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Abstract 
Ramadan TV series – musalsalāt – are the most popular television shows in Arab world. 

Using theories adapted to the narrative conventions in musalsalāt, this thesis looks into how 

the narration, namely the plot and stylistic techniques, are used to establish the spectator’s 

engagement with a rather unsympathetic Egyptian musalsal character anno 2016. More 

specifically, it is an analysis of a female character’s transformation from an unsympathetic to 

an appealing person. By analyzing the different types of conflict the protagonist encounters, I 

argue that the series has a potential of making the personal political by challenging the logic 

of hypervisibility of the righteous woman. However, I find that the series blames the female 

characters’ misery mostly on the individuals themselves. In addition, by not taking into 

account how legal regulations impact women’s choices, Suqūṭ Ḥurr does not challenge the 

hypervisibility of female subjects, married or not.   
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Celebrating the women and the youth of Egypt 
By the late 2016, the Egyptian president ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ al-Sīsī (al-Sisi) declared 2017 to be 

the “year of the woman”. This declaration came after a rather unsuccessful “year of the 

youth” in 2016, by the end of which youth unemployment remained high and their future 

prospects low.1 The special concern for the youth and the women of the country, two 

marginalized groups in the authoritarian, patriarchal state,2 could be read as implicit 

acknowledgements of the state’s failure to give these citizens what they had asked for some 

years earlier, namely bread, freedom and social justice. However, the quick fix has so far 

resembled yet another management of these groups. What do these two groups of people 

have in common? 

 

Political discourse and media representations in Egypt are said to be transforming both these 

type of citizens into hypervisible subjects. Amar defines these subjects as fetishized figures 

that do not have their own voices as participatory citizens, but are rather seen, in media and 

by the security apparatus, as a problem to control.3 Since the turn of the century, many 

unemployed, working-class male youth have been classed, racialized and sexualized as the 

“Arab street”, and have become hypervisible as political objects of fear, and at the same time 

socially invisible. Any social demand or political critique coming from people who were 

identified as young, male and poor, could easily be delegitimized and neglected. One of the 

tactics the security state made use of in order to control the masses both before and following 

the January 2011 Revolution was the unleashing of the “baltagi effect”. This was “the state’s 

embroiling protests with thuggery and intimidation in an attempt to strip protesters of their 

dignity and to facilitate the staging of media representations of the revolutionaries as 

gangsters, sociopaths or terroristic “Arab Street” mobs.”4 

 

The hypervisibilization of women has had a different form and been related to state feminism 

and what roles women have had to take in order to participate in public life: staying 

																																																								
1	“Whatever	Happened	in	the	Year	of	the	Youth?”	
2	Høigilt,	“Egyptian	Comics	And	The	Challenge	To	Patriarchal	Authoritarianism.”	
3	Amar,	“Turning	the	Gendered	Politics	of	the	Security	State	Inside	Out?,”	305.	
4	Amar,	“The	Revolution	Continues,”	97.	
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politically quiet and adhering to bourgeois norms of respectability.5 State feminism has been 

defined as the “ambitious state programs that introduce important changes in the reproductive 

and productive roles of women”,6 and has for years enabled the different regimes in Egypt to 

maintain a hegemonic discourse on women’s struggles and monopolize work on women’s 

rights. During Nasser’s rule, state feminism was reflected in the system of public patriarchy 

that granted women education and work in public sector, but that was not challenging the 

personal status law or the political system, and thus not the women’s status or dependency on 

men.7 During Hosni Mubarak’s rule, the state monopoly in defining the women struggles 

were institutionalized when the first lady Susan established and took a leader role in the 

National Council for Women.8 The fact that she suggested legal enforcement of women’s 

(among them mothers’) rights, was undermined by her personal ambitions of self-promotion 

and promotion of their son Gamal as Hosni’s presidential successor. When the personal status 

laws only became known as qawānīn al-hānim (the lady’s laws), they were discredited and 

denied any importance. The laws included to give the woman the right to divorce her 

husband in exchange for giving up any financial claims (khulʿ), to let the woman pass 

Egyptian citizenship on to her children, even if the father was non-Egyptian, to give mothers 

longer custody of children, and to use quotas in two consecutive elections in order to increase 

women’s political representation.9  

 

However, the strategy of placing young male protesters in the box of baltagi or thugs and the 

women as respectable and quiet, backfired during the uprising in 2011 as women and 

working-class youth, among others, stood side by side in the protests and demanded the 

same: abolition of the State Security institution. By rather charging the police than the “Arab 

street” with sexual harassment, the women challenged the state’s securitization of the politics 

and turned the critique towards the state’s aggression against its own citizens.10 The uprising 

represented a threat to the authoritarian regime that, although well tamed since 2013, could 

still reignite. The youth and the women were not quiet nor invisible anymore and could, 

together, pose a substantial threat of new mass protests and political demands. 

																																																								
5	Amar,	“Turning	the	Gendered	Politics	of	the	Security	State	Inside	Out?,”	305.	
6	Hatem,	“Economic	and	Political	Liberation	in	Egypt	and	the	Demise	of	State	Feminism,”	231.	
7	Ibid.,	233.	
8	Hatem,	“First	Ladies	and	the	(Re)	Definition	of	the	Authoritarian	State	in	Egypt,”	42.	
9	Hatem,	“First	Ladies	and	the	(Re)	Definition	of	the	Authoritarian	State	in	Egypt.”	
10	This	is	not	to	claim	that	the	uprising	was	or	would	remain	class-blind,	see	Winegar,	“A	Civilized	
Revolution.”	
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Celebrating women and youth with a year in the name of each of them could be a way to 

further facilitate the staging of the ideal woman and the ideal youth and the controlling of the 

subjects of the group. It will therefore be interesting to look at what kind of woman the ideal 

woman seems to be, according to the public discourse. 

  

1.2 Women and mothers: Shifting family patterns against 

a traditional discourse 
Al-Sisi has on several occasions named the Egyptian woman as one of the most important 

element for development.11 To focus on the woman in order to develop the country is not a 

new strategy in Egypt (or in other countries). It has been shown how Egyptian media and 

reform movements in the early 20th century, be them “religious” or “liberal”, reacted upon the 

imperialist domination by rhetorically reconstituting the mother and thus the woman.12 Other 

studies have shown how the society’s neglect of women and of their role in child rearing was 

stated as one of the main causes of Egypt’s backwardness compared to the colonial power.13 

 

In present-time Egypt, the regime hails particular kinds of women, while othering those who 

do not fit into the frame. The former is for example done through a celebration on the ideal 

mother. The Egyptian Women’s day is celebrated on 21 March. For the last couple of years, 

president al-Sisi has been honoring 27 women from each of the country’s governorates, 

selected based on a list of criteria of what constitutes an ideal mother. Among the 2016 

criteria were that she was above the age of 50 years old, had been married for at least 20 

years, was generous, lifted human values, and kept the family together.14 Contrary to her 

husband, she did not have to be literate. 

 

The state’s ideal woman sticks to the traditional family values of cohesiveness, but statistics 

show that the trend is quite the opposite in Egypt. For the last decade, Egypt has seen a 

steadily rising divorce rate, in both urban and rural areas. The increase from 2014 to 2015 

was of 1.7 percent, and according to a speech given by al-Sisi in January 2017, the Central 

																																																								
11	“The	Egyptian	Woman	Is	a	Safety	Valve	for	the	Nation.”	
12	Abu-Lughod,	“The	Marriage	of	Feminism	and	Islamism	in	Egypt:”	
13	Shakry,	“Schooled	Mothers	and	Structured	Play:”	
14	Ṭaha,	“Opening	up	for	suggestions	of	candidates	for	the	ideal	mother	of	2016	(In	Arabic).”	
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Agency for Public Mobilization and Statistics (CAPMAS) reported that 40 percent of the 

900,000 yearly marriages end in divorce within the first five years.15 A public dispute 

emerged in the wake of the speech between the supreme political and religious institutions 

about divorce procedures and how to tackle the rising divorce rates. Al-Sisi identified the 

traditional Islamic verbal divorce by the husband as the main cause of these high rates, 

calling these capricious and shortsighted decisions a threat to social stability, whereas the 

leadership of the supreme religious institution of al-Azhar rather called for political measures 

to ensure a social change and decent livelihood.16 The above-mentioned National Council for 

Women, on the other hand, hailed the president’s suggestion as a “new victory for women 

and the best proof that [al-Sisi] is keen on preserving Egyptian family ties and keeping up 

with the renewed religious discourse.” 

 

Despite “the lady’s laws”, the rights of the divorced mother who wants to remarry, remain 

limited and are frequently contested. The mother gets the custody of the child after a divorce, 

but only as long as she remains divorced. According to the Association for the Development 

and Enhancement of Women (ADEW), more than 90 percent of the women in a survey said 

that fear of losing custody of their children was one of the main reasons for not remarrying.17 

The father, if able to provide a female caretaker, would automatically become the custodial 

parent. The underlying meaning is that two caretakers are always better than one, and if 

parents are splitting up and finding new partners, the father’s selection is the best.  

 

Not only are divorcees seen as a problem, so are those women who never get into the 

institution of marriage.18 In May 2016, the National Security Council within the Egyptian 

parliament declared the “issue of spinsters” a threat to national security. The council was thus 

broadening the understanding of national security to the institution of the Egyptian family. 

By identifying sexual frustration in the absence marriage as a cause of rape and sexual 

harassment and calling for a return to the true morals and values of the Egyptian society in 

which men “would never accost women in the street”, the discourse of one of the council 

member par excellence applied the logic of hypervisibilization of particular objects of state, 

namely working-class, male youth, the “Arab street”. He said that:  

																																																								
15	Brown	and	Ghanem,	“Divorce,	Egyptian	Style.”	
16	Ibid.	
17	El-Din,	“Egypt’s	Child	Custody	Laws.”	
18	Galal,	“Egypt’s	next	National	Security	Threat.”	
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“There	is	a	phenomenon	that	has	become	an	issue	of	national	security,	insofar	as	it	

constitutes	 a	 threat	 to	 the	 institution	 and	 stability	 of	 the	Egyptian	 family,	 owing	 to	 the	

negative	psychological	effects	it	has	on	the	family.	Among	its	other	negative	ramifications	

for	national	security	are	the	proliferation	of	crimes	of	rape	and	sexual	harassment,	which	

stem	from	sexual	frustration	or	[people]	entering	into	illicit	[sexual]	relations.	As	a	result	

of	this,	another	phenomenon	—	no	less	dangerous	—	has	arisen:	Egypt’s	'street	children.'	

[And	 another	 consequence	 has	 been]	 the	 spread	 of	 theft	 in	 order	 to	 raise	 the	 necessary	

dowry	payments	required	for	marriage.”		

 

Earlier this year, a 27-year-old pregnant woman declared her intention to raise the child on 

her own after her boyfriend had left her.19 The public outrage and wide media coverage 

following the announcement serve as yet another indication of the society’s moralized view 

on family and mothers. 

 

Shifting family patterns occur amid a public discourse that is trying to hamper any alteration 

of the women’s role in society and family. Men monopolizing the speech on women’s 

question is, unfortunately, not unique to Egypt.20 But in a country that takes pain in 

maintaining an ideal of a traditional, nuclear family, an Egyptian TV series comes up with 

suggestions on how to deal with single-mother upbringing (and not). What is the nature of the 

musalsal, and what are the musalsalāt’s traditional relation to state discourse? 

