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and Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism. The data comes from publicly available YouTube
walkthroughs and cutscenes. The method used for doing this thesis is reflexive thematic analysis.
During the analysis, four main themes emerged: Environmental Framing, Islamic Representation,
Us vs Them, and Otherness. These themes help explain how Arab culture is represented in both
games.

The results show that Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare often reinforces orientalist stereotypes
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1 INTRODUCTION

Video games are a powerful form of media that can influence people's perceptions of the
world today, in addition to being a source of entertainment. Video games can help us
understand complex ideas by turning them into something visible and engaging.
However, a video game may spread false beliefs and negative perceptions about a culture
or a group of people if it presents them in an unfair or inaccurate way. Saleem and
Anderson (2013) found that playing violent video games with terrorism themes made
people view Arabs more negatively, even if the games didn't have any Arab characters.
As a result, players could start to believe biased concepts about that culture. Saleem and
Anderson (2013, p. 97) noted “It’s possible that the effects of video game stereotypes on
anti-Arab attitudes are especially strong because of the overall lack of direct contact with
Arabs among our participants.” The way Arabs and their culture are typically portrayed
in Western video games is a prime example of this issue. Sisler (2008) explained that
video games represent Arabs and their culture as dangerous, violent, or backward. This
kind of one-sided image makes players think of Arabs as "otherness," meaning people
who are different, strange, or even threatening. Arab characters are shown as the
threatening "Other," while Western characters are portrayed as the heroes or saviors,
contributing to a "Us vs. Them" mentality. Such representations support Western cultural

supremacy and simplify complex geopolitical realities, as noted by Sisler (2008).

After the Gulf War in the early 1990s, Western media began to represent the Arabian
Peninsula as a site of war, terrorism, and instability. Mirrlees and Ibaid (2021) discussed
that video games followed this trend, reflecting and reinforcing real-world political
scenarios. In games like Medal of Honor (Electronic Arts, 2010), Battlefield 2 (Electronic
Arts, 2005), and Battlefield 3 (Electronic Arts, 2011), the Middle Eastern landscape is
visualized as a dusty, ruined battlefield filled with faceless enemies shouting in Arabic.
Faceless enemies are characters that have their faces covered with a red scarf. The player,
usually an American or Western soldier, must eliminate these enemies for the freedom of
the region and secure the place for the population living in the area. Arabs are portrayed
as the “enemy” using stereotypical imagery, such as masked figures, militant chants, and,
most notably, the AK-47 rifle. Such representations align with real-world political

discourses that contribute to the idea of Muslims as a global threat.

Mirrlees and Ibaid (2021) explained that this kind of characterization can create or

reinforce Islamophobia among players. When millions of gamers worldwide experience
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these games, they may start to relate Arab identity with violence and terrorism. As Saleem
and Anderson (2013) said, even if players know that video games are fictional, the

narratives and stories of the video game can shape their understanding of the real world.

According to PocketGamer.biz (2025), Arab game developers have started creating their
own video games to express their own stories. These can be marked as counter
representations because they show different sides of Arab culture and challenge the
stereotypes made by the West. Games based on their local history, traditions, and daily
lives are also being produced by other small gaming studios in nations such as Egypt,
Jordan, and Lebanon. These video games can act as cultural resistance, helping to counter

stereotypical representations prevalent in Western products.

In this study, I will explain how Arab culture is represented in the Call of Duty 4: Modern
Warfare (Activision, 2007) and Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) video games. I selected
these games to do a comparative analysis between Western-developed and Arab-
developed video games. I will use Souvik Mukherjee’s (2016) postcolonial idea that
video games are shaped by colonial ways of thinking, where non-Western cultures are
shown as enemies to be conquered, and Edward Said’s (1978) theory of Orientalism,
which explains how Western cultures often see non-Western cultures as strange and
different, for my theoretical framework. I applied reflexive thematic analysis to
understand how each game portrayed Arab culture, using YouTube gameplay

walkthrough videos as the primary data source for the comparative analysis.

I structured this thesis as follows: first, I will introduce the theoretical framework and
reviews of the relevant literature in the background chapter. Second, I will discuss my
method and how I used it. Third, I will explain the results and discuss them in relation to
the relevant literature and theories. Finally, in the conclusion, I will summarize the main

findings and the potential directions for future research.


http://pocketgamer.biz/

2 BACKGROUND

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the theoretical framework and how Arab cultures
are often represented in video games. Section 2.1 presents the theoretical approaches,
including Stuart Hall’s (1997) theory of cultural representation, Said’s (1978) concept of
orientalism and its extension into neo-orientalism, and Souvik Mukherjee’s work of
postcolonial games studies. These theoretical perspectives together form the theoretical
framework used in this thesis to discuss how power and colonial ideologies are integrated
into Western video game narratives and mechanics. Section 2.2 presents the literature
review of existing scholarly works on Arab representation in video games. I discuss how
Western-developed games often do stereotypical and simplified portrayals of Arab
cultures. The section also explores the video games created by Arab developers that offer

alternative perspectives on Arab identity.

2.1 Theoretical Framework

In this sub-chapter, I position this thesis within the field of postcolonial game studies and

present the key theories that form its theoretical framework.
2.1.1 Postcolonial Game Studies

Postcolonialism is the theory of how being ruled by another country continues to affect a
nation long after it becomes independent (Singh, 2023). It looks at how these effects shape
culture, identity, and the way societies are represented. Meghna Jayanth (2021) says that
video games are heavily influenced by the structures of “capitalism-colonialism.” It
indicates that imperial and colonial ways of thinking are occasionally repeated in the
video game industry and game design. She explains that video games are more than just
amusement; they are instruments that have the power to "colonize the imagination" and
influence players' worldviews: “I think there are many ways in which the cultural
dominance of the video game can only be understood in terms of the video game’s
potential as a tool of empire, easily harnessed to the task of colonising the imagination
in order to bring more subjects into its extractive grasp, and remake them as consumers.”
Jayanth argues that video games give the player the option to play as a white, Western
hero most of the time. Players get rewards for conquering and using violence inside the

game. This makes players a part of the imperial fantasies that the game promotes. Video

games have become a cultural space for the spread of ideas related to identity, history,
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conflict, and power. As Meghna (2021) states that video games have colonial motivations,
these spaces are not neutral. These cultural spaces are influenced by certain ideologies

that frequently reflect and reproduce long-standing colonial hierarchies.

Mukherjee (2016) talks about how the digital worlds in video games are part of a
Eurocentric perspective. That is to say, they prefer European cultures and histories to
others. Mukherjee (2016) demonstrates that video games often hide colonial ideas within
their stories and rules. This influences the way players perceive and interact with non-
Western cultures. The Arab world, like the Global South Mukherjee referred to, is also
represented as a set of orientalist fantasies and militarized stereotypes. The Global South
is a term used to describe regions in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East
that have been historically shaped by colonialism. In the article “Playing Subaltern,”
Mukherjee (2018) argues that video games often incorporate non-Western characters
while giving them no power or story of their own. This isn't just about how things look.
The rules often require that the only interaction a player can have with a non-Western
nation is to extract resources, wage war on them, or conquer them. Mukherjee’s claims
here are relatable to Spivak's (1988) “Can the Subaltern Speak?” article in the context of
games. This is why marginalized characters and cultures are mute because the game
design frameworks never allow for their own expression. Game characters from other
cultures don’t have an actual storyline of their own. They exist and matter only when
the Western character interacts with them. This is especially relevant when we look at
how Arab characters are often included in contemporary “mainstream” games: as
faceless terrorists or oppressed Arab women and children in need of rescue, rather than

fully developed narratives with cultural and historical depth.

Mukherjee (2017) explains that games don't just look imperialistic visually; their rules
and gameplay are built on colonial ways of thinking. The cognitive mechanics of strategy
games: mapping, conquering, gaining resources, and expanding territory is similar to the
real-world historical processes like colonialism. Progress inside the game is understood
as modernization and technological advancement coded as distinctly Western. The
player is encouraged to “civilize,” or control other cultural people, using the same manner

as real-world empires.

