affect the outcome of both, the cognitive strain of 

the player is heightened – these are not mere stylistic metaphors, as players need physiological and 

mental effort to progress; 3) game designers can use that strain to generate critical reflection from the 

player. 

With our leading points of view explained, the next section outlines our methodological approach to 

reviewing and interpreting specific routes which some game designers have followed. 
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3. Methodology 

The methodology used in this study is qualitative and argumentative. In the previous section, we 

have set up the conceptual framework and identified areas of theoretical uncertainty, through a critical 

analysis of some of the previous research on meaning-making in games. 

Using this as a starting point, the study develops several responses to prominent viewpoints. The 

goal of conceptual analysis is not to reject existing models, but rather to provide alternative 

interpretative paradigms that account for the complexity and variety of meaning-making processes in 

games. 

To bolster and clarify these claims, the next chapter includes in-depth assessments of a few 

chosen case studies, as “case studies are particularly well-suited for extensive and in-depth 

descriptions of complex social phenomena” (Baškarada, 2014, p. 4). The games were picked for how 

effectively they highlight how meaning is created, including through player agency, symbolic systems, 

narrative structure, and interaction. Close reading – “a detailed examination, deconstruction, and 

analysis of a media text” (Bizzocchi and Tanenbaum, 2011, p. 294) – and interpretative analysis – 

which understands meaning-making as “the product of individual acts of interpretation” and regards 

their retelling as “an act of reconstruction” (Griffin and May, 2012, p. 448) – were used to analyse 

each case, showing how abstract ideas relate to actual gaming experiences. This methodological 

approach tries to combine theoretical academic discussion with the actual and symbolic richness of 

games as playable media texts. 

Game designers often capitalise on the medium’s potential to construct parallels to numerous 

concepts in human reasoning. Analysing how they accomplish this will allow us to understand various 

essays communicated through the videogame medium. Nevertheless, while we will present a wide 

study, that does not mean that this analysis is a complete outline of the usage of the medium for 

philosophical thought. Rather, it should be considered an entry point for further discussion, alongside 

other works within this domain, such as Miguel Sicart’s Play Matters (2014), which emphasises play 

as an ethical and existential practice (pp. 14, 88). 

 
4. Case studies: meaning through ludonarrative friction 
 

4.1. The banality of evil and Papers, Please 

In Papers, Please (2013), in each game day, players have a time limitation to process the 

documents of people entering a country. The better one processes these documents according to the 

rules established at the start of each day, the more resources one gathers, such as currency. That 

currency, however, must be used not just to get better resources to progress in the document-

checking gameplay loop but also to sustain the player character’s family. If one is not efficient and 

obedient, their family’s health and survival might be compromised. However, suppose we are to be 

completely efficient. In that case, we need to put our morals aside and address the situation of each 

individual trying to enter the country without empathy. If we were to develop an algorithm to be 

efficient at the game, it would have no problem with that. However, as human players who get to know 
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and understand the circumstances of each character going through the border crossing, we naturally 

want to abide by our principles, which might often be at odds with the efficiency necessary for 

generating the largest amount of currency possible. In this way, the game embeds values within its 

rules and simulations, making it a moral object open to ethical analysis (Sicart, 2009, pp. 34-6). 

 

Figure 1. The day-end screen of Papers, Please, showing all expenses and earnings. Bribes and detain 
bonuses add to the in-game currency, needed for the player character’s family to survive, while also 

requiring players to face moral dilemmas to obtain them. 

The moral dilemmas raised in Papers, Please’s ludonarrative loops are similar to the ideas 

presented by Hannah Arendt in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) and Eichmann in Jerusalem: A 

Report on the Banality of Evil (1963). Arendt explains how Adolf Eichmann, a German-Austrian Nazi 

Party official, Schutzstaffel officer, and a fundamental organiser of the Holocaust, was a master at 

planning and navigating bureaucratic procedures in his early career and saw deportation as a 

productive assembly line of paperwork.  

