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UNDERSTANDING PALESTINE THROUGH THE EYES OF
JOE SACCO: A MASTERWORK OF GRAPHIC
JOURNALISM

In the landscape of modern non-fiction, few works have managed
to capture the complexity, humanity, and raw reality of a conflict
as  powerfully  as  Joe  Sacco’s  "Palestine."  Published  in  its
collected  form  in  2001,  this  groundbreaking  graphic  novel
shattered conventions of both comics and journalism. For readers
seeking a visceral, deeply researched, and emotionally resonant
account of life in the occupied territories, Palestine Joe Sacco
remains an essential touchstone. The book does not simply report
facts;  it  immerses  readers  in  the  daily  lives,  struggles,  and
resilience  of  Palestinians  under  occupation.  By  blending
meticulous reportage with the visual  storytelling of comic art,
Sacco created a work that is at once a historical document, a
political critique, and a deeply human portrait.
This  article  explores  the  significance  of  Joe  Sacco’s  “Palestine,”
examining its creation, its narrative approach, its impact on the
genre of graphic journalism, and why it continues to be a vital
resource for understanding the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. We will
also  discuss  how  Sacco’s  work  challenges  traditional  media
narratives  and  offers  a  unique  perspective  on  empathy,
occupation,  and  the  role  of  the  journalist.

The Genesis of a Graphic
Journalist: How Joe Sacco
Came to Palestine
Joe  Sacco’s  journey  to  becoming  the  father  of  the  graphic
journalism genre began not in the Middle East, but in the pages
of alternative comics. After studying journalism at the University
of Oregon, Sacco felt a growing frustration with the limitations of
conventional  reporting.  He believed that  text  alone could not
convey  the  texture  of  everyday  life  in  conflict  zones—the
silences, the glances, the oppressive atmosphere of checkpoints
and refugee camps. His earlier works, like “Yugoslavia: A War
Report” (later expanded into “Safe Area Goražde”), demonstrated
his ability to weave personal stories with geopolitical analysis.
In the early 1990s, Sacco spent two months in the occupied West
Bank and Gaza Strip. He traveled from Jerusalem to Nablus, from
Ramallah to Gaza City, interviewing Palestinians from all walks of
life: children throwing stones, elderly farmers, political prisoners,
teachers, and refugees. He also spoke with Jewish settlers and
Israeli  soldiers,  though the book’s primary lens is  that of  the
Palestinians. The result of this trip was a series of comic strips
first  published  in  the  alternative  press,  later  compiled  into  the
epic “Palestine” (Fantagraphics Books, 2001). The work won the
American Book Award and was hailed as a masterpiece of the
form.

The Art of Seeing: Sacco’s
Visual Language in
“Palestine”
What makes Palestine Joe Sacco  so  distinctive  is  its  visual
storytelling.  Sacco draws in  a dense,  detailed black-and-white
style reminiscent of woodcut illustrations. Every panel is packed
with information: the rubble of bombed buildings, the barbed wire
of  checkpoints,  the crowded alleyways of  refugee camps,  the
weary faces of people waiting in endless lines. His use of close-
ups  forces  intimacy with  his  subjects,  while  wide-angle  shots
show the scale of dispossession.
Perhaps  most  powerful  is  Sacco’s  depict ion  of  the
intangibles—fear,  boredom,  humiliation,  and  defiance.  In  one
famous sequence, he illustrates the act of waiting at an Israeli
checkpoint,  stretchin  it  over  several  pages  to  mimic  the
oppressive  duration  of  the  real  experience.  By  slowing  down
time,  Sacco  makes  the  reader  feel  the  monotony  and
powerlessness. This technique is emblematic of his entire project:
making  the  invisible  visible,  giving  form to  the  psychological
weight of occupation.
Sacco also includes himself in the narrative as a character, often
with a bewildered expression, his glasses and notebook in hand.
This self-deprecating presence reminds the reader that this is a
constructed  account,  filtered  through  an  outsider’s  perspective.
Yet he does not hide his own biases or emotional reactions. The
result is a work that is subjective but transparent, honest about
its own limits.

Beyond Headlines: Human
Stories from the Occupied
Territories
The genius of “Palestine”  lies not in political analysis but in
human  stories.  Sacco  does  not  pretend  to  offer  a  solution  or  a
balanced overview. Instead, he lets his interviewees speak for
themselves. We meet a young boy who dreams of becoming a
doctor but whose education is interrupted by curfews. We meet a
woman whose home was demolished by the Israeli army, leaving
her family in a tent. We hear from former prisoners who describe
torture and humiliation in detention centers.
One of the book's most haunting chapters follows a man named
Abu Hisham, who recounts the loss of his house and land in 1948,
the  Nakba.  Sacco’s  drawings  show the  slow destruction  of  a
village,  the  flight  of  families,  and  the  eventual  establishment  of
Israeli  settlements  on  the  ruins.  Through  these  individual
testimonies, the broader tragedy of Palestinian history comes into
focus.
Importantly,  Sacco  does  not  shy  away  from  the  violence
committed by Palestinians. He includes interviews with militants
and veterans of the first Intifada, showing the cycle of retaliation
and  anger.  But  the  overarching  message  is  one  of  systemic
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violence—the structural violence of occupation that dehumanizes
both the occupier and the occupied.