This criticism is relevant to how the Middle East is represented in Western shooting
games. As Sisler (2008) notes, the game character navigates the Middle Eastern

landscapes as they are chaotic and dangerous places. The region looks wild and needs to
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restore public order. The Medal of Honor (Electronic Arts, 2010) video game is a prime
example of this. The gameplay mechanics privilege rewarding players for the militaristic
control and domination over the area, reinforcing an imperial worldview that Arab lands

are places of struggle and in need of Western rescue.

Mukherjee and Hammar (2018) state that research in video games follows Western ways
of thinking, privileging certain forms of knowledge while pushing others aside. This is
not only visible in the research sector but also in game development, which is mostly
centered in North America, Japan, and Western Europe. Because of this, most narratives
in video games are from a Western point of view. So instead of showing a complex and
diverse region, the Middle East often shows up as either a mysterious or war-torn region,

always defined in opposition to a rational, civilized West.

One clear link between Mukherjee’s ideas and how Arabs are represented can be seen
when we look at game rules. Mukherjee points out that gameplay, more than narrative, is
where colonial views really take hold. Sisler (2008) states that in military video game
series like War in the Gulf and Delta Force, players play as a Western soldier. The
computer controls the enemy soldiers. Players are almost never allowed to play on the
enemy’s side. The enemies are often shown with features like a headcover, loose clothing,
and dark skin. Most times, players deal with Arab figures by aiming and firing. The game
gives points when players take out Arab characters. The narratives make sure that the
players feel that they’re dangerous. Mukherjee (2023) explains that video games rarely
provide the opportunity to solve things without fighting or working together. Mukherjee
describes this as the “ludopolitical” dimension of games. This is how political ideologies
are encoded into the gameplay. Here, Arabs aren’t just shown as enemies, but they’re
made to feel replaceable, like roadblocks in a path. Their deaths maintain the player’s
progression and emotional satisfaction. This concept is related to colonial-era

dehumanization, where native people were seen as less than human (Dziuba, 2012).

Mukherjee (2016) states that in strategy game series like Civilization and Age of Empires,
societies that are not from the West are often grouped together in a vague way, simplified,
and shown as being primitive or less advanced compared to European cultures. While
some expansions try to include more depth, non-Western cultures are still viewed through
a Western lens. Even though the Arab world has a rich history of great achievements in
science, thinking, and art like Baghdad’s House of Wisdom or buildings in Andalusia,

these stories rarely appear in popular gaming plots. Instead, the games usually focus only
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on showing this part of the world through war and conflict. Arab regions get shown as
endless deserts or broken battlefields, disconnected from their rich intellectual past. This
is very similar to the erasure of Indigenous cultures that Mukherjee (2016) described. The
present is represented as chaotic, and the past is either ignored or stereotyped, ultimately
serving to justify ongoing conflict and Western military intervention as a necessary
response. Loban and Apperley (2019) discuss that while modding and expansions in
video games give voice to non-Western societies to share their stories, the core systems
stay rooted in Western ideas about nations, power, and progress. So even if someone tries
to mod a game by creating historically accurate factions, rewriting dialogue, or adding
Arab cultural elements, these efforts still will operate within the video game's design

mechanic that is made by Western developers.

A key focus in Mukherjee’s work is the tension between ludo-narrative elements. Some
games try to share sympathetic stories about characters from non-Western backgrounds;
still, if the game design has a colonial hierarchy, then the overall effect remains
problematic. We can discuss the Assassin’s Creed series in terms of examples. The series
has several video games that have Middle Eastern or North African environments. Even
when these games impressively detail historical Arab cities and include Arab characters,
the story is still told from an outside view. The hero of the game is almost always from
the West or an outsider. The missions involve reproducing Western heroic narratives.
Stealth and combat mechanics dominate the gameplay. It means that Middle Eastern
environments still become a region for violence rather than meaningful interaction. Arab
representation in video games is not an isolated problem but part of a larger pattern of
postcolonial erasure and distortion. Arab representation can be understood as what
Mukherjee calls "ludocolonialism," and it means colonial attitudes are built right into the

rules and stories of the game itself.

Loban and Apperley (2019) point out that there are possibilities for resistance against the
Western representation. Marginalized creators can share their own stories by "modding,"
or modifying existing games. This will allow them to represent their own cultures and
introduce alternative game mechanics. Modding can become a community practice of
representing someone’s own history, culture and alternative game mechanics can also be

offered. This can be a way to break down the colonial aspects built into video games.



2.1.2  Cultural Representation

Hall’s (1997) theory of representation can be useful for discussing how Arabs are
portrayed in video games. In Representation (1997), Hall explains that representation is
not a mirror of reality. Meaning is produced and circulated within a culture. Hall explains
that language is more than just words. Language includes images, sounds, and symbols
that all work together to shape how we see the world. The narratives of video games can
be seen as powerful cultural storytellers. Through their environments, narratives, and
character designs, video games create and share cultural meanings about Arabs, often
reinforcing dominant Western perspectives. Hall's (2021) "Whites of Their Eyes"
provides an explanation of how racial ideologies are maintained in mass media via
"inferential racism," which is based on associating a group of people with violence and
conflict regardless of whether a racist statement is made. When applying Hall's ideas to
video games, it shows how both the narratives, environment, and character design for
video games contain long-standing Arab stereotypes. Games like Metal Gear Solid 4:
Guns of the Patriots (Konami, 2008) or Spec Ops: The Line (2K, 2012) turns the Middle
Eastern region into battlegrounds for Western heroes. Al-Rawi (2024) noted that the
Middle Eastern place seems chaotic, ancient, and dangerous in video games. This matches
Said's (1978) idea of "Imaginary Geographies." These are representational maps that split
the world into areas of civilization and barbarism. Through these "imaginary
geographies," the Arab world is built as an exotic but threatening "other." Western

cultural dominance is created in this way, even in digital form.

Hall says that culture is always changing and is created through interactions. It is not a
permanent, unchanging thing. The ideas of Arab cultural stereotypes are constructed and
filtered through Western perspectives and power dynamics. Said (1978) explained that
the reason these things happen is because the West thinks that they are culturally superior.
A further explanation of Said’s (1978) Orientalism concept is explained in the next sub-
chapter. Games are part of a continuous cultural cycle. Game developers create meanings
through the narratives of the video game, and those meanings are shared through
gameplay and discussion. These meanings are then interpreted by the players in their own

way. This way stereotypical representation often shapes public perception in the process.

Hall (2017) explains how globalization, the postcolonial world, and the new focus on
ethnicity change the way cultural identities are created and visualized. The postcolonial

era is not the era after the end of colonialism. But it is a time where the effects of colonial
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empire still live in our culture. Hall says that the old methods we formed to build our
identities based on location and history have been challenged by globalization. It has
caused distance to decrease, money to flow, and Western media to dominate. This is
clearly noticeable in video games. Sisler (2008) noted that the global gaming market is
dominated by Western video games. Extremely popular game series like Call of Duty,
Delta Force, and Battlefield frequently present a stereotypical visualization of the Arab
world. Such as the desert, the helpless woman, and the magical object. These repeated
images are of what Hall (1997) calls the "Sliding Signifier" of ethnicity. Media,
advertisers, and storytellers sometimes need to quickly establish that a character is from
a specific ethnic or cultural background. They don't have time for deep explanations. That

is how simple racial stereotypes are formed.

While Western influence is everywhere, Hall (2017) pointed out that globalization also
creates new mixtures. Globalization also allows us to play games developed by Arab
creators, providing an opportunity to understand their culture from their own perspective.
Games like Liyla and the Shadows of War (Rasheed Abueideh, 2016), created by a
Palestinian software engineer, demonstrate that identity is not a simple concept. It is a
complex expression of the real-life experience of being Arab in a postcolonial world. The
game is filled with local viewpoints, languages, and problems that can challenge Western

ways of representation.