Members of the Jewish community were reduced from human beings to processed cases by this 

automated system, which was compared to a factory. They were deprived of their rights and 

possessions and given a passport that required them to leave the country or be sent to a 

concentration camp. This bureaucratic apparatus’ compartmentalised, hierarchical structure served to 

distance officials like Eichmann from the terrible repercussions of their acts (Arendt, 1963, pp. 45-6, 

as cited in Caswell, 2010, p. 14). Arendt refers to this as the banality of evil, illustrating how 

bureaucratic structures allow for widespread violence by insulating people from the repercussions of 

their deeds. Officials treat murder orders as ordinary paperwork, becoming careless partners in 

crimes through compartmentalised jobs and an obedient mentality (ibid., p. 10).  

The parallels between Papers, Please and Arendt’s ideas are clear. Both explore bureaucratic 

procedures, hierarchical structures, and the need for resources as instruments for dehumanisation 
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and the incontestable obedience of the servants of totalitarian regimes. In the case of Papers, Please, 

as we explored, the ludonarrative loop serves as a way for players to be aware of these systems, 

promoting critical thinking, generating meaning and, ultimately, engendering empathy. 

 

4.2. Mass media, compliance, and Not For Broadcast 

Shehab (2023) examines the works of theorists like Guy Debord, Michel Foucault, and Edward 

Bernays, who emphasised mechanisms like the spectacle, panopticism, and propaganda, in addition 

to those from the Frankfurt School who studied how mass media and culture depoliticise people. Of 

special interest to us is their exploration of the work of Herbert Marcuse on mass media and mass 

culture.  

Marcuse argued that technology reinforces dominant social norms and serves as a tool of control, 

turning mass culture into a means of manipulating behaviour (Marcuse, 1978, p. 139, as cited in 

Shehab, 2023, p. 19). Marcuse maintained that mass media encourage compliance and that 

contemporary dominance functions without physical coercion. Critical awareness is undermined by 

one-dimensional thinking, which unites people through media. The entertainment industry creates a 

fake yet alluring way of life which thwarts significant change by influencing mindsets and feelings 

(Marcuse, 2002, p. 14, as cited in Shehab, 2023, pp. 19-20).  

The game Not For Broadcast (2022) unfolds in the middle of the 1980s. It involves a fictitious 

European nation that is similar to the United Kingdom. There, a populist party gains power and 

enforces totalitarian policies. Players assume the role of a TV studio operator who must oversee 

broadcasts in real time, censor material, and keep the number of viewers steady in the face of 

growing government influence.  

 

Figure 2. The control room in Not For Broadcast, showing the censor tools. Players need to balance the 
studio’s demands for censoring and their own views on the materials that are to be censored. 
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The game’s mechanics are simple and genre-standard, as are player goals. One must switch 

between cameras, bleep out words, and introduce sound effects according to the rules set by the 

station’s managers. The player character’s compensation is influenced by their broadcast rating at the 

conclusion of each session. However, meaning is generated when we combine these mechanics with 

the game’s narrative. The player character also has a personal life – with a family – which is explored 

between news sessions. Actions made in the broadcast room form the options accessible in these in-

between times, which might then affect broadcasts in the future.  

At the start of the game, attaining high viewership is not influenced by the whims of government, as 

it still takes place within a democratic system. However, once the populist party takes control of the 

government, players are increasingly instructed to use the edit, mute, and use sound effects to censor 

the opinions of individuals who might be critical of the ideas of the government, during the news 

segments. They also receive tapes with propaganda that they are instructed to play between live 

moments. All the while, an idea of normalcy within society is meant to be disseminated, as the TV 

channel often displays theatre pieces, slice-of-life discussions, lifestyle and travel pieces, and other 

types of TV instances in which the people who are featured appear happy, satisfied, and act in line 

with current government ideology. 

If players choose to play the propaganda and allow all these people to talk while censoring 

opposing ideas, they are well compensated. If not, they do not earn enough to sustain their family and 

are personally threatened. However, narratively, by complying, they are using their power as media 

editors to promote one-dimensional thinking, undermining democratic conventions, as suggested by 

Marcuse.  

Players are complicit in shaping ideology through the control of media. They use the media 

spectacle for soft oppression. Nonetheless, these mechanics would not effectively generate critical 

thinking in players on their own. They depend on players’ involvement and desire to shape the game’s 

narrative. For example, they are incentivised to be oppressive so they can take care of their family. 

