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1. Introduction

Cartoons, as a form of humorous visual art, are designed to critique social, political, and cultural
issues while engaging audiences in reflective thought. Following the global outbreak of COVID-19,
cartoonists worldwide, including those in the Arab world, turned their attention to themes related to
the pandemic, quarantine, and health protocols. The defining characteristic of cartoons lies in their
deviation from the norm, transforming individuals, behaviors, or phenomena into exaggerated,
humorous, and thought-provoking representations. This study focuses on analyzing Arabic COVID-
19 cartoons through the lens of Ivan Fonagy’s theory of humor, specifically his concept of deviation
from the norm. Fonagy’s framework provides a robust theoretical foundation for dissecting the
humorous mechanisms employed in these cartoons. By employing a descriptive-analytical approach,
this research examines how Arabic cartoonists creatively utilized techniques such as short-circuiting,
grotesque, destruction of assumption, strangeness of imagery, anthropomorphism, and
personification to address the COVID-19 crisis. The study aims to uncover the dominant humorous
techniques and their interplay, highlighting how these cartoons reflect the pandemic’s societal impact
in a unique and engaging manner.

2. A brief note of previous works

Ivan Fonagy’s theory of humor has been explored in various studies, particularly in Persian literary
scholarship. In Iran, scholars like Mahdokht Pourkhaleghi have introduced Fonagy’s framework,
applying it to humorous texts. For instance, a study by Pourkhaleghi et al. (2017) analyzed the humor
techniques of Farhad Hassanzadeh, emphasizing short-circuiting and destruction of assumption as
dominant methods. Another study (2019) examined the works of Sharam Shafiei and Saeed Hashemi,
noting Shafiei’s adept use of deviation from the norm and Hashemi’s skill in contrasting surface and
deep structures. Additionally, a 2019 study on children’s and young adult literature identified short-
circuiting, destruction of assumption, and personification as effective techniques for humorous
storytelling. A 2020 article further explored destruction of assumption in contemporary children’s
stories, citing Shafiei’s works as exemplary.

Research on COVID-19-related humor, including cartoons, is limited but growing. Ameli et al.
(2020) analyzed Western cartoons about China’s role in the pandemic, categorizing them into themes
of “the inferior other” and “the power-hungry other.” Habibi et al. (2021) studied multimodal
metaphors in COVID-19 cartoons from Al-Youm Al-Sabea, finding that 42% of metaphors focused
on health-related themes to reinforce messages. Tawoli et al. (2021) explored COVID-19 humor
through the lens of general verbal humor theory, noting political, religious, and gender-related
themes. Mukhtari and Bahar (2021) examined Iranian virtual humor during the pandemic, linking it
to societal anxieties and historical grievances. Mashouf and Karami (2022) analyzed COVID-19
jokes on social media platforms, identifying political, economic, familial, and health-related themes.
In Arabic scholarship, a 2021 book, Analysis of Satirical Discourse During COVID-19, explored

satirical media responses to the pandemic. Ouda and Mays (2021) analyzed visual rhetoric in
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COVID-19 cartoons, while Annanzeh (2022) examined persuasion techniques in Jordanian cartoons.
Despite these efforts, no study has specifically applied Fonagy’s theory to Arabic COVID-19
cartoons, making this research a pioneering contribution to the field.

3. Theoretical framework

Ivan Fonagy (1920-2005), a Hungarian linguist and psychologist, developed a comprehensive theory

of humor that categorizes humorous techniques into deviation from the norm and wordplay. This
study focuses exclusively on deviation from the norm, as wordplay is less prevalent in Arabic
COVID-19 cartoons. Fonagy’s deviation techniques include short-circuiting, grotesque, destruction

of assumption, strangeness of imagery, anthropomorphism, and personification. Short-circuiting
involves the cartoonist inserting themselves into the narrative, reducing the distance between the
creator, audience, and text. Grotesque combines incongruous elements, such as horror and humor,
creating a disorienting yet humorous effect. Destruction of assumption subverts audience
expectations, surprising them with unexpected outcomes or dialogue. Strangeness of imagery
employs creative and unfamiliar visuals to evoke delight and surprise. Anthropomorphism attributes
human traits to non-human entities, while personification imbues inanimate objects with life-like
qualities. Fonagy’s framework is particularly suitable for analyzing cartoons, as it encompasses both
verbal and non-verbal humor, providing a systematic approach to understanding how cartoonists craft
humor to engage and provoke thought.

4. Research methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach to examine Arabic COVID-19 cartoons based on
Fonagy’s theory. The research questions are: (1) Which deviation-from-the-norm techniques are most
prevalent in Arabic COVID-19 cartoons? (2) How do these techniques interact to enhance the
cartoons’ humorous impact? The corpus consists of a selection of Arabic cartoons published during

the COVID-19 pandemic, sourced from various Arab media outlets. These cartoons were analyzed
qualitatively to identify the presence and interplay of Fonagy’s deviation techniques. Each cartoon
was evaluated for its use of short-circuiting, grotesque, destruction of assumption, strangeness of
imagery, anthropomorphism, and personification. The analysis involved close examination of both
visual and textual elements to determine how these techniques contribute to the overall humorous
effect and social commentary. The study also considered the cultural and contextual factors
influencing the cartoons’ themes, such as quarantine measures, health protocols, and societal
responses to the pandemic.

5. Conclusion

The analysis reveals that short-circuiting, grotesque, destruction of assumption, strangeness of imagery,
anthropomorphism, and personification are the most frequently used deviation techniques in Arabic
COVID-19 cartoons. Short-circuiting reduces the gap between the real and fictional worlds, drawing
audiences into the cartoon’s narrative. Grotesque creates a compelling blend of humor and horror,

reflecting the pandemic’s dual nature as both frightening and absurd. Destruction of assumption surprises
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audiences by subverting their expectations, often through clever dialogue or unexpected visual twists.
Strangeness of imagery captivates viewers with creative and unconventional visuals, while
anthropomorphism and personification humanize abstract concepts like the virus or sanitizers, fostering
emotional connections with the audience. The interplay of these techniques is highly dynamic, with many
cartoons combining multiple strategies to amplify their impact. For instance, a single cartoon may use
short-circuiting to engage the audience, grotesque to evoke unease, and destruction of assumption to
surprise, creating a layered humorous effect. Arab cartoonists demonstrate a deep understanding of their
audience’s sensibilities, skillfully blending text and imagery to reflect the pandemic’s societal toll while
encouraging reflection and laughter. This study underscores the versatility of Fonagy’s theory in
analyzing visual humor and highlights the unique contributions of Arabic COVID-19 cartoons to global

pandemic discourse.
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