Hall's ideas can be helpful to understand the complicated situation of Arab representation
in video games. The global gaming industry works in the continuing shadow of
colonialism. But Arab developers are resisting this way of representation through their
own developed video games. The link between Western political interests, media
companies, and popular culture has created a narrow, stereotypical image of Arabs. But
these links can be changed; they are not permanent. Through new ways of making and
sharing games, Arab developers and players can create new links. These new links can

highlight empathy, diversity, and self-representation.
2.1.3 Orientalism and Neo-Orientalism

The theory of Orientalism developed by Said (1978) should be examined in order to
understand why Arab stereotypical representations occur in video games. According to
Said (1978), for centuries, Western authors, artists, and academics characterized the East,

especially the Middle East and Asia, as an exotic, daring, and mysterious old region. On
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the other hand, the West was presented as modern, scientific, and progressive. This
hypothetical cultural superiority made the West justify their right to control and impose
their cultural norms and values on Eastern culture. Said (1978) stated that these ideas
came more from imagination, not from truth and reality. Westerners felt more culturally
superior because they viewed the East as inferior and mysterious. Said (1978) explained
that because Eastern countries have their own history, traditions, and way of life, they
should not be compared with Western standards. Sisler (2008) noted modern video games
still represent the Middle East as an exotic and adventurous region through digital
storytelling. It is not just about video game graphics. The way certain places and people
are shown changes everything: the story, characters, and narratives. The narrative
presents the West as always good heroes, while others are made to look different or bad.
In today’s media, the old, romanticized images of the Arab world have been joined by a
newer, more political kind of stereotype. After 9/11, the focus often shifted from seeing
the region as an exotic fantasy to viewing it through a lens of security threats and global
conflict. The 9/11 event was a series of coordinated terrorist attacks carried out in the
United States on September 11, 2001. Komel and Praksa (2014) noted this change after
9/11 as 'Neo-Orientalism." They explained that Neo-Orientalism means a US-led
perspective after the World War 2 era in movies, films, tv series and video games also.
The authors gave examples of video game series like Prince of Persia, America’s Army,

and Close Combat that define the Middle East as a hostile place.

Games often portray Arab culture in a very simple way. Instead of showing the diversity
in languages, religions, and people, games use the same symbols repeatedly, like fancy
rugs, mosque towers, turbans, deserts, and camel caravans. These repeated symbols make
the rich culture seem flat and all the same, like a single story. After 9/11, the way Arab
people were shown in global media and video games changed. (Komel & Praksa, 2014)
From representing the Middle East as old tales of magic and deserts, video games started
to show Arab cultures as modern and skilled but also as a constant threat. This version is
called Neo-Orientalism. It represents the Arab world as politically dangerous and a source
of global anxiety. (Sisler, 2008) From mythological and mysterious to showing the Arab
world almost exclusively as a region about war and conflict. The narratives of video
games appear as a region that needs observation and intervention from the Western world

to save the population of this area from a dictator’s tyranny.

Character representation also evolves under Neo-Orientalism. In modern video game

narratives, Arabs are mostly shown as terrorists, warlords, or corrupt officials. Even the
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"good" Arab characters, like soldiers or civilians fighting extremists, are frequently
shown as lost, weak, or desperate for help from Western heroes. This aligns with the
common stereotypical story that the West has to intervene to bring order into the region.
Neo-Orientalism does not replace traditional Orientalism. Both can exist side-by-side in
the same game. A player might explore a magical, ancient Arab ruin in one mission and
then fight Arab terrorists in the next. The result is a blend of depicting the culture as both

exotic fantasy and a threat.

2.2 Literature Review

In this sub-chapter, I will discuss scholars' work on Arab representation in Western-made

video games as well as on games developed by Arabs.
2.2.1 Arab Cultural Representation in Video Games

Al-Rawi (2024) explained that video games define the Middle East with themes like
"Arabian Nights" or mystical Egypt. This region is shown as exotic and adventurous.
Sands, camels, and sandstorms are common features that highlight the Middle Eastern
world. The woman of the Middle East is shown as a helpless human being, and the typical
Western character is tasked with saving the female and children of Arabs. Al-Rawi (2024)
further states that these representations are not accurate, and it is like how Hollywood
portrays the Middle East. An excellent example of the Arab mystical world would be the

video games Prince of Persia.

Mirrlees and Ibaid (2021) discussed how war games spread harmful stereotypes about
Muslims, especially from the point of view of the United States-led worldwide war on
terrorism. Arabs are portrayed as “the enemy" by using stereotypes like terrorists, masked
characters, and gaming characters with the iconic AK-47 in their hands. This portrayal
may create an Islamophobia concept among gamers. Arabian culture is often shown as a

male-dominated society, where masculinity has a relation with violence and war.

Sisler (2008) states that Western games just reduce the diversity of Arabic culture and
simplify it. They represent the culture in a way that is not real. The author notes that after
9/11, Islam is seen as a threat, and the Western world justifies their war goals by saying
that they are liberating the Arabian women and children from the oppression of Islamic

extremism.
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Ibaid (2019) discussed several post-9/11 video games that portray Arab culture in a
negative role. In Battlefield 3 (Electronic Arts, 2011), the US invades Iran to execute their
leader, Faruk Al-Bashir, so that there will not be any nuclear threats around the world. In
Medal of Honor (Electronic Arts, 2010), US Navy SEALs combat the Taliban and Al-
Qaeda. The storyline justifies the US invasion of Afghanistan so that the world will be in
peace from terrorist attacks. In Spec Ops: The Line (2K, 2012), the story is set in a post-
apocalyptic Dubai. Sandstorms are often seen in this game. The game represents the
exotic view of the Middle East. In Full Spectrum Warrior (THQ, 2004), the story is about
a fictional place called ‘Zekistan.” NATO soldiers combat with Al-Qaeda and the Taliban,
and they topple the oppressive regime of Mohammad Jabbour Al-Afad.

The author gave more video game examples in the article, and all those video games have
similar stereotypical stories that make the Western world the savior of the helpless people
of the Middle East. The author argued that these stories create Islamophobia among
players.

Arabian culture in video games is also sometimes represented as hyper-masculine and
patriarchal. Male characters are visualized as warriors, extremists, or oppressive figures.
Women are either absent or shackled into the society and characterized as victims in need
of rescue. This gives the idea that the Middle Eastern region is only about war and
oppression. Sisler (2008) said that after the 9/11 attacks, Islam was presented as a threat
in Western media. Western countries tried to justify wars in the Middle Eastern region by
saying they were helping to “free” women and children from Islamic extremism. This
idea was also repeated in video games as well. The narratives often become that the
Western soldier is the hero who saves innocent people from “misogynistic” Arab men.
But these are just simplified and one-sided representations that ignore the real diversity

of Arab life.

The Arab world is made up of more than twenty countries with different cultures,
languages, and traditions. But in most Western games, it is portrayed as one big desert
with camels, mosques, and war. This kind of visualization is not accurate. It simplifies
the rich history and modern life of Arab societies. Sisler (2008) discussed that Western
games “simplify” Arab culture to the point that it does not feel real anymore. This makes
players see Arab people not as real individuals but as background enemies or symbols of

danger.
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It is also important to discuss how players engage with these video games. In war games,
the player gets points or achievements for killing enemies who are most of the time shown
as Arabs or Russians. This turns violence into something fun and rewarding. Even if the
player does not mean harm, it makes the idea of “killing the other” seem normal and
heroic. This is one reason why Orientalism in games can be more harmful than in movies
or books because players are not just experiencing visualized material, but they are

actively engaging with it (Sisler, 2023).
2.2.2 Representation of Arabs in Video Games Made by Arabs

Babar and Ahmad (2021) highlighted a video game that was developed by Arab video
game developers. The game is called “Quwwat Al Khasa," or in English, “Special Force
(Hezbollah, 2003)." This game was developed by Hezbollah, and it worked as a
promotional tool for them. The game portrays Arab and Muslim players as protagonists
or heroes. The game signifies the Palestinian struggle against the occupation force of
Israel. The game shows alternative perspectives that are not like Western games. It
addresses cultural misrepresentation of Arabs. In this game, Israeli soldiers are clearly
identified as enemies. Unlike creating exotic landscapes, Special Force (Hezbollah, 2003)
represented real locations such as Bint e Jabel. The game also features real battles like
Operation Change of Direction 11. This creates a strong representation of a real and
historical timeline. Arab fighters are shown as heroes, and if they die, they are honored

as martyrs. This highlights the cultural and religious values.