However, they are also incentivised to purposefully perform badly, purposefully engage with the 

mechanics in a non-optimal way, allowing dissident voices to be heard and not disseminating 

government propaganda. This happens because players might personally be dissatisfied with the 

results in society and culture if they comply. They might have their personal biases and ideologies, 

which are contrary to the ones they are encouraged to promote. They might also believe that by not 

complying and giving a voice to the dissident, they might help overthrow the totalitarian government. 

They are given the potential for failure through mechanics, which results in a positive narrative 

outcome. They are given the tools to act and think critically not only about populism and 

authoritarianism but also about the role of media in shaping popular discourse and diversity in 

common opinion. 

 

4.3. Deconstruction and The Missing: J.J. Macfield and the Island of Memories 

Deconstructionist Jacques Derrida questioned the construction of language and knowledge, 

challenging conventional Western thought (Johnson, 1981, p. viii, as cited in Niesche, 2013, p. 14). 
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His oeuvre continues to impact language rethinking, literature, and the politics of the other, despite 

criticism that it promotes relativism (Peters and Biesta, 2009, as cited in Niesche, 2013, p. 14). 

Derrida contested the binary frameworks of Western philosophy, such as presence/absence and 

speech/writing, where one term is preferred over the next (ibid.). By challenging the notion of fixed 

meaning, he sought to undermine existing hierarchies rather than reverse them. His essays were 

pivotal in developing post-structuralism (Niesche, 2013, p. 15).  

In Speech and Phenomena and Other Essays on Husserl’s Theory of Sign (1973), Derrida 

presents the idea of différance, which exposes how meaning – and identity – is always deferred and 

influenced by differences in language, thus challenging the notion of a permanent, self-present 

identity. Instead of basing identity in unambiguous, fixed categories – such as speech or presence –, 

différance shows it as fluid, created by a continual play of signs with no fundamental beginning. This 

challenges the concept of a unified self by revealing identity as a fluid construct created by 

interpretation, language, and environment rather than a fixed essence (Derrida, 1973, as cited in 

Niesche, 2013, pp. 19-20). That is to say, while semiotics regards a sign as something that 

communicates meaning beyond itself, that meaning cannot be inferred without the presence of other 

signs that provide context. Those signs are themselves subject to the same tenet. Likewise, that 

contextualisation is temporal – expressed over time. Meaning is never completely present in a 

particular instant or sign. Therefore, understanding is a journey rather than an instant. A sequence of 

signifiers is required, as is time for them to develop.  

The deconstruction of signs within media texts has often challenged dominant ideologies. In film, 

for example, directors have employed meta-textual strategies to critique the medium and reveal how it 

constructs meaning, a practice increasingly common in videogames. In The Missing: J.J. Macfield and 

the Island of Memories (2018), players have to use the self-mutilation of the player character to 

progress through levels. For instance, in one of the puzzles, they have to self-immolate to use the fire 

to burn boxes that stand in the way of topographical traversal. Other times, they must sever parts of 

their body to fit into openings in which their full-bodied self would not fit.  
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Figure 3. A scene in The Missing, where players need to lose a limb to progress. While destabilising rigid 
ideas about normative bodies, this mechanic also undermines conventional norms of play. It breaks the 

hedonistic loop. 

During the game, players can access text messages which offer insight into the player character’s 

past and the reasons behind their self-harm within also the narrative context. The player character, 

J.J., is the main focus of the game’s storyline. After the concluding scene of the game, players find out 

that she is a trans woman who has not come out publicly, recognised as male by everybody but her 

friend Emily. She also suffers from an uncomfortable relationship towards her authoritarian and 

religious mother. J.J. makes a desperate attempt at committing suicide soon after being harassed by 

other kids and denounced by her mother. Rather than seeing domestic oppression, psychological 
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trauma and systemic pressures as isolated themes, we should approach them intersectionally 

(Crenshaw, 1991), recognising how their entanglement shapes her lived reality in the game. 

