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t appears that the Gulf Coop-
eration Council’s love affair 
with Turkish soap operas has 
come to a screeching halt, a 
casualty of frosty relations 

with Ankara.
Saudi-owned MBC broadcaster 

pulled Turkish-produced serial 
melodramas off the air in what the 
network described as a drive to 
produce and nurture indigenous 
content.

“We will try to replace Turkish 
soaps with premium-quality Ara-
bic dramas that embody the values 
and traditions of the region,” MBC 
spokesman Mazen Hayek told 
Agence France-Presse.

He said production of Arabic 
drama costs $40,000-$100,000 
an hour compared to $250,000 an 
hour for the Turkish equivalent. 
Turkish soap operas were being 
shown for six hours a day on MBC.

Turkish soap operas dubbed in 
the Arabic language have been a 
phenomenon across the Middle 
East, leading to a spike in Turk-
ish tourism and bringing in rat-
ing numbers very few Hollywood 
counterparts achieved. Turkish TV 
series exports jumped from $1 mil-
lion in 2007 to $130 million in 2012, 
the BBC reported.

MBC was a catalyst for the 
broadcasting of Turkish soap ope-
ras in the Middle East. It was not 
known whether another regional 
broadcaster would try to take its 
place.

The Turkish-friendly, Qatari-
owned Al Jazeera network, which 
is banned in most Gulf Coopera-
tion Council countries, is unlikely 
to reach the same demographics, 
making any deal with Turkish pro-
ducers cosmetic.

The only option for Turkish net-
works to reach such a high volume 
of viewers is to put content on 

independent streaming services 
such as Netflix, which has many 
Turkish soap operas in its reper-
toire.

Regional viewers both praised 
and blasted the cancellation of 
the Turkish-produced television 
series. The hashtag “cancellation 
of Turkish series” trended across 
the Middle East and North Africa, 
with more than 27,000 mentions 
in Saudi Arabia alone on March 6.

Many Saudi viewers called the 
ban long overdue. Others said the 
content was inappropriate for local 
consumption.

“Turkish series are completely 
lacking in modesty; a son betrays 
his father with his [father’s] wife, a 
girl becomes pregnant before mar-
riage, a mother with her daugh-

ter’s husband,” Saudi Twitter user 
@boazoooz55 said.

Despite originating from a coun-
try whose government is aligned 
with the Muslim Brotherhood, 
the series’ programming often 
featured female-driven plots that 
included adulterous affairs and 
alcohol consumption. The pro-
grammes’ popularity gave Ankara 
both soft power and capital.

In Egypt, where relations with 
Ankara are also strained, TV talk 

show host Amr Adib, known for 
his anti-Muslim Brotherhood 
views, lauded the move by MBC 
and said he hoped Egypt would 
follow suit. “Airing such series via 
Arab TVs promotes Turkey and 
pumps money into its interests,” 
he said.

Saudi Arabia and its allies, in-
cluding the United Arab Emirates 
and Egypt, do not agree with Tur-
key on many issues, especially its 
support for the Muslim Brother-
hood movement, which is out-
lawed in all three countries.

They also oppose the Turkish 
government’s backing of Qatar, 
which the Emirates, Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain and Egypt severed ties 
with last June over what they de-
scribed as Doha’s interference in 

their countries’ internal affairs and 
support for radical groups, such as 
Hamas, the Taliban and the Mus-
lim Brotherhood.

In an interview with Egyptian 
media, Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
said Turkey, Iran and radical Is-
lamic groups formed a “triangle of 
evil” and that Ankara was trying 
to re-establish a system of gov-
ernment built on the Islamic ca-
liphate, which collapsed with the 
fall of the Ottoman Empire nearly 
a century ago.

News of the Turkish series’ can-
cellation was not received well in 
Ankara. Turkish Culture Minister 
Numan Kurtulmus said “neces-
sary initiatives” would be taken by 
the Foreign Ministry.
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isitors to Beirut’s Sur-
sock Museum were 
thrust back decades, 
watching Lebanon’s re-
cent history marred by 

war, Israeli occupation and politi-
cal instability displayed at “Pictur-
ing History,” an exhibition of the 
work of Lebanese political car-
toonist Pierre Sadek.

The exhibition, the first since 
Sadek’s death in 2013, features 720 
drawings that commented on the 
events of Lebanon and the region 
over five decades of political and 
violent turmoil.

“What you see here is only 2% 
of Pierre Sadek’s archives, which 
include some 30,000 caricatures,” 
said Ghada Sadek Abela, president 
of the Pierre Sadek Foundation and 
the artist’s daughter. “Chronologi-
cally, the works recount the histo-
ry of Lebanon since the late 1950s 
until his death. They also cover 
major events that took place in the 
Arab region and internationally.”