Kuan and Iglesia (2021) discussed the game Liyla and the Shadows of War (Rasheed
Abueideh, 2016). In this game, players play as a father trying to save his daughter, Liyla,
from Israeli bombings in Gaza. The gameplay involves running, hiding, and surviving.
The thing is, no matter how hard a player tries, the player cannot save Liyla. The game
has no happy ending, no winning, and no power-ups. This represents the hopelessness
and powerlessness that civilians face in real war. Abueideh, the creator of the game,
wanted players to feel what it is like to be helpless in such a situation. The game indicates
a message about human suffering and the loss of life in war. Kuan and Iglesia (2021)
noted that Abueideh was motivated to create the game after seeing a real photo of a father
carrying his dead daughter during the 2014 Gaza war. Abueideh stated, “What if that was
me? What if I could not protect my family?" During the making of the game, he felt it
was a risky job. He is creating a game about the Palestinian experience, and he feared it
could create a threat to his freedom. He built an international team to create the game in
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order to avoid endangering local developers. Each scene in the game is based on real
photos and events from the Gaza conflict. Creating the game was deeply painful for
Abueideh, as he spent two years watching war footage that was so distressing he was
often moved to tears while coding. In 2016, Apple refused to list it as a "game." Apple
tried to categorize it as “News” because of its political message. Abueideh hopes for a
future where Palestinians no longer live through such suffering. He wants his game to

serve as a history of the past.

Sisler (2008) explained several video games in his article, which portrays Arabs in a
realistic way. An Arab developer team called “Afkar Media” developed games that are
completely different from the Western games. One of the main goals of the developers is
that they want the Arab youth to have a sense of pride while playing as an Arab character.
They also developed games like Quraish (Dar al-Figr, 2005), which have historical

storylines that are about the spread of Islam and the Crusade wars.

2.3 Summary of Theoretical Framework

In this thesis, I use three main theoretical approaches: postcolonial game studies, theory
of representation, and Orientalism. Postcolonial game studies argue that video games can
reproduce colonial power relations by using narratives and gameplay mechanics.
Conquest and control are often central within the storyline. The theory of representation
explains that meaning is constructed through cultural systems and that media can
reinforce stereotypes through its work. Orientalism describes how the “East” has

historically been represented by the West as exotic, inferior, or threatening.

To do a comparative analysis of Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and
Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), I use orientalism theory as the central analytical
framework of this thesis. This is because the games are developed in different cultural
and regional contexts, which may shape how Arab identities are represented in both
games. As Said (1978) argues, Western and non-Western perspectives may produce

different forms of representation.

13



3 METHODOLOGY

This chapter explains the methodological approach used and details on how the research
materials were selected, collected, coded, and analyzed. [ used Braun and Clarke’s (2022)
reflexive thematic analysis. So, this research project does not analyze the data from a
neutral point of view. Instead, the researcher actively interprets the data through

theoretical knowledge, critical reflection, and engagement with postcolonial ideas.

The chapter is divided into several sections. First, I will explain the ethical considerations
of this thesis and my reflexivity regarding the research process. Then, the research
materials, Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and Under Siege (Dar al-
Fikr, 2005), will be described. After that, I will explain the data collection process and
observational note-taking strategy. Then, I will explain the coding process and use of
qualitative data analysis software (ATLAS.ti and MAXQDA) in detail. Finally, the
process of developing themes from codes will be explained in relation to Braun and
Clarke’s methodological framework and the theoretical perspectives used in this research

project.

3.1 Ethical Consideration and Positionality

This research project follows the Finnish Code of Conduct for Research
Integrity and Tampere University’s academic ethical guidelines. The 4 principles of the
Finnish Code of Conduct are reliability, honesty, respect, and accountability. (Finnish
National Board on Research Integrity TENK, 2023) Reliability is ensured by a systematic
analysis process using reflexive thematic analysis. Honesty is maintained by presenting
findings accurately and avoiding misrepresentation of the data. I aimed to analyze all the
cultures that are present in the Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and
Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) video games, respectively. Citation of sources are
properly done throughout the research process. Publicly available gameplay footage from
YouTube will be used as a data source for this research project. The content was shared
by the creator for public viewing, and there were no access restrictions. Academic
integrity supports citing the original source to ensure transparency, but identifying
individual content creators may raise privacy considerations, even when the material is
publicly accessible. Because the data does not involve sensitive personal information and

is openly published, the creator was cited as the source.
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I approach this topic as a long-time player of Western-developed video games. One of
the very first video games that I played in my life was Prince of Persia: The Sands of
Time (Ubisoft, 2003). During playtime, I observed that the Middle Eastern setting was
presented as an exotic and adventurous place with ancient palaces, mystical objects,

sands, and desert elements.

However, the representation of the Middle East in video games changed over time,
especially after the Gulf War and the “War on Terror” led by the United States of America
after the 9/11 incident. While earlier games had the tendency of emphasizing exoticism
and fantasy, later military-themed games represented the Middle Eastern region as a

chaotic and unstable place.

Video games such as Battlefield 2 (Electronic Arts, 2005), Battlefield 3 (Electronic Arts,
2011), and Battlefield 1 (Electronic Arts, 2016) have Middle Eastern war zone setups,
filled with insurgent groups, local militants, and authoritarian regimes. The player plays
as a Western soldier whose mission is to intervene in the region for humanitarian causes.
The narrative is written for Western military forces as heroes and saviors, who are
protecting global security and liberating local populations from extremist groups.

Background characters are either enemies or helpless civilians.

Something else that’s really interesting to me is how a lot of Arab game developers are
using their work to push back against Western stereotypes. They produce their own
narratives, settings, and characters. These video games provide alternative viewpoints on
living experiences, local histories, and cultural identities. Because these developers
originate from the region they represent, their perspectives may carry a stronger sense of
cultural authenticity. While these games may also contain political perspectives and
ideological positions, they offer an important counterbalance to the Western

representation.

Notable mentions of Western video games are Age of Empires 2 (Microsoft, 1999) and
the Civilization series. Both games represented actual Arab history, in my opinion. Age
of Empires 2 (Microsoft, 1999) has a campaign of Saladin, who was the sultan of Egypt
and the Levant. The story is based on the Crusade Wars. Civilization series lets a player

to play as an Arab and lets the player to build an Arabian culture-based civilization.

In the article 'Qualitative Research in Psychology,' Braun and Clarke (2006) explained
that when analyzing qualitative data, themes don't just appear on their own. The
15



researcher actively looks for patterns and creates those themes based on what they see.
Because the researcher's own views and experiences help to identify themes, it's important
to acknowledge their own perspectives. The researcher engages as an active meaning-
maker and not as a neutral observer. In this research project, my interpretations of data,
theoretical knowledge, and reflexive notes were used to complete the analytical process.

I acknowledge my role as a researcher in shaping the analysis of this research project.

3.2 Research Materials

I analyzed two video games: Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and
Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005). The published years of both games are quite close.
Because both games came out around the same time, it enhances the comparability of the
analysis, as both games were produced within a similar technological and cultural context.
Even though both of them are old video games, the reason for choosing them is that they

represent two very different ways the Arab world gets portrayed in video games.

3.2.1 Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare

Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) is a first-person shooting game
developed by Activision and published by Activision. It is one of the most influential
Western-developed military video games and has reached a global audience (Plagge,
2019). The game is set in a fictional story of geopolitical conflict involving the Middle
East and Eastern Europe. Players take the role of Western military personnel (Schiesel,

2008).

The Middle Eastern campaign of the game is about a fictional Arab country under the
control of a dictator, Khaled Al-Asad. The environmental setup inside the game has
deserted landscapes, ruined cities, armed militants, and constant military conflict. Arab
characters are marked mainly as enemies, civilians in distress, or background figures
within the war-torn environment. The story of the game positions Western forces as

liberators who intervene to restore order in the region and prevent global catastrophe.