The game’s action occurs in an ethereal state while J.J. is unconscious. She faces her pain 

through the dream and, ultimately, is driven by her affection for Emily, so she decides to live. After 

being revived by emergency personnel, she meets Emily in actual life, and they commit to sticking 

together. This narrative elucidation helps players derive meaning from the game’s mechanics. It also 

uses our assumptions of the meaning of a sign to deconstruct our idea of identity and embodiment.  

Through the ludonarrative loop, the game undermines players’ fixed notions of the body, self, and 

normalcy. Meaning is not derived only from J.J.’s struggles with identity and social integration, nor 

from the innovative mechanics around disembodiment, but from the projection of J.J.’s pain into a 

mechanic essential for traversal and progression. One would not work as well as a device for 

generating critical thought and meaningfulness without the other, and vice versa. As a sign, in the 

game text, the body is deconstructed. The codification of its integrity – ascribed as needing to be 

intact in most games – is an essential trope of the medium, but that assumption is shattered here. J.J. 

needs to be physically harmed. At first glance, this appears disturbing and hideous. However, the 

player gradually comes to understand that this is more than simply a gameplay trick; it is an analysis 

of the suffering associated with self-discovery, gender dysphoria, and the violence associated with 

identity in society. It becomes clear that the concept of an efficient or healthy body depends on 

societal norms. The body turns into a text that needs to be misinterpreted, disassembled, and then put 

to new uses.  

Signs are recontextualised when a player’s comprehension evolves. It gives early gameplay events 

a retroactively implemented meaning, which means that when more information becomes available, 

the symbolic significance of previous signs evolves. Additionally, the player is compelled to live the 

unrest rather than merely observe it. Players must act within the system of signs rather than merely 

understand them. A mechanic they initially find disgusting or abusive eventually becomes meaningful 

and compassionate. The game’s temporal and spatial layout transform play into a hermeneutic 

interaction by coordinating the player’s interpretative journey with the protagonist’s representational 

but lifelike journey. 

As the mechanics that allow for the embodiment and corporeal tangibleness of the player character 

oppose prevailing game design patterns, they foster a play experience that is inherently queer. They 

accommodate queerness by allowing for non-heteronormative forms of closeness and relationality 

(Ruberg, 2019, p. 39). And in this digital intimacy, players are able to find a sense of connection and 

belonging that does not depend on the direct diegetic representation of J.J. as a queer character, but 

on play systems which do not conform to conventional norms and assumptions (ibid.). 

 
4.4. Consciousness and SOMA 

In SOMA (2015), players take control of Simon Jarrett sometime in 2015, who, after suffering head 

trauma in a car accident, agrees to an experimental brain scan. During the scan, he loses 

consciousness and awakens at Site Upsilon, a geothermal facility within the underwater research 
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complex PATHOS-II. He discovers it is 2104, and a comet has devastated Earth. Guided by Catherine 

Chun, Simon learns his conscience now inhabits a mechanical diving suit. He also encounters robots 

who believe they are human. The game relies on physics-based item manipulation, environmental 

and diegetic interfaces – without a HUD –, and first-person gameplay. Computer terminals and data 

files can be easily accessed and interacted with directly in the environment. The underwater location 

brings fluid dynamics, and cutscenes are rendered in-game instead of being pre-rendered movies. 

These constraints and modes of interaction allow the player to embody the character of Simon, 

drawing on the videogame medium’s potential for communicating affective experiences through 

mechanics, interface, and audiovisual feedback (Jørgensen, 2013). 

During cutscenes, the first-person perspective is maintained, meaning the player maintains a 

feeling of control. SOMA has no combat; thus, enemies must be evaded, each having different 

psychological impacts if the player cannot evade them. Death increases replayability and suspense by 

causing different level state changes, rather than resetting to a previous state. While the premise and 

gameplay we described might seem fairly standard in science fiction and horror games, their 

intertwining allows players to derive a deeper meaning from their experience. At pivotal points in the 

game, the player is prompted to upload a copy of the player character’s consciousness into another 

body via the computer terminals. They expect this will act like a transfer, as it did with their supposed 

transfer from the 2015 dying body to the new 2104 robotic one. However, the game makes a copy 

instead of transferring it. The first-person view switches the player to the new body. Players can fully 

navigate their environment and observe the copy left behind, which seems to be put to sleep for a 

while. Players do not have to navigate just around their old bodies but also around other characters’ 

bodies. They also must choose what to do with them. Let them live or kill them, knowing they might 

have to kill some to gain sufficient knowledge on solving some light puzzles. 