Challenging Mainstream
Narratives: The Unbalanced
Report
Upon its release, “Palestine” received both praise and criticism.
Some  accused  Sacco  of  being  one-sided,  of  ignoring  Israeli
suffering. Sacco has responded that he never claimed to write the
definitive history of the conflict. He set out to document what he
saw  and  heard,  and  what  he  saw  was  a  population  under
occupation, with limited rights and constant exposure to state
violence. He argues that mainstream Western media often gives
disproportionate voice to Israeli government perspectives, so his
choice to foreground Palestinian voices is a corrective, not a bias.
In the years since, Sacco’s work has been recognized as a vital
counter-narrative.  For readers accustomed to news footage of
stone-throwing teenagers or politicians in suits, Palestine Joe
Sacco  offers  a  granular  view  of  daily  life:  the  difficulties  of
obtaining permits, the sound of drones overhead, the humiliation
of being strip-searched at checkpoints. It humanizes the statistic
“occupation” and gives it a face and a name.

The Legacy of “Palestine”
in Graphic Journalism and
Beyond
Joe  Sacco’s  influence  on  graphic  journalism  is  immeasurable.
“Palestine”  inspired a generation of artists and journalists to
combine  art  and  reportage.  Works  like  Marjane  Satrapi’s
“Persepolis,”  Guy  Delisle’s  “Pyongyang,”  and  Sarah  Glidden’s
“How to Understand Israel in 60 Minutes or Less” owe a debt to
Sacco’s pioneering approach. His method of embedding himself
in  a  conflict  zone,  of  drawing  from  life  and  interviews,  and  of
structuring  the  narrative  like  a  comic  strip  shows  how  the
medium can transcend entertainment to become a serious form
of documentary.
Beyond journalism, the book has been taught in college courses
on  Middle  East  studies,  visual  communication,  and  political
science.  It  has  been  translated  into  many  languages  and
continues  to  sell  steadily,  finding  new  readers  with  each
generation.  The  enduring  relevance  of  the  Israeli-Palestinian
conflict ensures that “Palestine” remains not a historical artifact
but a living text, still speaking to current realities.

Why “Palestine” Matters
Today: Occupation,
Empathy, and the Role of
the Artist
In a time when images of Gaza flood social media, one might ask:
Why read a comic book from 2001? The answer lies in the depth

of  Sacco’s  engagement.  Unlike  a  30-second  video  clip,
“Palestine” requires time. To read it is to sit with discomfort, to
allow the stories to sink in. Sacco’s drawings do not blur together;
each panel is deliberate, each face distinct. The book forces a
slowing down, a deeper processing than scrolling through news
feeds allows.
Moreover, Sacco’s work reminds us of the power of the artist as
witness. In an era of disinformation and increasingly polarized
media,  his  commitment to being present,  to listening,  and to
drawing  what  he  saw  offers  an  antidote  to  abstraction.  The
occupation  is  not  a  talking  point;  it  is  a  lived  experience.
Palestine Joe Sacco invites readers to share that experience,
however painfully. It is an act of empathy that transcends politics.

Criticisms and
Counterpoints:
Acknowledging the
Limitations
No work is beyond critique. Some scholars have noted that Sacco,
as a white Western male, inevitably brings an outsider’s gaze. His
depiction  of  Palestinians,  while  sympathetic,  risks  exoticizing
their suffering or reinforcing the “victim” narrative. Others argue
that the graphic novel format, with its need for dramatic imagery,
sometimes  oversimplifies  complex  geopolitical  realities.  Sacco
himself has acknowledged these limitations, but he insists that
his goal was never to be objective in a clinical sense—only to be
honest about his perspective and his subjects.
Additionally,  since the book’s publication, the situation on the
ground has changed dramatically: the expansion of settlements,
the building of  the separation barrier,  the rise of  Hamas, the
repeated wars in Gaza. A reader coming to “Palestine” today
should  understand  that  it  captures  a  specific  moment  in  time
(1991-1992).  Yet,  many  of  the  core  dynamics—military
occupation,  land  confiscation,  checkpoint  harassment,  economic
strangulation—remain  painfully  familiar,  making  the  book  still
shockingly contemporary.

Conclusion: A Graphic
Testament to the Human
Cost of Conflict
Joe  Sacco’s  “Palestine”  is  more  than a  comic  book;  it  is  a
testament to the power of art to bear witness. In its pages, the
reader  encounters  not  abstract  arguments  but  real  people:
hungry,  scared, angry,  hopeful,  exhausted, resilient.  The book
does not provide easy answers, nor does it pretend to solve the
conflict.  Instead,  it  offers  something  perhaps  more  valuable:  a
deeper understanding of the human cost of occupation, and a
reminder that behind every political headline lies a human being.
For anyone seeking to comprehend the Palestinian experience, or
to understand how graphic journalism can illuminate the darkest
corners  of  our  world,  Palestine  Joe  Sacco  remains  an
indispensable, enduring work. It is a call to look, to listen, and to
never turn away.