This game was selected because it resembles many of the themes discussed in
Orientalism, Neo-Orientalism, and postcolonial game studies, such as the representation
of the Middle East as a violent and unstable region and the marking or labeling of Western

military power as a moral and ethical force for human beings.
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I analyze only the Middle Eastern campaign for this thesis. The Russian campaign was
excluded because it focuses on a different geopolitical and cultural context and it is

outside the scope of Arab representation.

AL DU Y=

ODERN WARFARE

Figure 1. Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare cover art.
Source: Activision (2007)

Figure 1 presents the DVD cover art of Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision,
2007) video game.
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3.2.2 Under Siege

Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) is a third-person action game developed by Afkar Media,
a Syrian game development studio. Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) presents the
Palestinian experience, struggle, and resistance during the Second Intifada. The Second
Intifada (2000-2005), also called the Al-Agsa Intifada, was a Palestinian uprising against
Israeli control of the West Bank and Gaza. According to Phinney (2007), Israel fought
against the PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organization) in Lebanon and managed to defeat
them using strong air power. After surrounding Beirut, Israel chose to lay siege instead
of attacking directly to avoid more casualties. After that, the PLO agreed to leave
Lebanon. Even though Israel won, many people criticized its actions, especially after
civilians were killed in a massacre by Israel’s allies. Later, Israel withdrew from Lebanon.
After this, a new group called Hezbollah formed. Unlike the PLO, Hezbollah used
guerrilla tactics and attacks like suicide bombings, which made it harder for Israel to fight

them. Over time, the conflict drained Israel, and it withdrew from Lebanon in 2000.

Players take on the role of Palestinian characters resisting Israeli military occupation. The
game is political and based on real historical events and locations. In an interview, the

creator of this game stated that more than a million copies have been sold. (Bidoun, 2016)

The game represents Arab characters as protagonists rather than enemies, and the
narrative of the game is about everyday experiences such as resistance, loss, and survival.
Cutscenes include political messages, emotional storytelling, and references to real-world
events. The environmental setup inside the game is similar to Palestinian locations rather

than a fictionalized setup. (Sisler, 2008)

I selected it as a counter-representational video game that challenges the Western
representations of Arabs in video games. It is included so that a comparative analysis
between Call of Duty 4 Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and Under Siege (Dar al-
Fikr, 2005) can be done and to identify the representational differences of Arabs. But both
games follow the usual rules of war games, where characters are divided into heroes and

enemies. This can affect how Arab characters are shown in both games.
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Figure 2. Under Siege cover art.
Source: (Dar al-Fikr, 2005)

Figure 2 presents the DVD cover art of Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) video game.
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3.2.3 Data Collection and Observational Note-Taking

The primary data for this research is full gameplay walkthrough videos and cutscenes
obtained from YouTube. I used gameplay walkthroughs instead of playing the games
directly so that repeated viewing, precise time-stamping, and detailed observational
notetaking can be done. There were practical limitations related to accessing and playing
older games because of their required hardware. As a result, accessing and replaying them
directly was not feasible within the scope of this study. Therefore, publicly available

gameplay recordings provided an alternative source of data.

For Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), I downloaded a complete
gameplay walkthrough from YouTube. I focused only on the Middle Eastern campaign.
I imported the video into the qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti and MAXQDA,
where the video was watched multiple times during the familiarization phase. During this

phase, observational notes were taken.

For Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), data collection was more complex due to the lack
of a full gameplay walkthrough. A video containing the first three missions was
downloaded from YouTube and analyzed. All cutscenes of the video game were collected
from YouTube and imported into the software. This game has 10 cutscenes in total.
Details about the cutscenes and gameplay videos are in the observational notes. Cutscene
5, cutscene 6, and cutscene 7 were excluded from the analysis because I could not find

anything there that is related to the research question of this project.

I took observational notes continuously while watching both games. These notes included
my descriptive observations, reflexive comments, theoretical connections, and

interpretations with real-world geopolitics.
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0:20 = Khaled Al-Asad. Currently the second most powerful man in the Middle East. Word
on the street is he has got the minerals to be top dog down there. Intel’s keeping an eye on

him. (Cutscene Dialpuge)
(13:50 - 18:50)

13:52 = Showing the environment as a war-torn place. Multiple characters are shown
wearing red scarf, covering face and Rifles like the iconic AK-47 in their hands. Main Villain
Khaled Al Asad speaking loudly and angrily in Arabic.

14:55 = Totally a war-torn conflicted area is represented. Soldiers are breaking doors to
enter civilian homes. One soldier is torturing a civilian by the side of the street.

15:08 = Civilians are trying to run away and hide.
15:12 =The environment shows, civilians are being oppressed.

15:19 = A person trying to run away from getting killed. Bullets are flying everywhere near
him.

15:29 = Soldiers are detaining civilians and facing them against the wall. Some are laying
on the street, and guns are pointing towards their body.

15:35 = It seems some civilians are killed.
15:45 = Soldiers are executing civilians. It is a mass execution.
15:53 = Dead bodies are lying on the street side.

16:08 = A civilian is making graffiti and ran away when he was spotted. It indicates this
place has no freedom of speech.

16:28 = A civilian hiding in a trash bin.

16:43 = Another mass execution of civilians.

17:02 = Multiple soldiers spotted wearing red scarf and automatic rifles in their hands.
17:16 = Our noble crusade has begun. (Cutscene Dialguge)

Dialogues = The dialogues in the background tend to emphasize that it is a dictator who is
speaking to his nation in Arabic language. His tone of speaking is aggressive and loud. He is
addressing the nation that their army is strong, and it is time to get rid of the foreign
oppression. Foreign aggression obviously means Western aggression. The final sentence
which has words like crusade indicates a religious factor also present in this game’s
environment setup.

Figure 3. Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare Observational Notes sample.

Figure 3 presents the first page of my observational notes for the Call of Duty 4: Modern
Warfare (Activision, 2007) gameplay walkthrough video.
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Under Siege
Opening Cutscene

Under Siege - Opening Cutscene

The game starts with a real-life shooting event happened in the West Bank of Hebron. The
shooter was Baruch Goldstein, and the victims were Palestinians in their prayer.

0:13 -Religious praying sound coming. Seems like an early maorning prayer.
0:34 - People praying inside a mosque.

0:40 - A person is getting ready with a gun in his hand outside the mosque. During prayer,
Muslim’s kneel and bow down. They are in their most vulnerable moment at that time
because they have no idea whats happening in their back. They are also totally focused on
their praying at that time. The person is probably waiting for that moment to attack.

0:58 - The praying is led by an Imam in white dress.

1:06 - It is exact at that moment when they are going to kneel and bow down, the guy with
the gun attacks. lts an automatic gun. It is going to be a massacre.

Gameplay

Under Siege - Gameplay

2:35-The first mission story is told in Arabic. English text is seen on the screen which gives
the context of the mission. The story is related with real life event.

2:55-The environment setup is inside a mosque. People are dead all over the place. Gun
fire can be heard. Everyone is unarmed and fleeing from bullets.

3:13-The gunman was taken down with bare hands while he was reloading. The mission
ends here.

3:30 - Two ambulances coming with speed at the spot. The ambulances path was blocked
by Israeli Armed Forces. One of the ambulance tries to evade the blocking but the
ambulance is then immediately shot down by the Israeli forces.

4:04 - The story of the second mission is being told. The wounded cannot be carried out to
the hospital because the Israeli Forces surround the mosque.

ambulances can get inside and get the wounded to the hospital and save as many lives as
possible.

Figure 4. Under Siege Observational Notes sample.