 

1.3 Watching the others’ everyday life 
Television is the dominant public cultural form in Middle East and musalsalāt have by far 

been the most popular television shows in the Arab world the last four decades.21 These 

miniseries, that are mostly produced for the holy month of Ramadan and then re-screened the 

rest of the year, have some common features.22 They are often about everyday life and 

involve ordinary people, representing the common citizen. Unlike Western soap operas, they 

normally come to an end after 30 episodes and are thus able to reach a conclusion or resolve 

																																																								
19	Ahmed,	“When	Progressives	Call	Abortion	Murder.”	
20	Belam,	“As	Long	as	You	Live	You’ll	Never	See	a	Photograph	of	7	Women	Signing	Legislation	about	What	
Men	Can	Do	with	Their	Reproductive	Organs	Pic.twitter.com/dXjfVjnRiX.”	
21	Abu-Lughod,	Dramas	of	Nationhood,	21;	Salamandra,	“Creative	Compromise,”	178.	
22	Abu-Lughod,	Dramas	of	Nationhood,	112.	
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a dilemma. Another consequence of the one-season-nature is that actors are not attached to 

only one character throughout their career; in fact, the most popular actors can star in 

different Ramadan series the same year.23 The musalsalāt are generally emotional and often 

giving a moral lesson. A number of studies have showed how both state officials and middle-

class professional producers consider this type of television an exceptionally efficient 

instrument of modernization and social development and the producers see themselves as 

trying to produce modern citizens and subjects.24 The number of Ramadan series, both in 

Egypt and in the Arab world, is on the rise. Only Ramadan 2016 saw 36 series in Egypt that 

received a fair share of the media and commercial coverage, and at least the double in total.25 

The narrative of musalsalāt consists of a limited number of storylines, often only one, and 

often only one climax, and most of them reach a happy ending in which the dilemma is 

solved.26  

 

The academic interest for musalsalāt dates back to the early 1990s when Lila Abu-Lughod 

explored the ways television serials foster a sense of belonging to a national community 

among its audience. This nationalistic feeling is not transmitted because of the drama makers’ 

educational intentions, but due to the consumers’ attachments to the famous actors that they 

re-encounter every Ramadan. Since the beginning of the 2000s, scholars have been 

concerned with how the serials themselves reflect changing socio-political realities in the 

Middle East, be them the wealthy Gulf countries’ increased cultural influence that contribute 

to traditionalizing the serials,27 Egyptian Islamists non-use of arts as an outreach arena,28  the 

political reformist opening in Syria with Bashar al-Assad in the early 2000s,29 or the portrayal 

of the Syrian conflict after the outburst of the war.30 The Egyptian musalsalāt in the wake of 

the 2011 uprising were indeed riding on the wave of openness for social criticism, but 

																																																								
23	See	for	example	ʾAnūshkā	(Nihāl	in	SḤ),	who	played	in	three	different	musalsalāt	in	2016,	or	Ṣafāʾ	al-
Ṭawkhī	(Sihām)	who	starred	in	five	musalsalāt	in	2015.	(according	to	their	profiles	on	www.elcinema.com	
)	 
24	See	more	below.	However,	this	developmental	optimism	has	been	questioned	by	scholars,	and	shall	be	
discussed	further	in	this	paper.	
25	Muḥammad	Fahmī,	“The	Complete	List	of	the	2016	Ramadan	Serials	and	the	Channels	They	Are	
Screened	on	(In	Arabic).”	
26	Dawoud,	“Egyptian	Audiences	of	Musalsalat	in	the	Eye	of	the	Beholder,”	124.	
27	Salamandra,	“Creative	Compromise.”	
28	Skovgaard-Petersen,	“Islamic	Television	in	the	Arab	World.”	
29	Joubin,	“Resistance	amid	Regime	Co-Optation	on	the	Syrian	Television	Series	Buq’at	Daw’,	2001–2012.”	
30	Joubin,	“The	Politics	of	the	Qabaday	(Tough	Man)	and	the	Changing	Father	Figure	in	Syrian	Television	
Drama.”	
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commentators noted that this trend had turned by the season of 2016.31 As we shall see, Suqūṭ 

Ḥurr is also a musalsal that places its main focus on internal struggles.  

 

1.3.1 Musalsalāt in academia: tanwīrī and developmental realism 
The role and agency of the musalsal makers has been contested among scholars and, 

likewise, they have read different ideologies into the musalsalāt. Although none of the below-

mentioned scholars make absolute claims about the drama makers’ moral choices, it should 

be emphasized that the musalsal scenes in both Egypt and Syria are vast and diverse and that 

there is a variety of interests within the field. Whether the claims are on commissioned 

criticism, whisper strategy or gender roles deconstruction, I read them as observed tendencies 

of parts of the field. 

 

Della Ratta argued that there used to be a good relationship and a special kind of 

communication between Syrian drama makers and the, at that time, reform-minded associates 

in president Bashar al-Assad’s inner circle. She delineated a “whisper strategy” between the 

two institutions. According to her, the current generation of cultural producers see themselves 

as guides towards “modernity” and she argued that their prescription for the Syrian society 

toward enlightenment (the noble-named “tanwīrī projects”) was in line with the political 

thinking of president Bashar al-Assad. Both were socially placing themselves as a minority 

(cultural elite and religious minority) whose responsibility was to lead the rest of the society 

away from its “backwardness”. By producing musalsalāt on the alleged reasons for the 

backwardness – political and social corruption, gender inequalities, honor killing, religious 

extremism and illiteracy32  – the cultural production pulled in the same direction as the 

regime’s own awareness campaigns. They agreed that the problem was not as much as with 

the regime as with the society. What Della Ratta identified in the musalsalāt production in the 

Bashar al-Assad era, was thus a common ground of beliefs, interests and concerns that 

resulted in a hegemonic discourse; the cultural elite had no reason to criticize the regime and 

vice versa and their interests were reinforced by each other’s power.  

 

Joubin had a rather more positive view on the ability of the cultural producers in countering 

the power and interests of the regime. Studying the evolution of the Syrian musalsal and in 

																																																								
31	“Ramadan	TV	2016.”	
32	Della	Ratta	and	De	Angelis,	The	Whisper	Strategy	(Drama	and	Power	Relations	in	Syria).	
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particular the evolution of the father figure, she asserted that Syrian screenwriters in the 

1960s and 1970s used the musalsalāt as a tool to politically criticize the oppressive Baath 

regime. By portraying the Syrian father and male figure as dominant and violent towards 

those weaker than him, this both served as a metaphor to the president (the “father of the 

nation”) and as a way to show how state patriarchy replicates into other relationships within 

the society.33 In Syrian drama production during the 2000s, the man became softer, as 

“screenwriters shifted to an anxious focus on absent father figures and a more emotionally 

connected masculine ideal as one central aspect of manhood”.34 The crystallized idea was that 

an emotive paternal involvement creates a healthy family and is essential to create a stable 

society. Joubin argued that this was a coded way liberal screenwriters at that time proposed 

the conditions that could end the dictatorship of the (new) Assad.35 Whereas gender 

metaphors still served as a way to criticize the dictatorship/regime during the 2000s, it was 

claimed that the post-uprising musalsal, still portraying the ideal man as soft, focused only on 

the ills of society and placed the responsibility on the individuals, rather than on politics in 

general and the regime in particular. 

 

Similar to the Syrian tanwīrī projects, the Egyptian musalsalāt have also been described as 

pedagogic and developmentalist in their promotion of education, progress and modernity.36 

This “development realism”, as the author termed it, used to be the cultural counterpart of the 

political ideology that advocated national development through social welfare policies. But it 

was also an ideology difficult to transmit because of a lack resonance among the public. In 

her ethnographic study of the serials from both the producers’ and the readers’ point of view, 

Abu-Lughod came to the conclusion that the Egyptian serials failed to promote the progress 

that the creators aimed for, since the contextual, class-related reading of a series stripped it 

from its so-called inherent ideology. The gap between the agenda of the drama makers and 

the way the readers/audience received and found pleasure in the series depended among 

others on their levels of attachment to and knowledge about the world of television. Abu-

Lughod thus found that the kind of national feeling musalsalāt bolstered, was not due to their 

content, which was interpreted with and mixed up with locally and socially differentiated 

knowledges, discourses and meaning systems, but to the recognition of the actors and the 

																																																								
33	Joubin,	The	Politics	of	Love,	125–26.	
34	“The	Politics	of	the	Qabaday	(Tough	Man)	and	the	Changing	Father	Figure	in	Syrian	Television	Drama.”	
35	Ibid.,	56–57.	
36	Abu-Lughod,	Dramas	of	Nationhood,	81.	
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type of entertainment.37 The readings became selective because of the often huge distance 

between the “realities” of the musalsalāt and people’s normal life and experiences.38 

However, Abu-Lughod did not find anything completely counter-hegemonic to certain state 

interest during her interviews with drama makers and in the study of their cultural production. 

This was partly, she argued, due to the state’s supervision of the musalsalāt. The accepted 

series were thus within the limits of what was morally acceptable actions in society.  

 

The reason for which people are making musalsalāt varies. Challenging existing state 

discourses or social norms is definitely not every scriptwriter’s intention. Furthermore, the 

various reasons for which viewers watch musalsalāt indicate that intention is not equal to 

perception/reception. Nevertheless, the point of departure is that there might be specific types 

of characters SḤ that are particularly valorized by the scriptwriter(s), and that differentiate 

from the idealized subjects and gender roles that the patriarchal state is promoting. I will be 

concerned with what, in SḤ, the transformation from a not-so-attractive to an appealing 

woman consists of. The paper now turns to how the single-parenting mother and her struggles 

are portrayed in Suqūṭ Ḥurr. 

																																																								
37	Ibid.,	237.	
38	Ibid.	
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2 On Suqūṭ Ḥurr 
Suqūṭ Ḥurr is a musalsal about Malak, a woman in her late thirties who is suspected of 

having murdered her husband and sister. She is deemed mentally unstable, and the series 

follow her in mental treatment institutions, and also show how the family members and 

acquaintances cope with her, their own daily life challenges and each other. A conventional 

family drama, it deals with topics of role expectations within family relations and mental 

illness. Thematically, the series touches upon cultural taboos, such as transsexuality and 

transgender rights, women’s right to divorce, respectability, definition of disease, absent 

fathers and betrayal. 

 

Many of the characters in SḤ are shaped by the absence of male figures and an underlying 

topic is how single parent mothers behave towards their children – how they deal with the 

normal day-to-day pressures from the society and the extra pressure derived from the fact that 

they are alone. Fathers and husbands are absent, either because they are working abroad or 

because they have passed away. In my view, there are two protagonists of the series, that is 

the characters whose actions we follow the most.39 It is worth looking at their character 

development before elaborating on how I will use the musalsal to approach the “woman 

question”. These protagonists are Malak and Sihām. 

 

2.1 Malak and Sihām as the protagonists: character arcs 
Malak is in the first episode found on the crime scene where her sister and husband are shot 

dead. Because she is paralyzed and do not speak, she is taken to the forensic psychiatry unit 

al-ʿAbāssiya for treatment, where she stays for the following eleven episodes. There, she 

slowly starts to speak, and through her sessions with psychiatrist, her talk with fellow patients 

and her hallucinations and flashbacks, it seems likely that her childhood and her mother’s 

behavior during it to a large extent have affected her life.   

