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Political Discourse in Naji al-Ali’s Cartoons: The Ontology of the Image and the Dialectics of Discourse
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Abstract

Naji al-Ali succeeded in abstracting reality through the construction of an ontological visual discourse in which the icon intersects with
linguistic structure to shape a critical orientation that transcends the limits of political possibility. Al-Ali created a discursive space
through which he sought to redistribute power and meaning within a reality dominated by purely political mechanisms. Through his
caricatures, he animated a comprehensive system of characters and symbols that challenged the restricted ceiling of freedoms—those
often deemed beyond critique. In this way, the caricature moves from being a mere image to an open semiotic text, one that
accommodates multiple readings shaped by the collective’s cultural and epistemic backgrounds. Thus, caricature performs its intended
function: charging collective consciousness with mechanisms of symbolic provocation and resistant discourse. Al-Ali was fully aware of
the impact of caricature and its influence on Palestinian and Arab public opinion alike. This awareness emerged within discursive and
semiotic contexts that he employed in a scene where word and image converge. In this convergence lies a philosophical formulation of
political reality, where linguistic expression intersects with visual signification. Such interplay intensifies meanings that expose
contradictions, strip away hegemonic authority, and lay bare its ideology, while simultaneously summoning the collective imagination
toward interpretive action. Caricature, therefore, necessitates a dialectical discourse within dynamic frameworks aimed at reshaping the
relationship between self and other.
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