 

Figure 4. A discussion between the player character and a guiding voice in SOMA. The player awakes to 
the realisation that their mind was copied, potentially leading them to question their notions of identity. 
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When dealing with their own body transfer, there is a narrative indication that a copy was made. 

With each iteration, this process – understood via experience rather than explanation – intensifies a 

sense of existential unease. SOMA’s philosophical tension stems from the intentional interaction 

between its game mechanics and metaphysical enquiries rather than just its narrative revelations. An 

unfamiliar, submerged scientific environment greets the player as they awaken from a familiar 

embodied perspective, that of a guy having a normal brain scan. This is initially interpreted as a linear 

change, with the underlying premise that the consciousness is still the same but has been moved in 

time. However, the repetitive pattern of mind-uploading that follows, with each cycle introducing a new 

duplicate created from inherited memories, eventually disorients the player’s sense of continuity. 

Instead of a single identity persisting, the player encounters the phenomenology of continuity, 

where a newly instantiated subject mistakenly perceives themselves as continuous with a previous 

self because of shared perspective and memory. This illusion is reinforced by how the game is 

designed; the player never feels like they are switching between several iterations of the main 

character. Instead, play merely resumes, reinforcing a faulty idea that the player character is moving 

forward. In actuality, though, every awakening is an entirely new instance of the same memory chain. 

The game’s last act is where this recursive discontinuity is most visibly presented. As the Ark, an 

electronic sanctuary for digitised human minds, is sent into space, the player anticipates another 

smooth transfer. However, this time there is none. There is no fading in of a fresh body or scene. 

Simon and the player realise they are the version left behind, destined to deteriorate on a dead Earth. 

At the same time, their viewpoint stays stuck in the scanning chair. The player is deprived of the 

anticipated continuity after the Ark launches. The illusion breaks for the first time. 

Derek Parfit’s assertion that survival does not depend on one’s personal identity is supported by 

this structural disruption. Parfit (1987, as cited in Pollock, 2018) makes the case that psychological 

continuity and connectedness, rather than identity, are what bond personhood throughout time. This 

claim is literalised by SOMA: the metaphysical substrate, or actual instance of consciousness, is 

always distinct, but continuity of memory and self-perception produces a potent illusion of identity. 

Because the player, like Simon, confuses narrative coherence with ontological unity, Daniel Dennett’s 

idea of the self as a centre of narrative gravity (Dennett, 1991, as cited in Di Francesco et al., 2019, p. 

66) is similarly relevant. 

This ruse is not only a plot device but is also incorporated into the action. Rather than by branching 

repercussions or numerous endings, SOMA gives the player’s actions moral weight by refusing to 

allow reversion or replay. The player cannot reverse past choices. There is no atonement mechanic, 

nor is there any systemic redemption. Instead, without letting the player go back, the game enforces 

the results of their decisions, such as whether to kill a tormented instance or to give up a 

consciousness. In the end, the player is confronted with the idea that there has never been a 

continuous “I” behind the screen but rather a series of selves, each working on borrowed memories, in 

an interactive critique of essentialist identity. 

Simon traverses both moral and physical spaces throughout the game. Other manifestations of 

human consciousness, some imprisoned in deteriorating machinery and others tainted by the WAU, 
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must be dealt with by him. These choices cause discomfort because they frequently have unclear 

moral ramifications. The game does not present killing as a heroic sacrifice, even when it could be 

required to get information or progress. It is just a necessary part of a dysfunctional system. 

Importantly, gruesome visual horror is not necessary for SOMA to function. Only a few enemy 

confrontations occur, and even then, they are interspersed by traversal, observation, and 

conversation sequences. The WAU, the biotechnological AI behind much of the game’s unsettling 

horror, is not evil but obedient. It carries out its mandate to protect human life using reasoning no 

longer consistent with human values. It is the foreign reasoning, not the monstrosity, that is 

frightening. The human remains are maintained, altered, and used for new purposes. 

