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gyptian puppeteer Esraa 
el-Sawy said she is look-
ing to launch a psychi-
atric revolution in Egypt 
through the power of 

puppetry. Or, at least through the 
power of one specific puppet, Al-
Khala Wedad — Aunt Wedad.

Al-Khala Wedad is a marionette 
that looks like a kindly old woman. 
The puppet is the star of a modest 
YouTube channel called Hakawy 
al-Khala Wedad (The Tales of Aunt 
Wedad) through which Sawy, 28, 
promotes mental health by telling 
stories about everyday problems 
and issues.

“The idea came to me about one 
year ago when I worked as a human 
development trainer. I did not real-
ly like my job and I prayed to God to 
help me find a new idea and he an-
swered my prayers and inspired me 
with Al-Khala Wedad,” Sawy said.

Al-Khala Wedad, bespectacled 
and wearing a conservative but 

fashionable hijab, was envisioned 
as a cartoon before Sawy hit on the 
idea of turning the idea into a pup-
pet.

“Afterward, I got to know an art-
ist named Youhana Habashy, who 
produces puppets. I gave him the 
design of Al-Khala Wedad that I 
made to look like me but older and 
he made me the puppet in no time,” 
she said.

The Al-Khala Wedad puppet 
looks like the archetype of a wise 
Egyptian auntie and that is pre-
cisely the image Sawy would like to 
promote. In a country where men-
tal health can be viewed by some 
as a taboo subject, Al-Khala Wedad 
represents a bold creation.

“I am trying to offer my view-
ers counselling and psychotherapy 
through Al-Khala Wedad,” Sawy 
said. “Listening to a puppet is much 
more comfortable for some people 
than listening to a therapist.”

“I am currently studying a grad-
uate preliminary year in mental 
health at an Egyptian university 
and I am planning for Al-Khala 
Wedad to be the subject of the the-
sis of my master’s degree” she said.

Al-Khala Wedad’s YouTube chan-
nel has had moderate success, with 
videos averaging a few hundred 
hits but the puppet has found more 
mainstream success on Egyptian 
television, including interviews on 
national and privately owned chan-
nels to discuss mental health.

Al-Khala Wedad also makes ap-

pearances at workshops in training 
and cultural centres in the Egyptian 
province of Sohag where Sawy lives 
with her husband. “I participate in 
workshops through which Al-Khala 
Wedad appears for 15 minutes then 
I myself continue the rest of the 
session, Sawy said.

“The workshops are quite suc-
cessful. The audience’s turnout is 

usually high and there is typically 
very positive response to the pup-
pet,” Khaled Ismail, head of the 
state-run Sohag cultural centre 
said.

Sawy’s project is the first in the 
Arab world to bring puppetry and 
therapy together.

“I secured patent rights on the 
puppets and on my show last year 

from the Egyptian Ministry of 
Culture to protect my intellectual 
property,” Sawy said.

Even though Sawy uses a pup-
pet to deliver her points, she said 
that the idea was not just to address 
children but adults, as well. “Adults 
need to be psychologically sound 
for their children to be stable,” 
Sawy said.

“When I address children, I do so 
through Al-Khala Wedad’s grand-
daughter, a puppet named Kokky,” 
she added.

In the shows, Al-Khala Wedad of-
fers tips on how to lead a fruitful 
life and how to deal with common 
problems, whether it is dealing 
with teenagers or extremism.

“I derive the subjects of my 
shows from real life stories and 
experiences and the psychologi-
cal problems people usually suffer 
from,” Sawy said.

“Thank you for your videos. I 
benefited a lot from your show,” 
one viewer said in a comment on an 
episode of Hakawy al-Khala Wedad.

Sawy said she hopes her YouTube 
show can turn into a TV programme 
to reach the largest number of peo-
ple, especially those who do not 
use the internet.

“As long as you truly believe in 
your idea, God will open the doors 
of success for you that you have 
never imagined,” she said.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.
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Al-Khala Wedad was 
envisioned as a cartoon 
before Sawy hit on the 
idea of turning it into a 
puppet.

Bold creation. Al-Khala Wedad with the puppet’s creator Esraa
el-Sawy.                                                                             (Courtesy of Esraa el-Sawy)
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amadan is traditionally 
peak season for television 
viewing across the Arab 
world with stations offer-
ing a large variety of new 

productions, mainly comedies and 
romantic series. This year, however, 
large audiences are hooked on a no-
easy-viewing drama — “Al Ghara-
beeb Al Soud” (“Black Crows”), de-
picting the life of women under the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Based on accounts of ISIS survi-
vors, the 30-episode programme on 
Saudi-owned Middle East Broad-
casting Centre (MBC) has been 
hailed as an attempt to hit back at 
terrorists’ networks that have honed 
propaganda skills and media out-
reach to spread ISIS’s deadly agenda 
and to entice the gullible into their 
ranks.