Figure 4 presents the first page of my observational notes for the Under Siege (Dar al-

Fikr, 2005) gameplay walkthrough video.
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3.3 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

I used reflexive thematic analysis for this research project. Braun and Clarke (2022) stated
that reflexive thematic analysis is a way to study stories or conversations (interviews or
survey responses) by looking for repeated ideas or patterns, which are called themes.
Instead of just organizing data into themes, a reflective thematic approach interprets the
data and understands it through the researcher’s perspective. The researcher is not seen
as a neutral observer but as someone who shapes the analysis with their ideas. The process
of reflexive thematic analysis starts with the familiarization of the data. The data should
be read over and over again. During this time, the researcher makes notes, documenting
their thoughts about the data. The researcher then begins the coding process. The
researcher looks for patterns, connections, and differences in the data. After coding, the
researcher looks for themes. Themes are deeper meanings and interpretations that emerge
from the data. The themes provide insight into the main ideas of the research. This is
where the researcher’s interpretation and understanding are the most important. The
researcher thinks critically about which codes and patterns stand out the most and fit the
research question. The themes then need to be reviewed, refined, and sometimes changed.
The researcher keeps revisiting the data and the themes, adjusting them as needed to make

sure they accurately reflect the data and answer the research question.

Reflexive thematic analysis gives the researcher the freedom to interpret the data based
on their own perspective, knowledge, and experiences. Furthermore, understanding
culture is not easy, and a researcher needs to look at it from different points of view so

that bias does not affect the overall analysis.

Analysis was conducted in accordance with the six phases of thematic analysis outlined
by Braun and Clarke (2022): familiarization with the data, coding, theme development,

theme review, theme definition and naming, and final write-up.

I chose reflexive thematic analysis because the approach allows for an in-depth, theory-
informed interpretation of complex cultural representations in video games. Also, the
method helps to be thoughtful about how my own perspective and choices shape the

interpretation.
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3.3.1 Familiarization with Data and Coding

According to Braun and Clarke (2022), familiarization means getting to know your data
by reading, re-reading, and noting initial observations. This step is important for having

a good understanding of the overall dataset.

During the familiarization phase, I repeatedly watched gameplay walkthroughs and
cutscenes from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and Under Siege (Dar
al-Fikr, 2005). I made observational and reflexive notes, writing down impressions,
emotional responses, and making theoretical connections by focusing on environments,

character representation, narrative framing, and gameplay mechanics.

Braun and Clarke (2022) describe that coding is the process of identifying and marking

meaningful features of the data that is relevant to the research question.

The initial coding process began during the familiarization phase. Codes were constructed
through interpretative engagement with the data. The primary codes generated from both
video games are: Civilian victimization, Authoritarianism, Religious Framing,
Militarization, Character Intro, Orientalism, Propaganda, Russian Association, Western
Intervention, Mass Execution, Fear Control, Mission Narration, Civilian Resistance,

Civilian Area Militarized, Nuclear Threat, and Civilian Targetting.

Initially, ATLAS.ti was used for coding, memo writing, and time-stamping observations.
However, due to changes in the university’s software license, MAXQDA was used in the
later stage of the coding process. I did not transfer the existing project from ATLAS.ti to
MAXQDA. I re-coded it entirely in MAXQDA. Although this required repeating some
analytical work, it was beneficial for me. Re-coding allowed deeper familiarization with
the data and better clarity in code development. I became familiar with the interface of
MAXQDA software, which later helped me to code the Under Siege video game
efficiently. I used the logbook of the software to add my additional thoughts during the
coding. The use of memos, logbooks, and observational notes is similar to Braun and
Clarke’s recommendation to document reflexive insights throughout the research process

(Braun & Clarke, 2022).
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3.3.2 Theme Development

Braun and Clarke (2022) emphasized grouping codes into broader patterns of shared
meaning, referred to as themes. Themes go beyond surface-level description and
represent interpretative insights. Then, during the reviewing step, it is important to check
whether themes accurately represent the coded data and the dataset as a whole. Themes
may be revised, combined, or discarded. After that, themes should be defined and named.
Braun and Clarke (2022) highlight that themes should tell a coherent and meaningful
story about the data.

I used an inductive approach to develop themes. Braun and Clarke (2022) note that
reflexive thematic analysis can be inductive, deductive, or a combination of both. The
themes in this study were developed by me through analytical engagement with the data,
and the themes are: Environmental Framing, Islamic Representation, Us vs Them, and

Otherness.
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4 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this chapter, I present my findings and connect them to the work of other scholars and

my theoretical framework.

4.1 Environmental Framing

In Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), the game has created an exotic
"Middle Eastern" design by mixing and changing actual cultural and geographical details.
At (36:56), there are palm trees in Russia’s Caucasus region, even though that area is too
cold for such plants. This inaccuracy shows that the developers wanted to create an exotic

environmental setup that has no relevance to real life.

Arabic writing and graffiti appear in regions where the Arabic language is not used
(36:57). Even in Russian areas, enemies speak Arabic, and Islamic prayers play in the

background (32:47).

The environment inside the video game looks like a war-torn place, which indicates the
region as an unstable and conflicted area. There is chaos everywhere on the street. People
are running away and hiding to save their lives. Mass execution of civilians is happening
on the street. The whole environmental design reinforces the stereotypical representation

of Arab regions.

Figure 5. Environmental design in Call of Duty 4. Modern Warfare showing a war-torn urban area,
reinforcing stereotypes of instability in Arab regions. Screenshot from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare
(Activision, 2007), via GamingAbsolute (2016), at 13:58.
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The game also uses red scarves, AK-47 graffiti, and Arabic calligraphy as symbols to

make the environment exotic. How Arabic calligraphy can work as a thing of exoticness,

can be understood in the 4th theme of the result section.

271

Figure 6. Use of AK-47 graffiti and specific visual symbols in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare to creat
an exotic and violent atmosphere in the game environment. Screenshot from Call of Duty 4. Modern
Warfare (Activision, 2007), via GamingAbsolute (2016), at 36:34.

This representation can be understood through Said's (1978) concept of “Imaginary
Geographies,” where the East is constructed through Western imagination rather than
reality. The game does not focus on illustrating a specific country or culture but instead
produces an exoticized version of the Arab world. This aligns with Al-Rawi’s (2024)
observation that video games often rely on “Arabian Nights” aesthetics, using deserts,

palm trees, and Arabic script as visual elements to indicate cultural difference.

The environmental design supplements this by the continuous presentation of chaos,
destruction, and instability. Streets filled with fleeing civilians, public executions, and
destroyed infrastructure create an image of the Middle East as violent and chaotic. These
visual elements are not isolated but work together to construct what Hall (1997) describes
as a system of representation, where meaning is produced through repeated symbols and
narratives. The repetition of desert landscapes and war-torn cities creates a “Floating
Signifier” of Arab identity, reducing a diverse region into a single, stereotypical image.

A floating signifier is a symbol where meaning is not fixed and the meaning shifts
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depending on context. The use of symbols such as red scarves, AK-47 graffiti, and Arabic
calligraphy reinforces this process. These elements act as quick shortcuts, so players can
immediately tell the environment is “Middle Eastern” without having to understand
complex cultural stuff. However, as both Said (1978) and Hall (1997) argue, such

simplifications are not neutral and are created from Western perspectives.

Figure 7. Environmental design in Under Siege representing the architecture and street layout of the old
city of Hebron. Screenshot from Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), via Woo (2024), at 03:39.

In Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), the game does not construct an exotic or fictionalized
version of the Middle East in the same way Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision,
2007) does. The game presents a localized depiction of Palestinian life, particularly in
areas resembling Hebron Old City. The narrow streets, stone-built houses, and crowded
urban layout reflect real geographical and cultural features rather than a generalized
“Middle Eastern” environmental setup. Religious elements (0:13—-0:58) are presented
naturally, and the call to prayer (the call to prayer means ‘Azaan’ in Arabic) is not used
to create fear but to show the normal daily life of the Muslim people. The use of cultural
clothing items like the keffiyeh scarf (24:43) also avoids dramatization. In Call of Duty
4: Modern Warfare, this item is used as a visual element for something dangerous that
needs to be eliminated. In Under Siege it appears as part of everyday clothing. This
representation explains that the game resists exoticism and attempts to create a realistic
and familiar environment of that region. Here, we can see both games have different
forms of environmental framing, which align with Sisler's (2008) argument that Arab-

developed video games' perspectives are completely different from the Western games.
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4.2 Islamic Representation

One major thing in the game Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) is how
the gameplay links Islamic culture with terrorism. In several parts of the game, enemies
shout in Arabic during fights, and characters like Khaled Al-Asad (antagonist) give loud,
emotional speeches in Arabic. For example, between (13:52) and (18:09), the antagonist
gives a loud speech in Arabic that is translated in the subtitle as a call for holy war, using
words like “noble crusade.” This kind of narrative makes it seem like Islam is naturally
violent. This becomes even clearer at (32:47), when Quran verses are recited loudly as a

speech in the background audio during play. This is a way to make it seem that Islamic

faiths are extreme. The game mixes Islamic elements into the idea of a threat.