When healing is possible, it is accomplished using biomechanical, alien growths, which are eerie 

nodes that heighten the horror of Simon’s changed form. As the game proceeds, Simon’s physical 

form gets more foreign, if not grotesque: he realises that his body no longer follows biological rules. 

This estrangement is communicated not only through visual horror but also through narrative and 

mechanical revelations. The shock is not in his grotesque look but in his metaphysical dislocation – 

seeing that his physicality has transformed into a vessel comprised of synthetic material and black 

goo, animated not by flesh but by an uploaded consciousness. This insight reflects the thematic break 

at the core of SOMA, the separation of body and self, appearance and substance. 

Simon’s hope – that he would, at the very least, survive via his consciousness in the Ark beside 

Catherine – serves as the emotional driving force for the final act. However, even this expectation is 

ultimately unmet for the player’s instance of Simon. The decision to launch the Ark is motivated not by 

the anticipation that Earth will deteriorate – it is already irreparably marred – but by the fact that the 

Ark, if left on Earth, would only last for a few decades. It could last for centuries in space. However, 

that continuity belongs to a different Simon. Alone in a destroyed world, the player stays with the one 

left behind. This subtle, irrevocable last act lends SOMA its moral and emotional weight. 

The game’s meaning is thus derived not from a single plot twist but rather from the interaction of 

narrative, mechanics, and conceptual structure. It is a game that explores the frailty of selfhood by 

playing with the illusion of agency. The player’s beliefs that they are advancing, surviving, and 

enduring are gradually undermined. Instead of horror in the traditional sense, what is left is something 

more persistent: a persistent existential unease. 

 
5. Conclusion 

This paper examined how meaning in videogames emerges from ludonarrative friction. Looking at 

these results, we can identify some mutual conclusions. For instance, in all our case studies, players 

embody structural power through the games’ mechanics and the design of the perspective and 

physics constraining the player characters. In Papers, Please (2013), Not For Broadcast (2022), and 

SOMA (2015), the game is played from a first-person perspective, which frames the experience as 

seen through an individual’s eyes. There is no traditional avatar. There are fixed characters, but they 

function as a figure for contextualising the player within the game world – a kind of prosopopoeia. In a 
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way, the player is the one who experiences and lives the happenings of the games. They are not 

mere observers, as a third-person perspective would frame them as.  

The Missing: J.J. Macfield and the Island of Memories (2018) frames the action through a third-

person – side-scrolling – perspective. However, we argue that it stands to reason to make that 

distinction in that specific game, as it helps the player navigate and be empathetic towards the game’s 

themes. In the phenomenological study of visual perspective, it is understood that dissociation and 

anxiety are associated with a third-person memory style (Sutin and Robins, 2010). The third-person 

perspective then, in The Missing, frames the player character’s struggles with identity and 

disembodiment by placing the player in a disembodied perspective that observes the happenings of 

the game as mere memories and emotional constructs of the character J.J. The action of the game 

unfolds in her mind. In contrast, the action of the other games is meant to represent the happenings of 

a tangible world. 

These games challenge the notion of a coherent, permanent self by forcing players to inhabit 

fractured, ambiguous, and morally compromised subject positions. Morality is presented as contingent 

and costly, with systemic pressures framing every decision as a trade-off. Ideology, trauma, and 

power are not merely represented but enacted through mechanics, producing affective friction and 

implicating players in difficult choices. Meaning, in turn, unfolds temporally: early actions gain 

significance through later consequences, echoing hermeneutic and deconstructive approaches to 

interpretation. 

Taken together, these findings show that videogames can function as sites of philosophical play, 

where identity, morality, and meaning are not only narrated but lived through systems of rules and 

embodied decisions. 