“The series does a wonderful job 
of revealing life inside ISIS recruit-
ment camps and the ways the radi-
cal organisation follows in bringing 
in recruits from all corners of the 
world,” said Egyptian cinema critic 
Tarek el-Shenawy.

“In doing this, it shows view-
ers the realities of such extremist 
groups, which eventually scares 
viewers away from these groups. It 
is so convincing that some of the he-
roes and heroines of the series were 
threatened by ISIS.”

In Iraq, where ISIS is fighting to 
keep its last main stronghold of Mo-
sul, the series sparked controversy, 
including accusations that it de-
famed Sunni Muslims and encour-
aged people to turn to secularism.

“The series distorts the image of 
Islam. It draws people away from 
religion. I believe there is a blunt 
attempt to promote liberalism and 

secularism in Arab societies,” ar-
gued translator Walid Khaled.

Government employee Omar Mo-
hamad criticised the series for de-
picting Muslim women as a “cheap 
commodity” consumed by greedy 
extremists.

“Showing this series is an insult to 
Sunni Muslims as it defames a par-
ticular sect that is accused of sup-
porting the ideology of this criminal 
group who has no relation whatso-
ever with Islamic religion,” Moham-
ad said, adding that he and his fam-
ily have stopped watching the show.

The series, which started on May 
28, coinciding with the beginning 
of Ramadan, was expected to elicit 
strong and visceral reactions from 
audiences but MBC Group TV Direc-
tor Ali Jaber said “it was not meant 
to be that hard-hitting and contro-
versial.”

“MBC as a media organisation 
wants to stay relevant to the con-
versation in the societies where 
our audiences are,” he said. “There 
is no point in burying our heads in 
the sand while this conversation is 

happening in every country, every 
home.”

“MBC represents the voice of 
moderation in the region,” Jaber 
added. “We need to tackle this issue 
in the way we believe in — with a bet-
ter message, more progressive and 
compelling. ISIS is not just a terror-
ist organisation. There is a narrative 
and an ideology behind it. The only 
way to counter this was by putting 
out our own narrative and exposing 
ISIS for the evil it represents.”

Jaber said it took two years of 
planning and hard work to prepare 
the series, which was filmed in Leb-
anon, Egypt and Saudi Arabia with 
three prominent directors involved 
and some of the top actors from the 
region in featured roles.

This is not the first time MBC has 
addressed the rise of extremism in 
its productions. The Saudi satirical 
show “Selfie,” which was popular 
during Ramadan for several years, 
used dark humour to mock the 
militant group in sketches featuring 
characters played by Saudi come-
dian Nasser al-Qasabi. He and MBC 

received death threats from ISIS be-
cause of the skits.

“Black Crows” actors have not 
been spared from ISIS’s wrath, ei-
ther.

“We have all received threats, 
which we take seriously,” said Syrian 
actor Ahmad al-Ahmad who plays 
ISIS Emir Abu Talhat al Yakouti. 
“The whole region is in danger. The 
existence of human being is threat-
ened by such extremists and we are 
part of this place and this region.”

“We had to do something about it. 
That is why our objective as actors 
is to convey a message through our 
work. Drama is sometimes a tool to 
confront danger, just like the weap-
on in the combat field. The series 
shows that ISIS champions system-
atic terrorism that is annihilating 
and destroying the whole region,” 
Ahmad said in a telephone inter-
view.

Although he played down the ef-
fect of the programme in shifting 
deep-rooted beliefs, Ahmad said he 
hoped “it might strengthen immu-
nity (to extremism) and clarify ideas 

and misconceptions.”
Judging by the reactions — both 

supporting and attacking “Black 
Crows” — the series is proving to be 
very effective.

Ahmed Sayed, an Egyptian civil 
servant is among the keen audience. 
“I like it because it is based on the 
actual experiences of some of the 
women who joined ISIS and man-
aged to escape. The events show 
that such radical organisations have 
nothing to do with Islam but are 
there to destroy every place they set 
their foot in,” he said.

Iraqi housewife Balkis Kazem said 
she preferred to watch comedy and 
entertainment shows. “Watching 
‘Black Crows’ is an additional tor-
ture for Iraqis as we try to switch 
from bloody events and violence,” 
she said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
N.P. Krishna Kumar in Dubai, 
Oumayma Omar in Baghdad and 
Amr Emam in Cairo contributed to 
this report.
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Realities of extremism. A scene from the “Black Crows” TV drama shows Lebanese actors Joe Trad and Samar Allam.   (MBC Group)
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