Our noble crusadethas bep

N 4 / : % . -

Figure 8. Dialogue in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare using the phrase "noble crusade" to show Islam as
an aggressive religion. Screenshot from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), via
GamingAbsolute (2016), at 17:16.

Cutscenes, like the public executions of civilians at (15:45), (16:43), and (18:23), look
inhuman. These cutscene parts show people in red scarves covering their faces, shouting
religious phrases while killing civilians in the street. This creates a strong and harmful
message that connects Islam with violence. The game is feeding negative stereotypes

about Muslims to players.
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Figure 9. A cutscene in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare showing a public execution, used to link
religious identity with extreme violence. Screenshot from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision,
2007), via GamingAbsolute (2016), at 16:46.

The storyline then hints that Khaled Al-Asad has a nuclear weapon (1:33:58). This
indicates real-world political events that were used to support wars in Arab regions. The
game shows Middle Eastern leader Khaled Al-Asad as an irrational and religiously driven
threat to humankind. The antagonist possesses powerful weapons like nuclear bombs,

which provide justification to eliminate him and his soldiers.

This representation becomes more problematic when religious elements are included in
the moments of violence. The use of Quranic recitations in the background during combat
sequences creates a direct link between Islamic faith and acts of aggression. This aligns
with Mirrlees and Ibaid’s (2021) argument that video games can contribute to

Islamophobic narratives by associating Muslim identity with extremism.

From the perspective of Said (1978), this can be seen as a continuation of Orientalist
discourse, where Islam is portrayed as irrational, dangerous, and fundamentally opposite
to Western norms and values. The game presents Islam as associated with violence. This
is what Hall (2021) calls "inferential racism". Here, meaning is created using subtle hints

and associations, not by directly saying something straightforward.

The scenes of public executions resemble real-world extremist propaganda videos,
creating a visual and emotional connection between in-game events and real-world fears.

The use of masked figures and religious chants constructs a powerful image of the Arab
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world as a site of terror. The involvement of nuclear weapons in the narrative adds another
layer to this representation. By portraying the antagonist as a religiously motivated leader
with access to weapons of mass destruction, the game reinforces the idea of the Middle
East as a global threat. As Sisler (2008) noted, this kind of representation reflects post-
9/11 political discourses, where Islam is seen as a threat and opens the door for Western

intervention to liberate the Arabian women and children from Islamic extremism.

Unlike Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr,
2005) does not associate Islam with violence or extremism. In the opening cutscene
(0:34), Islamic prayer is shown as a peaceful religious practice that is violently interrupted
by an attack based on the real-life event Cave of the Patriarchs massacre. The victims are
clearly unarmed worshippers. There are no instances where Quranic verses or the Arabic
language is used to signal danger or aggression. Instead, violence is directed toward
Muslims rather than originating from them. This reverses the common Islamophobic

narrative seen in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007).

Figure 10. An Arabic banner in Under Siege representing civilian resistance, framing the conflict as
political and military rather than religious. Screenshot from Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), via Woo
(2024), at 34:22.

At (34:22), the white banner with Arabic text ('Down with the brutal Israeli occupation’)
is a representation of civilian resistance towards the occupation forces. The story of the
game does not frame Islam as a motivating force for conflict; instead, the game highlights
political and military oppression as the source of violence. This aligns with the work of
Kuan and Iglesia (2021), who argue that Arab-developed video games use interactive

storytelling that counters stereotypical representations.
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4.3 Us vs Them

Call of Duty: 4 Modern Warfare's (Activision, 2007) narrative and gameplay strongly
support the idea that the Western military is good and their enemies are evil, violent, and
cruel. The players take the role of a Western soldier who is sent to remove threats and
bring peace to the world. The enemies are easy to spot inside the game. They wear red
scarves, red army hats, and masks that cover their faces. This use of color helps players
quickly recognize who to shoot, turning serious questions about war and killing into

simple, black-and-white decisions.

This black-and-white thinking is clearly shown during the mission to find Al-Asad (30:40
— 41:41). All the enemies look the same, so it’s easy to know and understand whom to
kill. On the other hand, civilians are shown as weak and powerless. They are either being
killed (15:35) or running away in fear (15:08, 15:19, 16:28). They don’t fight back or

have any control over their situation. Their only purpose in the story seems to be to give

the Western army a reason to step in and make the military look like heroes.
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Figure 11. An enemy character in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare wearing a red scarf, which helps the
player quickly identify them as a target. Screenshot from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision,
2007), via GamingAbsolute (2016), at 33:18.

In the part from (42:28) to (51:31), the game makes the Western army look even more
justified. Soldiers arrive in helicopters, fight in a city, destroy the enemy, and leave

quickly. At the end, a gaming character says, “All targets destroyed and we are outta here”
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(51:31), which makes the whole mission seem clean and easy. The damage done to the

city or civilians is totally ignored.

The theme of “Us vs Them” is central to the gameplay and narrative structure of Call of
Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007). The player plays as a Western soldier tasked
with eliminating threats and restoring order. This creates a clear moral distinction between
two individual groups, where Western forces are represented as heroes while their
enemies are evil. Character design and gameplay mechanics reinforce this representation.
Enemies are visually marked by red scarves, masks, and uniform clothing, making them
easily identifiable targets. Mukherjee (2017) argues gameplay mechanics themselves can
establish ideological beliefs. These gameplay mechanics affect how players see and act
within the game world. Civilians are portrayed as helpless and powerless. This exists
inside the game to justify the player’s actions. Civilian suffering serves as a narrative to
justify Western intervention. Sisler (2008) stated that video games often portray Western
forces as saviors rescuing helpless populations from oppressive regimes. The destruction
of urban environments and civilian casualties are largely ignored inside the game. This
reflects what Mukherjee (2023) describes as the "ludopolitical" dimension of games,

where political ideologies are deeply rooted within gameplay systems.

The narrative of Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) also strongly creates a clear division
between two groups: Palestinian civilians (the “us™) and Israeli forces (the “them”).
However, unlike Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), where the player
plays with a powerful military force, here the player takes the role of an oppressed civilian

who is resisting the occupation forces.

Palestinian characters are mostly unarmed and equipped with elements such as stones
(29:49), while Israeli forces are heavily armed with guns, tanks, and helicopters (31:23;
Cutscene 9, 0:05). The game creates a clear imbalance between both sides and tries to

create a more realistic geopolitical situation of that place.
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e e
Figure 12. Gameplay in Under Siege showing the player as an unarmed civilian facing heavily armed

military vehicles, representing a clear power imbalance. Screenshot from Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr,
2005), via Woo (2024), at 29:47.

The game also presents each group morally. Israeli forces are shown blocking ambulances
(3:30) and using extreme force against civilians. On the other hand, Palestinian characters
are focused on rescuing the wounded and protecting their community. The mission
objective at (4:50) involves clearing a path so ambulances can reach injured civilians,

positioning the player as a protector of the community.

The “us vs them” structure is therefore reversed compared to the Call of Duty 4: Modern
Warfare (Activision, 2007) narrative. Instead of portraying Western or allied forces as
heroes, the game frames Palestinians as the justified side in the conflict, representing their
struggle for survival and dignity. Mukherjee’s (2017) argument on alternative gameplay
mechanics is that they can challenge dominant ideologies by offering different ways of
interacting with the game world. As Sisler (2008) explained, one of the main goals of the
Arab game developers is that they want the Arab youth to have a sense of pride while

playing as an Arab character.