 

Sihām is Malak’s mother and a widow for many years. She has her grandson, whom she 

apparently treats strictly, at her place when the police knock on the door and asks her to come 

to the investigator’s office. When she arrives there and learns what has happened, she 

physically attacks Malak and asks her what she has done. During the next nine episodes, in 

																																																								
39	Evans,	Innføring	i	dramaturgi,	75–80.	



	11	

lack of knowledge about what happened with her two daughters, one dead, the other at a 

mental institution, she distances herself from her grandson and sister, the latter who has 

returned from abroad in order to support her.  

 

The next ten episodes are characterized by Sihām’s gradual change and Malak’s deteriorating 

condition. Sihām seeks out Malak’s psychiatrist, first to understand what made Malak 

commit the crime, but then for her own care. Gradually, her relationship with Nihāl, Ādam 

and other people improve. Malak is moved to another mental health care institution once her 

condition is deemed better, but experiences a relapse as the main doctor there, discreetly, 

takes advantage of her and uses her as the test person for a new, strong medication that makes 

her forget events in the past. When the bad relationship between Malak and Sihām seems to 

heal and they appear like friends, Malak bursts out in anger when Sihām tells her that a man 

has proposed to her. 

 

Following Malak’s anger attack, they both go through harsh times. Malak is still getting the 

wrong medication and her condition is only weakening, whereas Sihām is heartbroken. 

Things only get worse when Ādam learns that Aḥmad and Nadā were not killed in a car 

accident, as Sihām initially had told him, but that Malak was the main suspect of the killing. 

Malak gets out of the mental care institution in order to look for him and has another 

confrontation with Sihām. Sihām seeks support from the man she had turned down and 

Malak is slowly getting her memory back as she stops taking the wrong medication. Walīd, 

an assistant at the mental care institution, found out that she had been given the wrong 

medication and prevented her from taking more. 

 

Ādam, who has remained homeless and worked at a coffee shop, turns to Raḍwā when the 

situation in the street became too tough to handle. He is, against his will, reunited with his 

mother and grandmother, but continues to live with Raḍwā. Malak finally manages to 

remember the killing, and in a scene combined with confrontation and flashbacks, it becomes 

clear that it was Nadā’s husband Salīm who had pulled the trigger. Paranoid, he had been the 

one suspecting that Nadā and Aḥmad were cheating on him and Malak. He had convinced 

Malak about the same, and they became the ones cheating on Aḥmad and Nadā.   
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Both Malak and Sihām are mothers and the mothering topic is, as mentioned, an important 

part of the narration. Sihām actively takes agency in her own life to change it and thus to 

move the plot forward. The spectator will be concerned about Malak as well, but her conflict 

can only be solved by external forces. Someone needs to realize that she is getting the wrong 

medication, so that she can get her memory back. Other characters do also have their role as a 

mother as one of their main characteristics, in the sense that this is an emphasized feature in 

many of the scenes they occur in. Most obvious is ʿUlā, Ādam’s aunt and custodian after he is 

kicked out from Sihām’s place. The other is Raḍwā, although to a lesser extent. However, 

they are both characters with whom we spend less time and none of them go through the 

same transformation as do the main characters. The transformation that protagonists of fiction 

go through is often enabled by an initial fault in their personality. 40 This flaw makes them 

subject to potential change, and the development of character is used as a means to structure 

the narrative and to move the story forward. The cognitive film theorist Bordwell 

distinguishes between the external goal of a character (what he wants) from the underlying 

motivation which is driven by her flaws (what she, unconsciously, needs). The flaw of the 

character may create different kind of conflicts and, by the end, insight. The logic of this 

development is what has been described as a Hollywood “illusion that human beings are 

capable of change”.41 The overcome of the flaw is often termed the character arc.  

 

2.2 Thesis questions 
I find Sihām’s character arc of particular interest, because she goes from being a rather 

unsympathetic character, to becoming a character with whom the spectator gets engaged. In 

relation to Sihām’s transformation, two issues come into question. The first has to do with the 

nature of the spectator’s engagement with Sihām: 

 

1) Does Sihām, once transformed, turn out a heroine or is it just because of our 

sympathy with Malak that we feel sympathy towards her? 

 

In order to investigate the first question, I will look at stylistic techniques used to instruct the 

spectator about what to feel or think about Sihām in different scenes of confrontations with 

																																																								
40	Bordwell,	The	Way	Hollywood	Tells	It,	29–30.	Despite	the	name	of	the	book,	this	is	the	case	for	more	
than	just	the	classical	Hollywood	fiction.		
41	Ibid.,	30.	
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Malak. The second question, building on the first, has more to do with the potential message 

of the musalsal, and whether it challenges ideas about what a divorced woman should be like.  

 

2) Does SḤ, by Sihām’s storyline, challenge the hypervisible woman who adheres to 
bourgeois norms of respectability? 

 

I will discuss Sihām’s storyline more closely, and in particular the different conflicts that she 

encounters, in order to answer the second question. What does a person change to when she 

changes to something better? In what spheres are the conflicts; internal, relational or 

environmental/societal? I find it relevant to pose and try to answer these questions because it 

can give further insights to the claims that have been valid for the Egyptian cultural 

production (musalsalāt), namely that they are didactic and not stepping out of the boundaries 

of what can be said without provoking the state discourse.42 

 

I shall rely on the text itself in order to answer the thesis questions. The abovementioned 

anthropological studies have proven fruitful in countering the vision about the tremendous 

effects of drama production, and by looking and comparing the topics dealt with, one can 

indeed say much about the trends over time and relate it to its contemporary context. When 

Abu-Lughod watched musalsalāt with villagers in southern Egypt (Saʿad) and with 

housemaids in Cairo, she experienced that their appropriation of the series would vary, and 

differ from that of the drama makers.43 It is not possible to predict a spectator’s response to a 

scene only by watching the scene itself. But saddening circumstances complicates field work 

in Egypt,44 and this is not an audience study, so I leave any intention to know what a group of 

people or some individuals feel about a particular scene. There are some pitfalls by only 

relying on the text, namely that I watch a series that I might misunderstand or read differently 

than others, without having a direct mechanism to correct such a misreading. Such pitfalls 

may be related to nuances I am unable to catch in the language or cultural references I fail to 

pick up.  

 

																																																								
42	Abu-Lughod,	Dramas	of	Nationhood,	100.	
43	Ibid.,	45.	
44Although	Giulio	Regeni	was	the	first	non-Egyptian	scholar	to	be	abducted	and	killed,	he	only	adds	into	
the	huge	number	of	Egyptians,	academics	or	non-academics,	who	have	been	abducted	since	the	2013	
military	coup.	Amnesty	International,	“Egypt:	‘Officially,	You	Do	Not	Exist.’”		



	 14	

However, I believe it is possible to read a musalsal as it is, although not living in the 

environment of its production. This is built on theories on the emotion system’s structure. 

Greg Smith, while admitting the cross-cultural differences in concepts of emotion and that 

the individual is shaped by sociocultural experiences, argues that the different backgrounds 

and experiences are not eliminating the basic structures of the human.45 These two 

considerations lead him to talk about invitation to feelings. The scriptwriters and drama 

makers have, according to this view, constructed the scenes in a movie with the intention to 

evoke some particular feelings for the spectator. They have chosen particular aesthetics to 

communicate their message and to manipulate the emotions of the audience. Smith’s point of 

departure is that there are foundational structures that make particular emotions possible. This 

is what he calls the emotion system’s structure. His assumption is that film as a visual and 

audial medium has developed specific narrative conventions shared by the producers and the 

consumers that enable the story to be told and understood.46 He asserts that “an understanding 

of the basic nature of the emotion system should provide a firm (if limited) foundation to 

more fully understand filmic emotions.” The idea is thus that the film cannot make people 

feel, but film can offer invitations to feel in particular ways. It is then up to the spectator to 

either accept or reject the number of invitations that are offered during a film (or, in this case, 

series).47 I therefore find it reasonable to talk about the spectator in third person, and at the 

same time how the scenes evoke our empathy and engagement.  

																																																								
45	Smith,	Film	Structure	and	the	Emotion	System,	11.	
46	Ibid.	
47	Ibid.,	12.	
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3 Assumptions about the narrative 
conventions in musalsalāt 

Narration can in its simplest way be described as “the telling of a story”, or how the different 

parts of a story relate to each other in time and space.48 More specifically for the moving 

picture, narration is said to be “the process by which the film prompts the viewer to construct 

the ongoing [story] on the basis of [plot] organization and stylistic patterning.”49 Our 

engagement for the story changes according to how its events are structured and presented. 

This again affects the way and what meaning is created. By rearranging events, 

disambiguating their relations and order, the spectator gradually constructs the story.  

 

Cinematic narration is understood as a combination of style and plot, hence are there several 

ways to manipulate or direct the spectator’s understanding of the story through the narration. 

The plot, the arrangement and presentation of the story, can include flashbacks or flash-

forwards, and thus juggle the order of the story’s events. It can also manipulate the duration 

of the story by either stretching or compressing the time of story events. Furthermore, it can 

give the spectator more or less information about characters, and restrict the information flow 

to what only one character knows, or give the spectator an omniscient range of knowledge, so 

that the spectator knows more than do the characters. Stylistic techniques such as point-of-

view shots and sound perspective can give the spectator access to what one character sees and 

feels, and if also taken to the characters’ minds through dreams or memories, the narration 

becomes subjective. There are four broad domains of stylistic techniques: Mise-en-scene is 

about everything that happens in front of the camera and that appears on the screen, such as 

setting/location, the characters’ position within the frame, facial expressions and body 

language, costume, hair and make-up and lighting. Cinematography concerns what happens 

inside and with the camera in order to create meaning, such as camera movement, shots 

(framing) and angles. Editing is about the coordination and combination of shots into scenes. 

Sound can be divided in three types, namely speech, music and noise. If the sound is part of 

the story world, it is diegetic, if it is external to that world (and something only the spectator 

can hear), it is non-diegetic. 

 
																																																								
48	Abbott,	“Story,	Plot,	and	Narration.”	
49	Bordwell,	“Three	Dimensions	of	Film	Narrative.”	Bordwell	uses	fabula	and	syuzhet,	but	here	I	find	it	
clearer	to	stick	to	the	more	mainstream	words	of	respectively	story	and	plot.	
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Although the narration in the musalsal might be shaped by more than one protagonist’s 

storyline to follow, and there necessarily will be some jumping back and forth between 

different characters and storylines, the finite nature of the genre and limited number of 

protagonists makes it apt for adapting what has been called a canonical story structure. The 

following elements are included in this structure: First, in the introduction of setting and 

characters, the protagonist (P) is living an unsatisfying life. Something is wrong, but P is not 

able to point out what it is. Second, complicating action turns the life of P (and some of the 

other characters) upside-down. P receives a challenge. In the third step, during the ensuing 

events, P doubts for some time whether it is correct to accept the challenge, but does it 

nevertheless. The struggle starts, and P initially believes that it will all go smoothly. But then, 

the adversaries/antagonists turn out more challenging than assumed. P reaches a point where 

she wants to turn back, but this is impossible, and P must continue. In the defining struggle, P 

is able to mobilize resources neither P nor the spectator knew that she had. The outcome of 

the struggle may be ambiguous, but P’s life is for sure changed.50 

																																																								
50	Evans,	Innføring	i	dramaturgi,	106–20.	
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4 What engagement can the spectator get 
for Sihām? 

