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W  

ith the establish-
ment of a House of 
Comedy in Dam-
mam shortly after 
the first of Comic 

Con Arabia, Saudi Arabia appears 
to be promoting comic art and 
performance as it reshapes the 
cultural and entertainment scene 
in the conservative kingdom.

The Dammam Society of Arts 
and Culture, supported by the 
private sector, embarked on a 
project in cooperation with Black-
light Art to raise appreciation for 
art and entertainment through an 
array of performing arts.

“The aim is to promote Saudi 
cultural identity through the 
varied and meaningful com-
edy arts and seize this chance 
to present the young talents 
and develop creative abili-
ties,” said a news release put 
out by the Dammam Society of  
Arts and Culture.

“The society seeks to make the 
local cultural and social life a 
source of inspiration and to keep 
the comedy and entertainment 
activity in the Eastern Province 
on a roll through a collaboration 
of efforts that seek a brighter and 
better future,” it added.

The House of Comedy, estab-
lished under a memorandum of 
cooperation with Blacklight Art, 
will offer comedy shows, includ-
ing plays, stand-up, specialised 
training workshops, plays for 
children and plays performed by 
women for women.

“This cooperation is meant 
to offer meaningful comedy 
shows and train nascent talents 
in the creative field. The House 
of Comedy will have year-round 
programmes that include work-
shops, plays and comedy shows 
presented as edutainment offer-
ings catering to all segments of 
the society,” said House of Com-
edy President Talal al-Anzi.

In another show of support for 
entertainment, the Saudi General 
Entertainment Authority organ-
ised a multi-genre pop-culture 
convention, Comic Con Arabia, 
for the first time in Riyadh as part 
of the oil-rich kingdom’s winter 
entertainment agenda.

The late-November event at Ri-
yadh International Convention and 
Exhibition Centre attracted more 
than 10,000 visitors of all ages 
who experienced an exhilarating 
world of anime, manga, graphic 
novels, video games, toys, TV  
shows and films.

It brought together creators, 
experts, artists and celebrities, 
including “Game of Thrones” 
and “Justice League” star Jason 
Momoa, “Game of Thrones” star 
Pilou Asbaek, “Big Bang Theory” 
star Kevin Sussman, “Underworld: 
Awakenings,” “The Tudors” and 
“Lost Girl” star Kristen Holden-
Ried, “Mother!” star and voiceover 
actress for “Legend of Zelda” Patri-
cia Summersett and many more, 
said a news release from the Saudi 
Ministry of Culture and Informa-
tion’s Centre for International 
Communication.

The large number of Saudi fans 
and comic enthusiasts — both men 
and women — had opportunities 
to interact with their favourite su-
perheroes and take pictures with 
them donning superhero-themed 
costumes.

The event included two cosplay 
competitions, discussion panels 
with international cosplayers and 
voiceover actors, workshops and 
e-sport tournaments, in addition 
to exclusive collectables inspired 
by anime, manga, graphic novels 
and video games.

Live performances on the agen-
da included stand-up comedy by 
Kuwaiti comedians Sultan al-Faraj 
and Mubarak al-Manea and a mu-
sical performance by regional rap 
singer Qusai.

The region’s best cosplayers 
competed in an exclusive male and 
female cosplay competition, for a 
cash prize of nearly $2,000 each. 
The competitions were judged by 
international cosplayers Carlos 
Blanchard, Riki LeCotey and Mi-
chael Wilson.

A workshop was also held with 
expert costume creator Christopher 
Donio, who works with the special-
ty costuming department on film 
and television projects, including 
“Captain America: Civil War,” “Spi-
der-Man: Homecoming,” “Guardi-
ans of the Galaxy Vol. 2,” “Ant-Man” 
and “X-Men: First Class.”

Comic Con made its Saudi debut 
in February in Jeddah, drawing ap-
proximately 30,000 visitors and 
more than 200 participants in cos-
play competitions.

“Entertainment has reached 
very high levels in Saudi Arabia. 
Previously, no such public enter-
tainment events were available for 
families, no gender mixing and no 
amusement or shows that would 
last for several days… It is really 
amazing,” Mowadda Bakhit, a resi-
dent of Jeddah, said in comments 
made to Al Arab.

The list of international artists 
performing in the kingdom has 
been growing, including with US 
country singer Toby Keith, who 
performed at a men-only concert 
in Riyadh in May and American 
rapper Nelly, who is scheduled for 
another men-only show alongside 
Arabic pop-star Cheb Khaled from 
Algeria, December 14 in Jeddah.

Apparently, Saudi Arabia, long 
dreaded for its lack of entertain-
ment options, is becoming a fun 
place as reform sweeps through its 
socio-cultural sectors.