4.4 Otherness

Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) shows the Arabs as completely
different from the Western characters in terms of culture, morality, and values. The
antagonist, Khaled Al-Asad, is shown in a way that fits common Western stereotypes of
a cruel Middle Eastern leader. He speaks in a loud, angry voice (13:52) and kills people

in public (18:23), making him look like a violent and power-hungry man.
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The game shows the place as full of violence and fear. Soldiers torture people in the streets
(14:55), arrest people (15:29), and kill unarmed civilians in large groups (15:45, 16:43).
Civilians are shown running away or hiding in trash bins (16:28), which makes them look
weak and helpless. At (16:08) a person is making graffiti and instantly runs away when

he is spotted. It shows that this society has no freedom of speech.

At (1:38:21) a nuclear explosion leaves the area completely destroyed. It suggests that
violence and dictatorship are natural in these regions, and all these things lead to the

destruction of this region.

The Arabic language used inside the video game makes the whole environmental setup
more threatening. The hostile characters in this game use this language to shout
aggressively and communicate with each other. The player might identify it as danger
and search for hostile characters to intercept. This adds to the idea that everything about
the Arabs is either bad or dangerous. The Arabic letters used inside the video game are

thrown randomly without understanding the actual meaning behind them, which is a very

ignorant approach by developers.
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Figure 13. Incorrect and random use of Arabic letters used in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare to build a
stereotypical Middle Eastern atmosphere. Screenshot from Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision,
2007), via GamingAbsolute (2016), at 1:22:23.

We can see Arabic words on the green banner on the right. The developers wanted to
name their studio “Infinity Ward” using the Arabic letters. But it is written in a wrong
way, and the letters literally mean “Affinity Word.” It has no meaning. The letters on the
left in a yellow background mean "pharmacy." But they repeated the same word 4 times,
which is very unusual to be used in the Arab region. It is clear that the developers wanted
to create a solid Middle Eastern setup, but they do not have proper knowledge about the
language. Still, they went on with it, which makes the whole process ignorant and

disrespectful towards Arab culture.
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Throughout Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), Arab characters and
societies are portrayed as fundamentally different from Western norms. The antagonist,
Khaled Al-Asad, acts like a violent and unreasonable leader, which strengthens the
stereotypical ideas about cultural bias. The continuous presence of violence, fear, and
authoritarian control creates an image of a society that lacks stability and governance.
Civilians are shown as victims of the regime. This aligns with Said’s (1978) argument

that the East is often presented as inferior and in need of Western intervention.

The use of language contributes to this process more. Arabic is presented as a threatening
and unfamiliar sound, often associated with violence and chaos. The incorrect use of
Arabic text highlights a lack of cultural understanding by the developers. It clearly
suggests that authenticity is less important than maintaining an exotic aesthetic. From the
perspective of Hall (1997), this can be seen as a form of representational power, where
dominant groups control how others are portrayed. By reducing Arab identity to a set of

negative stereotypes, the game reinforces power hierarchies.

In Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), the concept of "otherness" is different than in Call of
Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007). The game positions Israeli occupation forces
as the external and oppressive unit, similar to how Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare
(Activision, 2007) positions the Arabs. Scenes such as the killing of a wounded boy
(31:58), the destruction caused by tanks and helicopters (0:05, Cutscene 9), and the
interrogation of prisoners (0:17, Cutscene 3) portray them as a dominant force that
operates without empathy. These representations create a moral distance between the

player and Israeli forces.
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Figure 14. Interrogation scene in Under Siege to present the military as a dominant force. Screenshot
from Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), via Derek Caelin alt (2013), at 0:25.

At the same time, Palestinians are humanized through emotional and social interactions.
Scenes such as offering water to a prisoner (0:24, Cutscene 8) and protecting medical
units (1:01, Cutscene 9) show ethical behavior even during conflict. This is very different
from the earlier scene where ambulances were attacked (3:30), reinforcing a moral

distinction between the two sides.

5-

Khaled’s 'im\1er voice “l just want to rest, leave me in peace

Figure 15. A prisoner in Under Siege showing the deep suffering and hopelessness of those under
occupation. Screenshot from Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005), via Derek Caelin alt (2013), at 1:01.
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The game also uses symbols and images to show the theme of otherness. The crushing of
a doll by a tank (0:01, Cutscene 8) presents the destruction of innocence, while slogans
like resistance messages (34:22) highlight an identity filled with struggle. These elements
frame Palestinians as a community under a dominant occupation force, while Israeli

forces are constructed as the external “other” responsible for that condition.

Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) offers a more nuanced representation of Arab identity.
Characters are portrayed as individuals with emotions, motivations, and relationships.
The narrative focuses on everyday experiences, such as family, community, and survival,
rather than abstract political conflicts. The inclusion of cultural symbols, such as the
keffiyeh, is also handled differently. Rather than serving as markers of terrorism, these
symbols are presented as expressions of identity and resistance. As Babar & Ahmad
(2021) noted, featuring real battles inside the game instead of fictional ones creates a
strong representation of real and historical timelines. The death of Arab fighters as
martyrs adds cultural and religious values inside the game. This way, Arab cultures are

not shown in a simple stereotypical way but as a complex entity.
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5 CONCLUSION

The comparison between Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) and Under
Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) shows significant differences in how Arab cultures are
represented in video games. These differences can be understood in terms of power and
perspective. Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007) has a tendency to create
Orientalist and postcolonial narratives, presenting the Middle East as a site of conflict,
danger, and instability. This representation is shaped by broader cultural and political

discourses, including the “War on Terror” that started after the 9/11 incident.

On the other hand, Arab-developed games offer alternative perspectives that challenge
Western narratives. By focusing on local experiences and historical events, these games
provide a more complex representation of Arab identity. This is the concept of counter-
representation, where marginalized groups create their own narratives to resist dominant
forms of representation. As Mukherjee (2017) suggests, the structure of video games
themselves can either reinforce or challenge existing power dynamics. While Western
games often include colonial ideologies within their gameplay mechanics, games like
Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr, 2005) show the potential for alternative forms of storytelling
and gameplay.

This research project also highlights the importance of counter-representational games,
which can challenge dominant Western narratives and provide alternative perspectives
grounded in local experiences. This also raises questions about Arab-developed games
themselves on how different political, cultural, or regional perspectives may influence

representation.

I believe video games are powerful tools for storytelling. It is important that developers
stop spreading harmful stereotypes and start showing different cultures more fairly. For
many players in the West, video games may be the only way they see Arab people. If the
representation is always violent, it can lead to harmful beliefs towards Arab countries and
the people living in the Arab region. There should be morality and ethics associated with
developing video games so that certain communities do not feel as marginalized and the
video games can have a culturally balanced representation. The Under Siege (Dar al-Fikr,
2005) video game also represents Arabs involved in war similar to Call of Duty 4: Modern
Warfare (Activision, 2007), but the key difference here is that Arabs are fighting to get

rid of the occupiers from their motherland. Here they are acting as freedom fighters, but
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in Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Activision, 2007), Arabs are shown as dictators, and
they are oppressing their own people. The difference in morality between both games is
huge. I feel that one way to significantly reduce the risk of Arab cultural misrepresentation
is to create diversity in Western game-developing companies. The developer teams
should include people from other cultural backgrounds. This will reduce Western cultural
influence while developing video games. When creating games about a certain country,
the developing team must include representatives from that country. This way, cultural
misrepresentation will not happen. Game studios can also consult with researchers and

academics before writing a storyline.

This study has several limitations. First, the use of recorded gameplay footage instead of
direct gameplay may have restricted the depth of interaction with the material. Second,
due to the time constraints of completing the thesis, the analysis was not able to fully

explore all possible interpretations in greater depth.

Future research can expand by analyzing a larger number of games across different genres
and time periods. Also, I personally think studies focusing on player reception can provide

insight into how biased representations are interpreted by audiences.
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