In order to answer the first question of the thesis, whether Sihām turns out a heroine and an 

example to follow, I will conduct an analysis of the storylines (character plots) of Malak and 

Sihām, in addition to a style analysis of three confrontation scenes. The first episode is 

important for the set-up of the internal moral structure, because it gives the spectator 

instruction on whom to sympathize with, by giving the protagonists certain traits and 

qualities, which is again important for our evaluation of the character. 

 

There are three main confrontations between Malak and Sihām in the musalsal. I will analyze 

the plot in between the confrontations (before the first, and in between the two others). 

Thereafter, I will analyze the confrontations themselves, and how stylistic techniques are 

used in order to further instruct the feelings towards the two characters. The aim is to analyze 

the way their behavior and traits are presented – and interpret how the spectator is then 

structuring the two protagonists in a system of preferences. A more thorough summary of the 

episodes can be found in Appendix 1, whereas Appendix 2 consists of a transcription and 

translation of the confrontation scenes.  

 

4.1 Episode 1 – attached to whom? 
4.1.1 Development of the episode until the confrontation scene 
The police are entering a well-equipped apartment, and declare that two of the three persons 

present inside are dead. Malak is sitting on the ground, immobilized, with eyes open. More 

police are entering, and asking her what happened. She remains immobilized, her head 

leaning on the bed where the other woman lay dead. The only other resident in the building, 

who had informed the police about a shooting, tells that ʾAḥmad bāshā owns the flat, and that 

he is a colonel police officer (ʾaqīd). He identifies the three persons in the apartment as 

Aḥmad and Malak, the owners of the apartment, and Nadā, Malak’s sister. He tells the police 

that Malak was the one introducing him to Nadā, a year earlier when they by chance met in 

the stairs. After that, he had met Nadā several times in the building, but only once or twice 

without Malak.  
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At the same time, Sihām is sitting in a living room talking on the phone with a colleague 

about a decision that someone else made that was not in the interest of neither the teachers 

nor the children. Behind her is Ādam, who is sitting at the table doing homework. When 

Ādam is attempting to leave the room without taking the plates with him, Sihām takes a break 

from the phone conversation, commenting that Ādam’s mother must be spoiling him, before 

returning to the work gossiping. Ādam half-heartedly washes the two plates. 

 

Salīm is driving a car, when he receives and ignores a phone call from Raḍwā. He stops the 

car outside the house of Aḥmad and Malak and looks at some chief police investigator 

entering it. The police at the spot explains the new investigator who the dead people are in 

relation to Malak, who is still sitting at the same spot by the bed. They recognize her as a 

bank employee, and her sister as an interior decorator. The police are making hypotheses 

about the crime scene, noting that there are no signs of a break-in. They seem to agree on the 

most probable scenario of Malak finding Aḥmad and Nadā at home cheating on her, and, in 

anger, shock or surprise, shooting the both of them. Ambulance personnel are entering the 

house, while Malak is taken out to one of the police cars and driven away from the scene. 

 

Ādam is still sitting at the table when Sihām discovers that tries to hide his mobile phone. 

She harshly states that the phone should be off when he is doing his homework. The doorbell 

rings, Sihām opens and finds a police officer outside. He says that they need her at the 

prosecutor’s office. She asks what has happened, but is ordered to come without any 

questions. She says that her grandson is with her, and that she needs to call her daughter, but 

the police man states that there is no need for that. He suggests that Sihām leaves Ādam with 

one of the neighbors. She says that he will be fine alone, but that she will call Salīm. The 

police man tells her again that there is no need, as Salīm’s phone is switched off. He orders 

Sihām not to tell anyone, not even Ādam. The last two scenes show Malak being escorted out 

of a police car and taken into the prosecutor’s building, while Sihām is being escorted to a 

police car which is driving her away with the emergency vehicle lighting and sirens on. 

 

4.1.2 Interpretation of the storylines until the confrontation scene 
The first scenes should establish background information about the characters and their traits 

and relation to one another. Malak can, at least, be understood as a person in shock. Although 

the neighbor talks warmly about Malak, her sister Nadā’s presence in her bed gives reason to 
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assume that there has been something going on between Nadā and Aḥmad, and therefore that 

Malak’s marriage has been difficult lately. The fact that the gun was beside her gives reason 

to believe that she is a person able to commit a crime, but her paralysis instructs us to believe 

that, if committed, it had not been planned. The mysterious Salīm, who only the we have 

knowledge about, gives us a hint that there are details of the crime that the investigators are 

not yet aware of. Sihām can be understood as a strict and arrogant grandmother, and also 

colleague. Instead of helping her grandson who does his homework, she sits in the same room 

and gossips on the phone about work. She only pays attention to Ādam when he wants to 

leave the room, and insults both him and his mother.  

 

We have not been given any subjective access to Sihām; she appears as a rather 

unsympathetic character, and there is no explanation for her traits. When the police officer 

comes on the door, the spectator might feel for sorry for her, based on expectations on what is 

coming next. Even though Malak has not yet uttered a sound, and it is difficult to place the 

two characters according to an internal value structure. The first confrontation between them 

may therefore serve that purpose. 

 

4.1.3 Stylistic analysis and interpretation of the confrontation scene in 

episode 1: 
The first scene of confrontation consists of twenty shots and lasts for almost three minutes. 

The scene comes approximately in the middle of the episode. The first shot is an establishing 

shot of the hall at the investigator’s office unit: it is crowded, long and narrow. Some people 

are walking into rooms, others are sitting in the hall. There is only diegetic sound: the 

background noise of people, and the camera turns left and come very close up to Malak’s 

face, from below, who stares down, but not towards the camera. She might be sitting or 

standing towards the wall. Her make-up is no longer in place. Her eyes are not moving, and a 

suspicious sound starts in the background. It is difficult to say if it is someone screaming, 

hence a sound within the story world, if it is something Malak is hearing, and we are given 

subjective access to her head, or if the sound comes from outside the story world. 

Malak is closely framed and it is difficult to decipher the sound in the background. Although 

we have no subjective access to Malak’s mental life and no new information is given, the 

setup of the scene is still important. Malak is, just like in the narration until this scene, 

presented before Sihām.  
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The suspicious sound continues as Sihām and a police officer enter the building and walk up 

the stairs in the end of the hall, and towards the camera. He has a determined and quick walk, 

she stares around, at him, and around. Their fast steps add to the non-diegetic noise of 

suspicion. The camera follows them all along the way up to the end of the hall, five shots, 

from medium close in front, and from very close behind. Sihām is framed more closely than 

the police officer. Sihām continues to look around and at the police officer; her eyes are 

shifty, whereas he walks straight forward. 

The close framing of Sihām walking all the way up the hall makes us see her 

expression clearly. This puts us strongly with her. Her insecurity is highlighted beside the 

police officer’s calmness, and the sound and the long walk build up the suspense of what we 

partly know must be coming, inviting us to emphasize with her.  

 

The noise stops as Sihām reaches Malak, bows down and asks her what has happened. The 

long shot, from a high angle, shows Malak still immobile, and she does not react to Sihām’s 

increasingly aggressive tone and request to inform her. The police officer leads a worried-

looking Sihām to the office, and the suspicious noise rises again. 

 The framing is in long shot, and not necessarily attaching us more to any of the two 

women. But while Malak’s face is not visible, Sihām’s face expression and body language 

are clear, and I believe this makes the spectator more curious about and attached to Sihām 

than to Malak.  

 

As she reaches the office, Sihām, standing in front of the prosecutor’s desk in a framing that 

is medium close, says that she will not sit down before she knows what is wrong. There is no 

sound anymore. The dialogue between the prosecutor and Sihām is first shot from their sides, 

approximately from where the prosecutor’s assistant is sitting at the short side of the desk, 

and with the same framing. The camera is on the prosecutor when he pronounces the full 

name of the two killed, but switches to a close-up of Sihām as she gasps; her lips start to 

shiver and she sits down. The prosecutor continues talking, while the camera is still on 

Sihām. A melodramatic melody starts playing in the background, and Sihām continues to 

gasp for air, as the overview shot shows the prosecutor talking and her shivering, looking 

around. The melodramatic music continues, as does her gasping. The shot is also on her as 

the prosecutor tells her that they unfortunately found Malak on the crime scene. The music 
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goes down. She looks up, stops breathing, takes her hand to the heart, and looks at him as the 

shot shifts to him and he says that that she held a gun in her hand. Back at Sihām, the camera 

zooms out, she is not breathing loud anymore, but her breast moves. A new melody, this time 

more suspicious, rises, and the suspicious noise from the first shots comes back. Her eyes are 

flickering, but less and less. She stops breathing, sniffs, and in the overview shot of the 

office, she resolutely throws her scarf behind her shoulder, rises up and hastens past the 

camera, which follows her out to the hall where Malak is still sitting, while the prosecutor is 

calling her name. 

 Our empathy for her strengthens as the prosecutor tells her about Nadā and Aḥmad, 

with the melancholic background music and the shaky lips. But Sihām confirms, as the breath 

fades out, the suspicious sound returns and her eyes start focusing, the impression we have of 

her from the beginning as strict and already in conflict with Malak.   

 

  
 

The confrontation itself is one shot. The music lowers, a medium shot from a low angle 

shows both of them, Malak partly from behind/the side, Sihām from the front/side as Sihām 

screams to Malak, repeatedly asking her if she killed her sister. The camera tracks in and 

reaches an equal side angle of them both. Sihām is taking Malak’s head and then strangle 

holding her, without much reaction from Malak’s side. The camera moves up and right as the 

prosecutor drags Sihām back from Malak and then towards the office. The camera switches 

back to Malak, who is escorted away by another police officer. We only see her from behind, 

walking down the hall, out of the picture. The suspicious melody and noise are accompanied 

by the sound of Malak’s squeaking shoes.  

 Opposed to Malak’s motionlessness, and with a framing that eventually lets us watch 

them both from equal angle, Sihām’s loud voice and aggressive behavior detach our empathy 

for her, and leads over to an empathy for Malak. Although Malak has not uttered a sound yet, 

the attachment to her is confirmed as Sihām disappears out of the picture, while the camera is 

following Malak out of it.  
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Confrontation conclusion: The traits and behavior that Sihām has revealed do not attract the 

spectator. The scene itself only strengthens the impression of a strict woman and mother. She 

refuses to sit down before she knows more, and acts impulsively when she learns that Malak 

was found on the crime scene. She might also have different relationships to her daughters, or 

at least easily she blames her daughter Malak when something is wrong. Since Sihām’s traits 

are not attractive, and any other information about her life is limited, the spectator is not 

invited to feel any sympathy with her. However, the spectator does understand Sihām’s 

situation and the scene evokes empathy. The situation is recognizable, as most people can 

imagine how it is to learn about the death of a family member. The melancholic music and 

the close framing of Sihām’s clear expressions instruct the spectator to feel empathy for her, 

but this empathy disappears with her aggressive attack on Malak, and Sihām is recognized as 

a probable antagonistic force of Malak’s wellbeing.  