 

5.1. Future work 

Despite their complexity, the games chosen as case studies overlook some crucial points. They 

support a liberal framework of human choice by emphasising moral fights on an individual basis rather 

than group resistance or systemic change. Beyond psychological alienation, class and labour issues 

are hardly discussed, leaving out more profound economic criticisms. Human-nonhuman interactions 

and ecological issues are mostly ignored, and SOMA merely makes passing references to posthuman 

ideas. The games also ignore non-Western worldviews and collective identities in favour of Western, 

individualist viewpoints. Finally, except for gender, they typically neglect structural issues such as 

racism, colonialism, and intersectionality, which limits their social and political breadth. 

Thus, future studies must look at the ability of games to address issues beyond the ones discussed 

here and how they manage to incorporate that discussion into their ludonarrative convergence. While 

we have not conducted any formal analyses, we hypothesise that these case studies might help 

expand the discussion: Tonight We Riot (2020), which criticises individualism and commodified 

agency in capitalist societies; Butterfly Soup (2017), which navigates gender, race, and sexuality; The 

Pathless (2020), where the body-world relation is central; Disco Elysium (2019), which provides a 

Marxist critique of ideology; A Year of Springs (2021), which posits identity as socially situated and 
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context-dependent; NieR: Automata (2017) and Death Stranding (2019), which offer a deeper study of 

post-humanism; and Pentiment (2022), where narrative is embedded in political and religious power 

structures. 

 

5.2. Closing statements 

The fundamental notion we present here, one of ludonarrative friction, is not wholly unique. Clint 

Hocking (2007) introduced the idea of ludonarrative dissonance in his critique of Bioshock (2007). 

However, friction and dissonance are not the same thing. Hocking characterises ludonarrative 

dissonance as the failure to balance a game’s narrative ideas with its gameplay mechanics. It is a 

characterisation that posits the balance between the thematic objectives of narrative and action as a 

negative – or not well-accomplished – aspect of a game. However, we look at ludonarrative friction in 

a positive light. This does not oppose dissonance, but it tackles one of its criticisms: the action-

reaction relationship between them is not necessarily balanced. However, it still comes together to 

generate meaning and catalyse critical thought in a way that they could not when operating 

independently or in an unplanned manner. Sometimes, that relationship is one of true friction, as seen 

in The Missing, where the mechanics that lead to definite progression and traversal of the game’s 

structure and topographies are seen as a positive outcome. However, the narrative implications often 

reflect emotions and contexts that are harmful and distressing. The same thing happens in Not For 

Broadcast, where achieving a better score at the end of a broadcast implies a certain level of moral 

dishonesty. However, a game like Journey (2012), for instance, blends a story of spiritual growth and 

rebirth while maintaining straightforward movement mechanics. Cooperative play, aesthetic elegance, 

and subtle storytelling all contribute to its emotional impact, with progress having both literal and 

symbolic meanings. Ultimately, it provides a cathartic and peaceful conclusion by encouraging 

contemplation of life and death. The hedonistic loop still exists in Journey, but the game is still 

thought-provoking. However, we do not see this as evidence opposing the thesis we present in this 

paper. It is merely another approach to generating meaning through a relationship between 

mechanics and narrative. 

In the same way, the results presented by Rogers et al. (2016) and Cardoso et al. (2019) are still 

just as valuable and interesting. They suggest that game designers have different pathways for 

thinking and projecting meaning in their games. Rogers et al. illustrate this through characters and 

plot, while Cardoso et al. show how this can be done through action, traversal, and the navigation and 

breakdown of a game’s structure. Our approach focuses on the friction between the two while 

acknowledging that positive synergy between them can also be valid and interesting. It is then 

sensible to say that meaning can still be generated within a thoughtful hedonistic loop. However, it 

can also be generated through the opposite – through ascetic cut-offs, detachment, and disconnect – 

or through a discordant loop. A circle of play that is continuous and interconnected, but where the 

relationship between mechanics and narrative is antagonistic in their functions and form, but mutually 

beneficial in their results. 
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i In the context of mainstream media. Interaction is also present and explored in nontraditional media, culture, and art. 
ii Stats in RPGs describe character attributes, skills, and functionality, which influence gameplay and the narrative. Strength, 

dexterity, intelligence, charisma, and constitution are examples of common core stats. 

 