“Each of his caricatures tackled 
a timely issue. Pierre Sadek left an 
entire archive, a legacy that we are 
seeking to conserve and transmit 
to the young generation,” Abela 
said.

Sadek’s main cartoon character 
was Touma, who personified the 
average Lebanese citizen, a re-
spectable working-class person, 
honest and humble, bearing the 
suffering of war, injustice, failed 
politics and daily mishaps.

“When Pierre hid behind the 
persona Touma, he could laugh, be 
sarcastic, angry and critical poking 
at wounds without making them 

bleed anew,” Abela said.
Sadek’s images recorded history 

but sometimes also helped to make 
it. He was a man of few words but 
the shorthand language he devised 
spoke directly to the conscience 
and unsettled the course of na-
tions. “Pierre’s cartoons sometimes 
shook governments and sped their 
downfall. We, as his family, often 
felt threatened from retaliation to 
his drawings,” Abela said.

Sadek contributed to several 
Lebanese and Arabic dailies and 
local television broadcasts, mainly 
the leading An-Nahar newspaper — 
where he spent more than 20 years 
— LBC TV and Future TV. He was 
published internationally by vari-
ous magazines, newspapers and 
news agencies such as the Associ-
ated Press, United Press Interna-
tional, Time magazine, Le Matin, 
France-Soir and the Washington 
Post.

“Pierre Sadek pioneered tel-

evised animated caricatures fol-
lowing nightly newscasts on LBC 
and FTV. When he worked in An-
Nahar, newsstands and bookshops 
sometimes displayed the newspa-
per’s back page rather than its front 
page, because his caricature was 
so popular and attracted readers,”  
Abela said.

In the 1960s when a caricature 
was a small drawing occupying the 
inner pages of newspapers, Sadek’s 
drawings covered eight columns 
on the top of the back page of An-
Nahar as they were as informative 

and analytical as the lead front-
page story.

Sadek’s drawings captured ma-
jor political phases in Lebanon 
and the region. These included the 
heavy-handed control of the Sec-
ond Bureau or Army intelligence 
under Presidents Fouad Chehab 
and Charles Helou; the Palestinian 
guerrilla presence, which became 
so entrenched in Lebanon that Pal-
estinian leader Yasser Arafat would 
brag about controlling the country; 
the period of Syrian military he-
gemony over Lebanon, which end-
ed in 2005 with the assassination of 
former Prime Minister Rafik Hariri; 
the suffering of the Palestinians 
under Israeli occupation and the 
1967 Arab defeat at Israel’s hands, 
among others.

One drawing from 1970 depicting 
the Middle East as a ticking time 
bomb, being the battleground be-
tween Moscow and Washington, is 
as true today as it was then. A cari-

cature from October 2000 about 
Jerusalem and the injustices suf-
fered by the Palestinians couldn’t 
be timelier. A drawing about the 
1973 Arab-Israeli war showed US 
President Richard Nixon and So-
viet leader Alexei Kosygin weep-
ing tears in the form of rockets on 
the Middle East. A 1965 caricature 
shows Egyptian President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser’s presidential candi-
dacy referendum getting 99.99% 
support from voters.

During his career, Sadek experi-
enced threats, efforts at intimida-
tion, warnings and muzzling. The 
exhibition featured drawings that 
were censored or never made it to 
print.

“In 1968, Pierre was tried in a 
military court for one of his infa-
mous caricatures that appeared in 
An-Nahar mocking the authentic-
ity of the elections that were tak-
ing place during the mandate of 
President Charles Helou,” Abela re-
called. “However, the sentence was 
not implemented as he was later 
pardoned by the president.”

The Pierre Sadek Foundation was 
established a year after his death to 
safeguard his legacy and share it 
with future generations. “We have 
already published a book compil-
ing 54 of his main drawings and we 
seek to promote his work through 
exhibitions,” Abela said.

The foundation organises the an-
nual La Plume de Pierre (Pierre’s 
Pencil) award, for arts university 
students.

Sadek was honoured by Lebanese 
presidents in 1972, 1997 and 2012. 
He received several awards, includ-
ing the Dubai Press Club Award 
(2000), the Lions Award (2000), the 
Liberty Lions Award (2000) and a 
Recognition Award from the Tunis 
Festival of Art (2013).
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Daringly sober. A 1965 caricature about Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s presidential 
candidacy referendum getting 99.99% support from voters.                                                (Pierre Sadek Foundation)

Turkish soap operas a casualty of regional politics

Exhibited legacy of Lebanese cartoonist rings true today

During his career, 
Sadek experienced 
threats, efforts at 
intimidation, 
warnings and 
muzzling.

Substitute 
programming. 
A general view 
of the MBC 
building at 
Media City 
in Dubai, on 
March 5.       (AP)

 MBC was a catalyst to 
the broadcasting of 
Turkish soap operas in 
the Middle East.
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