 

4.2 Episode 9: Sihām attacking Malak 
4.2.1 Development of the storylines until episode 9 and the attack 
With Salīm, Nadā’s husband, Sihām agrees to tell Ādam that his father and aunt died in a car 

accident, and that his mother became sick because of that. Sihām, initially working within the 

field of education, takes a break from work as she is also the one taking care of Ādam. She 

manages to transfer him to a school closer to her house. She imposes a strict rule when she 

learns that he has been fighting with his classmates at the new school. Her sister Nihāl, who 

lives abroad, comes to Egypt, and tension arises between the two of them. Nihāl repeatedly 

states that Sihām has not changed. Tension also increases between Ādam and Sihām, 

especially after she prohibits him from seeing his new friends after school. Ādam’s paternal 

aunt ʿUlā insists on having custody of Ādam. Sihām has an anger attack after Nihāl criticizes 

her for not having visited Malak at the hospital. As a result, Ādam moves out from his 

grandmother’s place and to ʿUlā’s. Sihām goes to Malak’s psychiatrist in order to find out 

how she could kill her husband and sister and whether they had been cheating on her. The 

psychiatrist does not want to tell her, but points out that she should visit Malak at the 

hospital. He asks Sihām whether she is afraid to be weak in front of Malak, whereby Sihām 

answers that she has never been weak in front of her daughters. “Every woman [who does not 

have a man] must become like a man.” The psychiatrist also says that Sihām is welcome to 

come back to him for a new session.  
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After Sihām’s attack, Malak is taken to the forensic psychiatry unit al-ʿAbāssiya. She is not 

talkative the first episodes, but has a lot of hallucinations and flashbacks from childhood. 

Both Nadā and Sihām are involved in the flashbacks and hallucinations. She is happy to 

receive Ādam at the hospital, but freezes when Salīm tells her that they have told Ādam the 

truth: that Nadā and Aḥmad died in a car accident. After some time at al-ʿAbāssiya, she gets 

more along with her fellow patients and talks more about the past, and how all good things 

disappeared when her father passed away. Her fellow patients talk about how Malak’s 

condition is deteriorating. Her aunt Nihāl comes to see her, and she seems happy to receive 

her. In front of a commission assessing her readiness to leave al-ʿAbāssiya, she tells them that 

she is not. When Sihām, Nihāl and Salīm come to visit her, she only shows affection for and 

talks with Nihāl.  

 

4.2.2 Interpretation of the storylines from episode 1 to 9 
Sihām continues to give an impression of being rude to her closest people, such as Ādam and 

Nihāl. Furthermore, the subjective access to Malak – both what she is telling other people and 

her flashbacks from childhood and hallucinations – strengthen a narrative of a mother who 

neglected her daughter both as a child and as a grown-up. She differentiated between her two 

children, and gave her oldest daughter more responsibility than she should have got. In 

present-time, this impression is only bolstered. Sihām is concerned about her grandson’s 

achievement in school, but does not talk to him, and cares little about him or the fact that he 

has lost his father, and has his mother at the hospital. She also neglects her own wellbeing. 

Furthermore, she is not able to see how she herself is affecting other people’s life, and sees 

herself outside of the world. The only reason for going to the psychiatrist is to learn more 

about what her daughter has told the psychiatrist, but not her.   

 

Malak’s close attachment to Ādam and Nihāl only emphasizes the impression of Sihām being 

the cause of Malak’s problems. Sihām has bad relations to Malak, Nihāl and Ādam, whereas 

Malak only has bad relations to Sihām. 

 

4.2.3 Stylistic analysis and interpretation of the attack in episode 9 
The confrontation scene in episode 9 is in the middle of the episode, lasts for almost two 

minutes, and has 18 shots. In a long shot framing, a nurse dressed in a white nurse uniform 

leads Malak, who wears a long black robe, into the room where Sihām, Nihāl and Salīm are 
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sitting. With a number of tables and chairs, it looks like a visitor’s room. It is a rather dim 

light, coming from two lattice windows. Nihāl, who wears high-waist black, loose pants, a 

light brown leather jacket and a green scarf, gets up from the chair and embraces and kisses 

Malak. The nurse goes in the background. Nihāl takes several warm holds around Malak’s 

arms, and enthusiastically tries to lead her down to the chair. Malak, rather stiff, pulls her 

back, and asks her to promise that she will not go back to America again. Nihāl promises her 

that she will not leave until Malak is back home. As they both sit down, Nihāl puts her hand 

on Sihām’s stiff shoulders.   

The close relationship between Malak and Nihāl is reaffirmed. Nihāl, who appears as 

a sympathetic person, serves as a bridge between the protagonists. She is the one meeting 

Malak when she is coming, but also the one encouraging Sihām. Nihāl’s further behavior in 

the scene will direct the spectator’s attachment to the protagonists.  

 

The ten following shots are of Salīm and Sihām’s failed attempt to small-talk with Malak 

about the food they did not bring. The shots change between Salīm, who sits at the short end 

of the table, Sihām and Nihāl, who sit at the long side, and Malak who sits at the other short 

side. While the angle on the visitors is from the same height (eye-angle) and the frame of the 

shot is not closer than breast and up, the angle of Malak’s face is low, and the frame of the 

shot is a close-up to the face. Sihām looks at Malak as she asks her how she is doing. Nihāl 

keeps an eye on Sihām, and then looks at Malak when also the shot is shifting to Malak. 

Malak’s reaction to the small-talk is only some shifty eyes. Sihām asks her if the food at the 

institution is okay. Nihāl, who has had her eyes on Malak, looks down. The only response as 

the shot shifts to Malak, is her swallowing. Otherwise she is motionless. Also Salīm looks 

from Sihām and down as she repeats her question. 

Nihāl, the moral guide, is somehow instructing the camera motion. She nervously 

looks at Sihām, and then down. She looks at Malak, and the camera turns towards Malak. Her 

look reveals the inappropriateness of Sihām’s question. The camera favors Malak by coming 

much closer to her than to the other characters, and this attaches us to her.  
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A longshot brings the nurse back to the frame. Sihām bends forward towards Malak. A new 

shot, close-up, shows Sihām approaching Malak further. Malak’s face turns towards the 

camera, away from her mother, Sihām’s face is from the front/side. The angle is low. A noise 

of suspicion rises. Malak’s eyes turn even further away from Sihām. Sihām takes hold of her 

shoulders, and shakes them. Malak pulls the shoulder closest to the camera (furthest away 

from Sihām) up towards her ear. Nihāl, in the background, calls Sihām’s name. In the next 

shot, from low angle, Salīm stands up, while the noise lowers, and tells Sihām that this is not 

acceptable. The noise continues and intensifies as Sihām takes a further hold of Malak’s 

shoulders and then head, and tries to pull it towards her. Malak, still stiff, holds back and 

closes her eyes when Sihām pulls her head. Another intense, though frail, noise is heard, most 

probably a diegetic noise coming from Malak, although her lips are closed. Nihāl’s arm 

shows up in the frame, trying to take Sihām’s arms from Malak. Then comes a new re-

establishing long shot, as the nurse gets up and intervenes in the fight. Nihāl forces Sihām, 

who still screams at Malak and asks her what was between Aḥmad and Nadā and why she did 

it, down, while the nurse escorts Malak out of the room. Salīm looks down. The last shots 

show Nihāl, close, trying to calm down and embrace Sihām, who is agitated. Nihāl asks her 

to be quiet, and embraces her. Sihām buries her head in Nihāl’s chest and throat.  

Even when Sihām attacks Malak, is the camera closer to her than Sihām is. She comes 

towards the camera, away from Sihām. The noise of suspicion, just as the re-establishing shot 

in the middle of the scene, alerts the spectator about the negative thing that is about to 

happen. This re-affirms the access to Malak. The intervening nurse with the worried mine is 

yet another instructor of the inappropriate behavior of Sihām.  By watching Sihām not acting 

correctly, and without subjective access to her, the spectator is not instructed to see what 

could be behind her actions and behavior, nor to feel any empathy towards her.  

 

Confrontation conclusion: Yet another time are the stylistic techniques clearly identify a 

friend and a foe, hence it plays an important role in the setup of the internal value system. 

Malak is not saying much, but her body language and the close-ups gives enough information 

to the spectator to yet another time align with her, and to categorize Sihām among Malak’s 

antagonistic forces.  

 

4.3 Episode 20: Malak attacking Sihām 
4.3.1 Development of the storylines from episode 9 to 20 
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During the second visit at the psychiatrist, Sihām states that she feels betrayed by everyone. 

The psychiatrist talks about how people may have challenging situations, but still manage to 

cope with them. In the third session, she says that she has always been afraid, and this has 

prevented her from having feelings in general, and feeling like a woman in particular. 

However, a new life starts. She throws away stuff from the house, quits her job, and Nihāl 

cannot recognize her.51 Sihām gets a new hobby, and tells her psychiatrist how this makes her 

life much better. He asks whether her change also implies a change in the relationship to 

Malak. She does not understand the question, and visits Malak’s new hospital only to watch 

her from far distance. She flirts with her sewing teacher, who is also a widow, and he asks her 

out. After a while she visits Malak at the hospital, and tells her that she is sorry for all the 

responsibilities Malak had in her childhood, and acknowledges that she is the reason for 

Malak’s troubles. They end up laughing. She is however still not able to tell the sewing 

teacher about the cause of Nadā and Aḥmad’s death. He proposes to her, and tries to 

convince her that this is also the best for Ādam and Malak and that family is the most 

important element in life. Insecure about the properness of having a boyfriend, she consults 

her psychiatrist, who tells her that there are no right or wrong feelings, only actions. The 

teacher again tries to convince her about the marriage. She later visits Malak at the hospital, 

and they chat and laugh like friends. During supper, Sihām tells Malak about the proposal. 

 

After having been attacked by her mother, Malak has a breakdown and needs intravenous 

injections. She has hallucinations, some good ones with Ādam, and some hallucinations 

where she sees Sihām who tells Malak that she hates her, and that she loved Nadā. Malak 

attacks a fellow patient whom she wrongly believes is Sihām. She wonders if she can ever 

take care of Ādam again, and tells her psychiatrist that she married Aḥmad only to get away 

from her mother. In front of the commission she recognizes that she committed the crime, but 

that she was sick. The commission grants her exit of al-ʿAbāssiya, under Sihām’s patronage. 

Malak is transferred to a private mental health care institution, and explains Walīd, an 

assistant there, that she consciously could have killed Sihām. Malak tells the mother of Ru’ā, 

a fellow patient and roommate, that she killed her husband and sister because of [people like] 

her. She thereby threatens her that her daughter would become the same if the she continued 

to behave like this. The mother reacts, whereas the other patients find Malak’s joke in the 

																																																								
51	In	episode	12,	Nihāl	also	stands	up	for	Sihām	when	she	tells	ʿUlā	that	improper	child	rearing	was	not	
the	cause	of	Malak’s	crime.	
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aftermath of the incident funny. Malak thereby tells, in a conversation with Ru’ā, that she had 

loved a guy at university, but that she had not been as brave as Ru’ā. Malak expresses that 

she is feeling heavy, and that she hears Sihām’s voice telling her to kill herself because she 

does not deserve to live. The main doctor of the institution orders a nurse to, secretly, give 

Malak a stronger medicine, not yet on the market. Malak admits in group therapy that she has 

thought of suicide. She accepts Sihām’s approach and apologize for not having been a good 

mother. When Ru’ā’s mother visits Ru’ā a second time, Malak attacks her. Malak has new 

hallucinations from Sihām being tough on her, and tells a fellow patient that she does not 

remember any happy moments. Malak and the other patients travel to Fayoum and there she 

tells Walīd that she neither loved, nor hated Aḥmad. When Sihām, Salīm and Ādam come to 

visit her, mother and daughter act like friends.  