The events are organised by the 
General Entertainment Authority, 
which was set up last year to pro-
vide more entertainment options 
in Saudi Arabia.

The House of Comedy 
will have year-round 
programmes that include 
workshops, plays 
and comedy shows.
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All smiles. Saudi girls pose for a group picture as one stands behind a frame depicting King Kong 
while attending the first Comic Con Arabia held in Riyadh, on November 25.                                            (AFP)
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The religious 
factor in 
Muslim foster 
care in the West

T
he controversy over 
a British Muslim 
family fostering a 
Christian girl has 
bubbled up in British 
media.

The story claimed 
that a 5-year-old Christian girl’s 
Muslim foster parents stopped her 
from eating pork, told her to learn 
Arabic and removed her crucifix 
necklace. The authorities in the 
family’s London neighbourhood, 
however, rejected concerns about 
the care received by the child.

So, what’s the reality of Muslim 
foster care and adoption?

Every child deserves a stable, 
loving home and more Muslims 
need to consider fostering or 
adopting children in need.

Penny Appeal, an online 
fundraising platform that has an 
adoption and fostering team, said 
at least 3,000 Muslim children 
go into foster care in the United 
Kingdom every year. The group 
used a Freedom of Information 
request in 2015 to compute the 
figures.

Penny Appeal said that half of 
the Muslim children in foster care 
spend time living in non-Muslim 
homes. This is because it is more 
likely a Muslim child will be fos-
tered by a non-Muslim caregiver 
than the other way around.

Many children in care barely 
speak English and are likely to 
be placed with English-speaking 
families. “Half of the Muslims in 
the UK live in London (and) the 
largest amount of need is in Croy-
don and Tower Hamlets,” areas 
with large Muslim populations, 
said Penny Appeal Adoption and 
Fostering Manager Tay Jiva.

She cautioned that it is difficult 
to ascertain religious information 
about children who need care and 
foster families. “A third of local 
authorities do not disclose infor-
mation categorised by religion,” 
she said.

How likely is it fostered children 
will receive care that considers 
cultural and religious heritage? 
What of Arabic-speaking refugee 
children?

The Fostering Network, a Brit-
ish charity, started the Muslim 
Fostering Project to help car-
egivers better meet the needs of 
children they care for.

James Foyle, who oversees 
the project, said: “There is not 

enough information on the 
number of [caregivers] by faith, 
just ethnicity. Our work will look 
at how services can overcome 
challenges of matching children 
with families from the Muslim 
community. We will be publishing 
a report that will summarise our 
key findings in March 2018.”

Such considerations would help 
in such cases as the Ethiopian 
Muslim boy who was placed in the 
care of three non-Muslim fami-
lies. Media reports said the child 
had no Muslim friends, did not 
know anything about his back-
ground and his idea of Muslims 
was formed only by what he saw 
or read in the news.

As an adult, he said social ser-
vices did not try hard enough to 
place him in a Muslim home and 
there were not enough Muslims 
prepared to provide foster care in 
his area. It was only when he grew 
up and started to live indepen-
dently that he began to inves-
tigate his identity and embrace 
Islam. Though he said he doesn’t 
resent his caregivers, he said it 
wasn’t right that he was given no 
exposure to his religious tradition.

Some of these issues would be 
automatically addressed if Mus-
lim families were more willing to 
foster children. When Muslims 
do put themselves forward to 
become foster parents, there can 
be problems, many of them of 
perception. A Muslim woman 
posted about her personal experi-
ence on a fostering website and 
described the cultural challenges 
of caring for a non-Muslim child. 
Her confessions were frowned 
upon by other users of the site.

The woman said she was 
uncomfortable with her young 
female charge showing her legs 
and insisted she cover up in pub-
lic. This also provoked negative 
comments.

The problems faced by Muslim 
caregivers in the West are hardly 
limited to the United Kingdom. 
There are examples of good prac-
tice further afield, not least in the 
United States. The Muslim Foster 
Care Association in Michigan has 
a support group for foster parents. 
It’s an idea that many who work 
on the issue say would be useful 
in Britain.

The role of adoption and foster-
ing in Islam has been debated.

However, Muslim scholars 
point to a Quranic verse that says 
God is squarely on the side of 
the orphans, especially “those 
who swallow the property of the 
orphans unjustly.” The Prophet 
Mohammad adopted the slave 
Zayd ibn Haritha.

Jiva said she has been told by 
Islamic scholars that “fostering 
is highly commendable and a 
blessed thing to do. They say we 
are accountable for orphans not 
having a home.”

However, the social problems 
of including a stranger within the 
family remain. These should be 
discussed and addressed so more 
Muslims come forward to help 
children in need.

Viewpoint

The problems 
faced by 
Muslim 
caregivers in 
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hardly limited 
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United 
Kingdom.


