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Introduction: This study aims to explore the deep semantic layers of Ahmad
Dohbour’s poem “Hikayat al-Walad al-FilistinT” (The Story of the Palestinian Child)
using Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotic theory. According to Peirce, every sign has
three interrelated components including the representamen (the sign’s perceptible
form), the object (the sign’s referent), and the interpretant (the sign’s implicit
meaning and discursive function). In this research, title, authorial self-reference,
time, space, aesthetics, and intertextuality were identified as six primary semiotic
domains, and the signs within each domain were classified as iconic (resemblance-
based), indexical (causal or existential link), or symbolic (conventional).

Dohbour’s poem, employing a richly narrative and metaphorical language, presents
a composite image of both the innocence and the wounds of the Palestinian
generation. From the outset, the title “Hikayah” (tale) signals a tripartite structure
with beginning, middle, and end, while the word “Walad” (child) foregrounds purity
and hope. This lexical pairing immediately invites readers to reflect on the
relationship between the child and the homeland. Furthermore, Dohbour’s own
childhood experiences in displacement camps are reflexively mirrored in lines such
as “I am the child who gazes upon the plains of straw and clay”, evoking both
historical trauma and an unbreakable bond with the land.

The significance of this study lies in its application of Peircean semiotics to uncover
the poem’s foundational layers of resistance discourse. Whereas traditional literary
criticism often concentrates on formal and rhetorical structures, the semiotic
approach delves into the implicit connotations and socio-historical functions of its
signs. Thus, analyzing the poem through the lenses of representamen, object, and
interpretant not only yields a more nuanced understanding of its metaphors and
rhetorical figures but also elucidates how a discourse of resistance and hope emerges
amid suffering and exile. This theoretical and methodological framework underpins
the detailed findings that follow.
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Methodology: This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach and proceeds in
four stages. First, signs are identified across six semiotic domains including title,
authorial self-reference, time, space, aesthetics, and intertextuality. Second, each
sign is classified as iconic, indexical, or symbolic and mapped onto Peirce’s three
components of signhood, namely representamen, object, and interpretant. Third, a
layer-by-layer analysis is conducted at each of those three levels to uncover the
sign’s form, referent, and discursive function. Finally, the interrelations among all
the domains are examined to reconstruct how these signs collectively articulate a
discourse of resistance.

Results and discussion: The results of this study reveal that all the semiotic
elements in Ahmad Dohbour’s poem “Hikayat al-Walad al-Filastini” collectively
serve the discourse of resistance. Through the lens of Charles Peirce’s semiotic
theory, six key semiotic domains, namely title, authorship, time, space, aesthetics,
and intertextuality, were identified, and each related sign was categorized as iconic,
indexical, or symbolic. These signs were then analyzed through the triadic model of
representamen, object, and interpretant. In the domain of title and authorship, the
word “hikaya” (story) suggests a narrative structure comprising a beginning, middle,
and an end, while “al-walad” (the child) evokes innocence and hope for the future.
Dohbour’s own childhood experiences in refugee camps further function as self-
referential signs that highlight the inseparable bond between individual identity and
homeland.

Temporal and spatial codes such as “bard al-layl” (the cold of night) and “ramda”
(the scorching heat) serve as indexical signs of political oppression and forced
displacement, whereas “naharna al-‘Arabi” (our Arab day) symbolizes regional
unity and future aspirations. Aesthetically, iconic metaphors such as “qataltu al-
ward” (I killed the rose) highlight the tension between violence and tenderness,
while symbolic expressions like “lahm al-ra‘d” (flesh of thunder) embody strength
and willpower. Indexes such as “dust” and “insomnia” reflect historical fatigue and
disorientation. Intertextual references to pre-Islamic poetry (e.g., Amr ibn Kulthiim)
and Qur’anic verses (e.g., “Was not the earth of God spacious enough...””) construct
a multilayered dialogue that enriches the cultural and religious dimensions of the
resistance discourse.

In sum, the semiotic framework of Peirce enables a deeper understanding of how
linguistic and symbolic strategies function in constructing a collective identity and a
vision of hope within a context of displacement, trauma, and struggle.

Conclusion: This study demonstrated how Charles Peirce’s semiotic theory offers a
nuanced and layered approach to analyzing the resistance discourse in Ahmad
Dohbour’s poem “Hikayat al-Walad al-FilastinT”. By identifying and classifying the
poem’s signs into six semiotic domains, including title, authorship, time, space,
aesthetics, and intertextuality, and examining them through Peirce’s triadic model of
representamen, object, and interpretant, the analysis uncovered the deep
interconnection between linguistic form, cultural memory, and political meaning.
The findings suggest that the poem does not merely recount the suffering of a
displaced Palestinian child; rather, it constructs a rich symbolic landscape where
innocence, trauma, and hope coexist. Each sign, whether iconic, indexical, or
symbolic, contributes to a cohesive discourse that transcends personal narrative and
speaks to a collective historical experience. The use of self-referential language,
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metaphor, and intertextual references functions not only as literary technique but
also as a vehicle for transmitting shared cultural and ideological values.

It is also shown that Peircean semiotics goes beyond traditional rhetorical or stylistic
analysis by illuminating how meaning emerges through the dynamic interaction of
signs within historical and social contexts. This method allows for a deeper
engagement with the implicit dimensions of resistance literature, especially in texts
that widely use metaphor, cultural symbols, and intertextual resonance. Practically,
this framework can serve as a valuable model for analyzing other forms of resistance
literature, particularly those rooted in exile, identity, and diasporic narratives. Future
research might expand the scope by applying this model to a broader range of texts
or by integrating semiotic analysis with reception studies to better understand how
such texts impact readers’ collective consciousness and cultural identity formation.
Ultimately, this study confirms the power of semiotics as a critical tool in decoding
the multilayered messages of resistance literature.

Keywords: Semiotics, Elements of resistance, Ahmad Dohbour, the poem "Hikayat
al-Walad al-Filastini", Peirce’s theory.
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