 

4.3.2 Interpretation of the storylines from episode 9 to 20 
The attack in episode nine serves as a changing point for Sihām. The repeated sessions at the 

psychiatrist allow the spectator to see Sihām’s gradual change and how she tries to 

implement his advices. She starts mending the relationships to Nihāl and Ādam. As a result, 

although not coming easily, she becomes ready to admit to Malak that she had been too harsh 

a mother during Malak’s childhood. The change is confirmed by Nihāl, who so far has served 

as a moral compass in the series. However, by failing to tell the sewing teacher about the 

nature of Aḥmad and Nadā’s death, and hiding the family secrets that may affect her image, 

she proves that she has not yet reached her unconscious need. Family taboos stay family 

taboos. For Malak, the situation is deteriorating. Although she finds a community inside the 

new mental health institution, and stands up for Ru’ā, whose mother is as strict as Sihām used 

to be, her own mental condition is worsening. She is processing her childhood in both group 

sessions and with doctors, but the wrong medication, which only the doctor and the spectator 

have knowledge about, blocks her memory and she is not able to remember what happened. 

She has lost agency of her character arc.  

 

But as I see it, this has not affected the spectator’s relation to Malak. We still have subjective 

access to her, through her flashbacks, hallucinations and treatment sessions. As long as she 

has not done anything that morally wrong, the spectator can still feel engaged towards her, 

knowing that Malak is not getting the proper treatment, but some pills that deteriorate her 

condition. We have been given more objective alignment to Sihām. She appears in a high 
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proportion of the scenes, even relatively to Malak. Our knowledge about Sihām’s inner life 

has remarkably increased, not least because of her sessions at the psychiatrist. The narration 

has influenced the internal value system in the sense that our empathy towards Sihām grows. 

The spectator knows that Sihām takes pain in changing, and that she is more concerned about 

Malak and Ādam than about her boyfriend.  

 

Because of the omniscient range of knowledge, the spectator has no reason to devaluate 

neither Sihām nor Malak. The spectator has been instructed to sympathize with both of them, 

and this sympathy towards Sihām is unconditional. The spectator hopes that Sihām’s attitude 

towards Malak softens, so that they both, and not only Malak, can obtain their unconscious 

need. The series have by this time have established what Blanket and Vaage call shared 

history account.52 They use the analogy of close friendship to explain this effect in TV series. 

The memory of a shared history between two or more persons is seen as essential for having 

a close relationship. The idea is that if we only liked our friends or lovers because of their 

physical or mental attributes, we would constantly try to change them for people with better 

attributes. But this is not the case, people stick to their friends even though they have flaws 

and imperfections. Transferred to Suqūṭ Ḥurr, I believe this is what has happened with the 

spectator’s engagement with Sihām.  

 

4.3.3 Stylistic analysis and interpretation of the confrontation in episode 20 
The confrontation scene is the episode’s last scene. It is shot in one shot only, lasts two and a 

half minutes and is in a large room where the patients are eating. It could be supper or lunch. 

However, the narrated time is unclear. At least Sihām is wearing something different than 

what she had been in the previous scenes, and her hairstyle is different. It could still be the 

same day as the previous scenes. Sihām has a white shirt under a blazer. Malak is wearing the 

same black dress that she wore in the confrontation scene in episode 9. The camera motion 

tracks the characters, and this gives opening to talk about changes within the shot itself. In 

the beginning, a long shot framing, from a low angle, informs the spectator about the room 

and the ambiance. Malak and Sihām are sitting at the table the closest to the camera, and 

fellow patients of Malak are sitting at two tables in the background. There is no sound from 

the background, nor any non-diegetic sound. Sihām’s whispering and Malak’s normal voice 

are the only sounds heard. Their chairs and positions are directed towards each other. Malak 

																																																								
52	Blanchet	and	Vaage,	“Don,	Peggy,	and	Other	Fictional	Friends?”	
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is watching down on the slice of bread she is buttering, Sihām, slightly bowed towards 

Malak, watches Malak, the food she is stirring, all while smiling. Sihām tells Malak that she 

wants her opinion about something, and Malak jokes about her condition. Sihām stretches her 

head back in laughter, and having calmed down, stretches her head towards Malak again, and 

whispers that someone has been proposing to her. She continues, without noticing that Malak 

takes her slice of bread down and freezes. The camera, which has been still for the first thirty 

seconds, starts moving slowly to the right, then left. As Malak interrupts Sihām’s 

explanation, the camera accentuates the zooming in on the two and the sound of suspicion, 

non-diegetic, starts. The position of the camera is a medium close-up, on eye-angle.    

 This is the first of the three confrontation scenes to be shot in only one shot. It is also 

quite long compared to the two others. Whereas the friendliness between them and the 

immobile camera do not establish any stronger loyalty to any of them, it changes when the 

camera starts to move and the confrontation begins. From the moment the camera starts 

moving, it stops showing the scene and starts instructing what to see in the scene. The 

familiar non-diegetic sound of suspicion is again added, and only emphasizes the instruction.  

 

The sound continues as the camera zooms in even more, and Malak accuses Sihām of coming 

only to tell her that she was getting married. Sihām first, between whispering and a normal 

voice, tells Malak that it is not true. Malak roars back that it is the truth. Sihām raises her 

voice, after which Malak both roars and hits her hand in the table. The camera has come 

close-up to both of them, the angle is slightly high. Sihām’s face is getting a bigger share of 

the limited light in the room, and her face is brighter than Malak’s. Sihām looks around, turns 

back to Malak, all while the non-diegetic sound goes on, and explains her that she is trying to 

reduce the distance between the two of them.  

 Sihām expressively tells her that she is trying to make the distance between them 

shorter. Malak accuses Sihām of having cruel and selfish intentions, which we know that she 

does not have. Malak’s moral system is no longer fitting ours  

 

The camera stands still, as Malak’s face approaches Sihām’s even more, and tells her that she 

has turned crazy, and that she should immediately be hospitalized. The sound continues, as 

Malak rises up, the camera tracks out and away from her, and stays on the angle of Sihām, 

therefore low. Malak calls for the attention of the other patients, and tells them that Sihām 

came only in her own interest. Sihām urges her to stop. The camera tracks in again as also 
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Malak walks towards Sihām again. Sihām is staring right in front of her. Some of the patients 

and nurses are looking at Malak, some others are looking away. Malak tells Sihām that she 

thought she had come because she had changed, and in order to get closer to Malak. Sihām 

affirms this by nodding, and looks at Malak. The camera zooms in even further, and we can 

see Malak’s face and Sihām’s back head. Malak accuses Sihām of only wanting to make her 

more crazy, after which Sihām frightened turns her head forward again. Sihām stares straight 

forward as Malak, on Sihām’s left side, takes hold of her shoulders. It is a close-up from the 

eye angle. Sihām’s lips tremble, she looks down. She whispers Malak’s name, looks around, 

and Malak screams in her ear and brutally takes Sihām’s head between her hands. The 

camera tracks out slightly as one nurse and one fellow patient are intervening. In the 

background, out of focus, the fellow patients are affected by the scene, either watching Malak 

or staring into the air. Two women intervene, a nurse and a fellow patient. We can see the 

face of one of the intervening women, and she looks worried. At first, they are not able to 

pull Malak away from Sihām. Malak continues to shake Sihām’s head, and Sihām is only 

able to move her jaw. Malak repeatedly asks her if she wants to marry. Then she orders her to 

get married, as the intervening women manage to pull Malak away while escorting Sihām 

out. Malak makes a fanatic sound of wedding ululation. Malak’s fellow patient leads her back 

to her chair, while pushing her lips towards each other and taking her hand up to them. Malak 

sits down, and the camera zooms into a close-up in front of her. She is breathing heavily. In 

the background, out of focus, two fellow patients are watching her from behind. Malak leans 

her cheek on her hands while looking straight ahead.     

 Sihām remains closer than Malak to the camera and the spectator, and by turning her 

face straight forward, we can clearly read her reaction. Malak’s brutal and exaggerated 

behavior and face expressions detach us from her; what she is doing is not morally justifiable. 

In the moment itself, the brutality might even have cut our empathy for her – no longer are 

we able to understand why she has turned so harsh. We would however soon remember the 

extra pills that she has got, and empathy would not be lost.  
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Confrontation conclusion: While Malak’s earlier attack on Ru’ā’s mother was 

understandable, in that sense that she reminded her of Sihām, this attack cannot easily be 

morally justified by the spectator. We have had more subjective and objective access Sihām 

than to Ru’ā’s mother. Therefore, we know that Sihām has made an effort to come here, and 

we encourage it. Based on knowledge of the inner life of both of them, we know that it is not 

in Malak’s interest to cut off Sihām’s attempt of rapprochement. Sihām has become a person 

with whom we sympathize, regardless of Malak’s wellbeing.  
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5 Concluding remarks in relation to the 
question of blame  

 

Having looked at how Sihām’s unconscious and conscious needs were structured in the 

narration, I will now conclude the paper by discussing whether SḤ can be read as a social 

critique challenging the framing of the hypervisibile woman. Conflict, or the unconscious and 

conscious needs of the protagonists, is essential to get the spectator “on hook”. Without 

conflict, there is no story to tell. I will explore SḤ’s possible voice in the public discourse by 

discussing the nature of her conflicts. One can speak about three different types of conflict 

the protagonist can have with an antagonistic force.53 The first sphere is the internal and 

personal, the protagonist is in some way in conflict with itself, it might be a drug addict 

always in conflict with his or her own body – the body yearns for drugs, while the head says 

no. When the protagonist has a conflict with family members or close friends, the conflict is 

relational and personal. A third conflict is with the environment, be it the nature, the boss at 

work or another person that is not close to the protagonist. This type of conflict is not 

personal. 

 

In the first third of the series, Sihām’s conflict is strictly relational: She has problems with all 

the people who are close to her, be it daughter, sister or grandson. However, with the 

introduction of the narration’s ensuing events in episode 9, the relational conflict intersects 

with an internal conflict.54 Sihām returns to the psychiatrist after having visited, and attacked, 

Malak. The psychiatrist tells her that it was she herself who chose to fit into the box that she 

thought society put her in: as a first lone, then a widowed mother, condemning her to a life in 

misery. He claims that she had been tough on herself and her daughters in vain. Sihām’s self-

diagnosis is that her anxiety prevented her from feeling anything at all, and feeling like a 

woman in particular. She tells the psychiatrist that when a woman does not feel safe anymore, 

she stops feeling like a woman. 

 

In Suqūṭ Ḥurr, challenging conditions – ranging from absent husbands, a man-dominated 

work field, the Syrian civil war – may affect one’s life, but actions do not follow 

																																																								
53	Evans,	Innføring	i	dramaturgi,	31–39.	
54	See	Appendix	3	for	a	transcription	and	translation	of	two	scenes	of	Sihām	visiting	the	psychiatrist.		
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automatically from conditions. Part of Sihām’s unconscious need is to take agency in her own 

life. This agency is also a way to step out of the invisible, yet hypervisible categorization of 

subjects, the widowed mother who has to make up for the lack of father. As she gradually 

steps out of the self-imposed misery and her internal conflict, the relationships with those 

around her also improve. But the transformation is not total. By the end of the series, Sihām 

and Malak have not become too close friends. and Ādam is also reluctant to accept his 

grandmother when he comes home in the last episode. The musalsal refrains from the entirely 

happy end. The relational conflicts are not solved, but we know that things are not like they 

were before.  

 

Life is something every person has to take in her own hands in Suqūṭ Ḥurr. Societal 

constraints are acknowledged, but the individual can choose to obey them or not. In that 

sense, the personal does not become political. Structures are not recognized as a hindrance, 

only as an existence. If Sihām chose to take the easy way and adapt to what she thought was 

her role in society, that was all her fault. SḤ can be read as handing over the responsibility of 

life to each and every one. The series’ blame is mostly on the individuals themselves. 

 

As interesting as the way the topics are presented in SḤ, is the way they are not. Suqūṭ Ḥurr 

is a family drama, and deals with mothers who are raising their kids on their own. But none 

of the main characters are doing so because they are divorced. One might wonder about the 

reason for only dealing with the topic of divorce in the background, with characters we do not 

get attached to, while having four women in the foreground portraying those who are widow 

or “single parent” wife of a work-migrant. Many of the patients at the mental health care 

institutions, the extras in the series, are there because they were not allowed to marry the 

person they wanted or to divorce their husband, or were denied any legal rights after the 

husband passed away. In the most prominent case, a Coptic woman is seeking divorce from 

her husband who is cheating on her. The cleric representative, her husband and her father all 

oppose the divorce. By rather giving some of the main characters this feature, Suqūṭ Ḥurr 

could have entered and challenged the public discourse on divorce, or at least shed light on 

the fact that many divorced women chose not to remarry in order not to lose custody of their 

child. 
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The closest SḤ’s main characters come in relation to divorce, is remarrying. Sihām asserts 

that society would have condemned her if she spent her time, as a widowed mother, finding a 

new man. The psychiatrist, while acknowledging that Sihām’s choice of not looking for a 

new man is well-respected in society, claims that the widowed women who choose to 

remarry could raise their children in a likewise proper manner as the ones who remain alone. 

Sihām’s sewing teaching, a widower, also shares this view. He tells her that also Malak and 

Ādam would benefit of feeling that they belonged to a family, and Sihām eventually ends up 

following their advice. Although there is nothing morally wrong with the advice itself, I 

believe that the psychiatrist is actually reducing the struggle against the societal structures to 

a fight that can be taken with oneself, maybe in company with a psychiatrist. 

 

By only calling the choice of not remarrying a trait that is well-respected in society, and not 

considering the fact that the personal status law also may impact this choice, Sihām’s 

storyline and Suqūṭ Ḥurr do not challenge the hypervisibility of female subjects, married or 

not.   
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Appendix 1: Summary of the episodes 
Character guide of Suqūṭ Ḥurr 

 

Malak Married to Aḥmad, sister of Nadā, 

daughter of Sihām, mother of Ādam  

 

Sihām Mother of Sihām and Nadā, 

grandmother of Ādam, sister of Nihāl 

Ādam Son of Malak and Aḥmad 

Salīm Married to Nadā, friend of Raḍwā 

Nadā Married to Salīm, sister of Malak and 

daughter of Sihām 

Aḥmad Married to Malak, brother of ʿUlā, father 

of Ādam 

ʿUlā Sister of Aḥmad, (aunt of Ādam) 

Nihāl Sister of Sihām 

Raḍwā Friend of Salīm 

Shūshū Daughter of Raḍwā 

Psychiatrist (Mustafā) Malak’s former and Sihām’s current 

psychiatrist 

Walīd Master student at the private mental 

health institution Malak is at. 

Ru’ā Malak’s roommate at the private mental 

health care institution 

Ādam’s cousins ʿAlī and Nuhā Children of ʿUlā and her (work-

migrated) husband 

 

Episode 1 

The police enter a well-equipped apartment and find the paralyzed Malak in the bedroom, 

with a gun beside her hand. Her sister Nadā has been shot dead in the bed, and Malak’s 

husband Aḥmad is shot dead in the hallway. A neighbor confirms to the police that Malak 
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and Aḥmad are living there, and that he has seen Nadā several times, but mostly together 

with Malak. The police take Malak for investigation at the Public prosecution office.  

Malak’s mother Sihām is at home with Malak’s son Ādam, who is revising for a test at 

school when a police officer knocks on her door and tells her to come with them. Arriving at 

the investigation building, Sihām screams at Malak and asks her what she has done. Malak 

does not answer, and is afterwards taken to a forensic psychiatry unit. Malak’s mother Sihām 

and her brother-in-law Salīm (Nadā’s husband) are interrogated, and both tell the 

investigators how they did not see this coming. Later, Malak hallucinates and has flashbacks 

from childhood, playing at the beach with a younger person (Nadā). She is taken out of the 

play when her mother’s voice calls her and orders her to leave Nadā alone. The credits show 

the adult Malak going out in the water, slowly reaching towards a drowning person.  

 

Episode 2 

Still mute, Malak does not reveal any information in the first consultation with the 

psychiatrist. Before going to the funeral, Salīm and Sihām agree on telling Ādam that his 

father and aunt died in a car accident. At the funeral they meet Ādam’s paternal aunt ʿUlā. 

Salīm is concerned about Ādam, and Sihām takes a break from work. Salīm takes his 

lawyer/friend to Malak’s former psychiatrist, who reveals that she had been acting strange 

lately, almost schizophrenic. However, he could not prove that she had been in a 

schizophrenic state of mind at the time of the act. A scene shows the adult Malak at the 

beach, then almost drowning in the sea, before she wakes up at the forensic psychiatry unit. 

By the end of the episode, she meets with a new psychiatrist, and is not able to utter anything 

but her son’s and then her own name.  

 

Episode 3 

Moving on with the case, the investigators talk with a colleague of Malak who tells them that 

she has changed lately, but continued to be respectful and nice. Salīm convinces Sihām to try 

to use wasṭa (network) to transfer Ādam to a school closer to her place (Heliopolis), and he 

then meets with Raḍwā, a long-time friend, who is surprised that Salīm takes all this fatherly 

responsibility for Ādam. Malak is still mute, surrounded by mentally ill people.  

 

Episode 4 
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Malak is transferred from the forensic psychiatry unit to the insanity defense institution al-

ʿAbāssiya. There, she is only willing to talk when it comes to Ādam. He himself has trouble 

adapting to his new school, and gets into a fight with some classmates. ʿUlā visits Sihām and 

tells her that Ādam rather should stay with herself, his aunt, than with his grandmother. 

Salīm, who has been having several anger attacks in the Cairo traffic, visits Malak at al-

ʿAbāssiya, but she refrains from talking or responding to his comments. In the last scene, 

Malak sees and talks with her late sister whose sitting with her in the courtyard at al-

ʿAbāssiya. Her sister tells her that it is impossible that she could have killed her.  

 

Episode 5 

After meeting with the principal at Ādam’s school, Sihām implements a stricter rule at home 

in which Ādam cannot access his phone or his computer. She threatens him that the next step 

is to send him to public school. Malak is still surrounded by different mentally ill women, 

and has conversations with some of them. Sihām tells Salīm, who still has problems 

controlling his anger in the traffic, that ʿUlā wanted to take Ādam to her place. Later, Raḍwā 

tells Salīm that she is concerned about him, and suggest he should go and see a psychiatrist. 

Malak tells her psychiatrist that she saw Nadā and heard Sihām. Sihām, at her home, lifts part 

of the rules she imposed on Ādam. He is allowed to go to al-ʿAbāssiya with Salīm. Standing 

in the background when Malak and Ādam embrace each other, Salīm tells her that Ādam 

knows that his father and aunt died in a car accident.  

 

Episode 6 

After Ādam complains to Sihām and Salīm about the bad conditions at al-ʿAbāssiya, the latter 

asks his friend Sāmiḥ whether there are any possibilities to get Malak out of the hospital. In 

conversations with a psychiatrist and a fellow patient, Malak reflects upon two events that 

changed her life. First, at the age of nine, how everything turned dark when her father died, 

and second, how it repeated itself when she got pregnant – to which the fellow patient 

responds that it is for mothers to get depressed. Raḍwā is concerned about her daughter 

Shūshū who has already entered puberty, and has trouble with a male business partner whose 

goodwill she depends on. Salīm believes that the partner will kick her out of the company at 

any moment. Raḍwā is not able to imagine that her partner could do such a thing. Sihām is 

not pleased when she comes home and finds her sister Nihāl, who lives abroad and has heard 

about what happened to Malak, Nadā Aḥmad. When Sihām rejects her offer to help because 
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they were fine before she came and will be fine after she leaves, Nihāl states that Sihām has 

not changed at all. At al-ʿAbāssiya, Malak has visions and sees Salīm in front of her, 

stretching out his hand to take her away. 

 

Episode 7 

Sāmiḥ explains Salīm that there is a prosecutor commission at the al-ʿAbāssiya, consisting of 

five members with veto power, that decides upon the patients’ future. Salīm enquires about 

the doctors of the commission. A patient of al-ʿAbāssiya loses her nerves in front of the 

committee, and by the end of the episode it becomes clear that she has had a traumatic 

relationship with the prosecutor ever since she had been trying to get her due share of the 

inheritance of her late husband. Her sick child, whom she was fighting against the prosecutor 

for, later died. When ʿUlā pays Sihām a visit, the latter calls upon Salīm to be there and 

support her. They discuss who should be Ādam’s guardians, and Nihāl reminds them that 

Malak is still alive and should be the caretaker. Ādam is trying to make new friends at school, 

but Sihām prohibits him from visiting them. Nihāl explains Ādam about depression and brain 

chemistry, and later goes to al-ʿAbāssiya to visit Malak, who seems very happy to see her.  

 

Episode 8 

Nihāl confronts Sihām with the fact that she has not yet visited Malak in the hospital, by 

which Sihām replies with an anger attack, turning both Ādam and Nihāl out of her house. 

Nihāl criticizes Sihām for her self-pity and for not showing Ādam any affection. Driving with 

Ādam in her Giza neighborhood, ʿUlā gets angry at the street vendors. Ādam promises his 

cousin ʿAlī, whom he will share a bedroom with, that he will not tell on him when he chats 

with girlfriends during night. On skype, Nihāl’s son tries in vain to convince her to leave 

Egypt and the unthankful family. In front of the commission, Malak learns that she is not yet 

ready to leave al-ʿAbāssiya. Salīm has another anger attack in the traffic. Over coffee and 

cigarettes, Salīm tries to persuade Sihām that they should find a private hospital for Malak. 

Sihām unsure whether she will ever be able to forgive her daughter, Salīm, although not 

understanding what happened, believes that Malak has been treated unjustly, and tells Sihām 

that Malak had been going to a psychiatrist for the past six months.  

 
Episode 9 
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Not able to sleep, Salīm calls Raḍwā to get advices and support. She repeats that he needs to 

consult a psychiatrist. Sihām goes to see Malak’s previous psychiatrist, in order to understand 

what was wrong with Malak and how she could kill her husband and sister. Raḍwā’s attempts 

to strike a deal with her colleague are unsuccessful. Salīm promises that he will help Raḍwā, 

and Raḍwā explains Salīm that she appreciates their friendship, and that their relationship 

could be nothing else. In Giza, Nihāl and Sihām visit ʿUlā and the kids (ʿAlī, Nuhā, Ādam). 

ʿUlā tells Nihāl about her husband, a migrant worker in Saudi-Arabia, who only occasionally 

comes home. Together with Salīm and Nihāl, Sihām visits Malak at al-ʿAbāssiya, and 

exasperatedly attacks Malak for what she has done. The following scenes show the 

breakdown of Malak, who needs intravenous treatment and is unable to speak. Returning to 

the psychiatrist, Sihām is told that she was too harsh on her two children and on herself, and 

that she cannot blame society for what she had done. A few days later, on the third 

appointment at the psychiatrist, Sihām justifies her harshness, saying that she never blamed 

anyone, but that she too was a victim of endless fear. 

 

Episode 10 

Nihāl, talking with the main doctor at al-ʿAbāssiya, is surprised to learn that she is the only 

person Malak trusts and likes, and that she reacts negatively towards Salīm. When Nihāl 

visits Sihām, she finds her in an improved state, both mentally and physically than before. 

Sihām later presents her resignation at work. Back at al-ʿAbāssiya, Malak again envisions 

Sihām, who tells her that she hates her, and that she loved her sister. Malak believes she is 

strangling her mother, whereas in fact she is strangling a fellow patient. At ʿUlā’s place, the 

children talk with their father and want him to buy new presents to them. ʿUlā hangs up. 

While workers at al-ʿAbāssiya worry about the augmenting costs of living, Shūshū, being 

picked up by her mother at her presumably expensive private school, in concerned about not 

being allowed to go to a birthday party in the middle of the week. After realizing that her 

colleague has let her down, Raḍwā explains Shūshū that they will face a period with financial 

difficulties, whereby the daughter assures her that they will get through it. Ādam shows 

entrepreneur skills with the street workers in the neighborhood, and ʿUlā has to reassure 

Sihām that Ādam still remembers her. At al-ʿAbāssiya, Malak has hallucinations of an angry 

Sihām over and over again.   

 

Episode 11 
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Ādam is making friends with the locals in the neighborhood, and ʿUlā is not pleased with his 

interaction with that type of people, and how it affects his upbringing and language. Malak 

worries about her chances of being the sole caretaker of Ādam when she gets out, and states 

that she will not live with Sihām again, since getting away from her was the main reason for 

getting married in the first place. Sihām tells her psychiatrist that she feels better, and 

attempts to convince ʿUlā that she can take more care of Ādam. ʿUlā’s husband Amin comes 

home from Saudi-Arabia, with presents for their two children, but not for Ādam. Amin is 

concerned about Ādam’s presence with Nuhā. Salīm is impatient to get Malak out of al-

ʿAbāssiya and in to a private institution.  

 

Episode 12 

Ādam continues to interact with people from the neighborhood, and also has a lot of friends 

at school. Sihām and Salīm are making an effort to understand the system of the commission 

at al-ʿAbāssiya and the chances of getting Malak out of there. Nihāl comes back to Egypt (on 

her way to Syria, where she is working for the UNHCR), and receives a surprisingly warm 

welcome from Sihām. Sihām is worried about her sister going to Syria, but Nihāl convinces 

her that if not anyone goes to help, the people will die from hunger and bombs. At ʿUlā’s, 

Nihāl tries to convince her that Sihām’s upbringing was not what directly caused Malak to 

kill her husband and her sister – anyone can get ill. At al-ʿAbāssiya, the commission 

recognizes that Malak is getting better, and agrees to discharge her from the hospital within 

three months. Sihām and Salīm thereby stand before the commission and persuade it to take 

responsibility for Malak. In the last scene, they take her from al-ʿAbāssiya to a private 

institution for mentally ill people.  

 

Episode 13 

At the psychiatrist, Sihām enthusiastically tells about her new hobby, sewing, but is unable to 

see how her new lifestyle can enhance her relation with Malak. Ādam is doing well in school, 

and he explains to his classmates how the down-to-earth school and the environment he is 

living in (in Giza) are the reasons behind the results. Salīm visits Raḍwā to talk about a new 

hotel project, and is surprised to see that she lets Shūshū have a gender-mixed group of 

friends over. At the new hospital, Malak tells Walīd, an assistant and a master student, about 

her childhood. She remembers the three weeks at home with her mom and sister as horrible, 

and the fourth week when her father came home, as good. She also tells him that she married 
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Aḥmad only two years after graduation in order to get away from her mom, and that the first 

two years with him were okay. Sihām and Salīm try to convince ʿUlā that Ādam should stay 

with his grandmother in the weekend, but ʿUlā becomes angry when Salīm also suggests that 

Ādam sees his mom. ʿUlā’s son ʿAlī thereby tries to convince his mom to see Malak’s 

disease, and not only her crime. At the new hospital, Malak is surrounded by a new group of 

mentally ill people. Her roommate Ru’ā, a 17-year-old girl says she is at hospital because of 

her boyfriend Ḥussām. Malak cannot understand how and why anyone could get depressed 

because of love.  

 

Episode 14 

Not emotionally able to talk with Malak yet, Sihām visits the hospital only to watch her. A 

doctor reassures her that by time, their wounds will heal. Walīd explains to Malak that Ruʾā 

got depressed when her mother prevented her from marrying Ḥussām. It was Ruʾā’s mother 

who then committed her to the psychiatric institution. When Malak later overhears a 

conversation between mother and daughter, in which the mother says that psychiatric 

treatment is better than dying as an infidel and that she herself was to blame because of bad 

upbringing (too liberal), she intervenes and tells the mother that she killed her husband and 

sister because of people like her. The mother leaves the hospital in anger, and the episode 

results in a closer relationship between Ruʾā and Malak. Ruʾā tells Malak that her mother is 

the “the man of the house”, her father is weak. Salīm tries to get Raḍwā’s expertise in his 

project without having to pay her properly. When realizing that other clients are interested in 

her, he turns it against her and says that she is trying to take advantage of their friendship to 

improve her situation at work. ʿAlī successfully convinces ʿUlā to let Ādam see his mother 

and grandmother in the weekends.   

 

Episode 15 

Ādam is happy to get to Sihām’s place, but is unable to understand why she does not come 

with him to see Malak. When Ādam returns to ʿUlā after the weekend and tells her that his 

mother is doing better at the new hospital, ʿUlā accuses Sihām of bribing the al-ʿAbāssiya 

doctors in order to get Malak out. At the new hospital, Malak has a lot of hallucinations after 

the chief doctor Mājdī ordered a nurse to secretly give her a new type of medicine, not to be 

registered on her prescription. Her fellow patients are worried about her. At the sewing 

lessons, Sihām flirts with the teacher, who asks her out.  
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Episode 16 

Raḍwā hides her surprise when Shūshū tells her that Salīm is organizing a birthday party for 

her. When she later confronts Salīm, he tells her that he is only doing it for Shūshū. Raḍwā 

tells him that he is sick, and should seek psychological help for his paranoia. Ādam is 

attending the party, but is more concerned with analyzing people’s behavior than enjoying 

the party. To Shūshū, Raḍwā explains that she and Salīm should not work together, as it is 

only causing troubles. Malak has more hallucinations, and Ruʾā, who is now joined by her 

boyfriend who fakes a mental disease in order to be with her, is worried. Sihām’s teacher and 

date (a widower) tells her about his complicated relationship with his son, which only 

improved when he realized that he should stop being overprotective of him. 

 

Episode 17 

In group therapy, Malak admits that she has wanted to commit suicide, but the thought of 

Ādam’s potential anger changed her mind. However, things get better for her when Sihām, 

who pays her a visit with Ādam, recognizes that her way of upbringing had put too much 

pressure on Malak and that it affected Malak up until today. Sihām blames it on the situation 

with her husband, whose both absence three weeks a month and presence one week a month 

put a lot of pressure and expectations on her. Mother and daughter seem to come to ease, 

while Ādam is discussing different kind of mental diseases with Walīd and one of Malak’s 

fellow patients, a guy who became depressed after having attended the Port Said football 

match of 2012 and lost many of his friends at the following massacre. Raḍwā takes Ādam 

and Shūshū to the cinema, and Ādam expresses gratitude because Raḍwā is relaxed with him 

and not trying to be educational or serious all the time. On a new date with the sewing 

teacher, it is Sihām’s turn to tell her story. She sticks to the story she already told Ādam; that 

Malak’s husband and sister died in a car accident. Salīm continues to plot against Raḍwā, 

while Anan tells Ruʾā and Ḥussām that they should never let other people make decisions 

about their love on their behalf. The episode ends with Ruʾā’s mother visiting the institution 

and realizing that Ḥussām pretended to be sick in order to be with Ruʾā.  

 

Episode 18 

Ruʾā’s mother returns home from the institution to her husband who does not share her 

concern about Ḥussām being with Ruʾā. Salīm finally withdraws the contract he had made 
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with Raḍwā, who then has to tell Shūshū that they will face financial challenges for a while. 

The sewing teacher proposes to Sihām. She seems flattered, but believes that he does not 

understand that having to take care of Malak and Ādam complicates the matter for her. He 

then answers that Ādam and Malak also need to feel included in or belonging to a family, 

thus will a marriage only improve the situation for them all. At the psychiatrist, Sihām learns 

that there are no right or wrong feelings, only (right or wrong) actions. As Salīm’s brother is 

unable to reach him, he has to go through Sihām in order to let him know that his father 

passed away. Salīm then goes to the funeral, somewhere in the countryside.  

 

Episode 19 

ʿUlā calls her husband and tells him that raising the children on her own is too challenging, 

because she has to do everything. She orders him to come home, which he accepts, while 

explaining her that if he comes home, they will never be able to leave the neighborhood they 

are living in. Ruʾā’s mother is upset because of Ruʾā’s inability to understand that she only 

wants what is best for her daughter. Ādam is playing football with friends from the street 

when he and ʿAlī are called back by ʿUlā. She then scolds them for playing with people from 

the street. At Sihām’s, Raḍwā talks about her childhood and how she had to take care of 

herself when her mother died. She later found someone she wanted to spend the rest of her 

life with, Shūshū’s father, but he passed away. Having thereby been dealing with unreliable 

men (Salīm), she now understood that it is better to cope with everything only the two of 

them. The patients get to know each other better, and leave for a trip to Fayoum with Walīd 

as the only member of staff accompanying with them.  

 

Episode 20 

In Fayoum Walīd attempts to understand at what point in time Malak started to hate her 

husband Aḥmad, to which she replied that she had never hated or loved him. Ruʾā and 

Ḥussām escape from the trip, and no one at the hospital are happy when the rest of them get 

back. The sewing teacher still tries to convince Sihām that it is not only socially acceptable, 

but very appropriate, to get into a relationship at their age. However, when Sihām later visits 

Malak and, after a day of behaving like friends tells her that someone proposed to her, Malak 

gets very upset and screams at her in front of the other patients. 

 

Episode 21 
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Malak eventually calms down, but remains upset about what she sees as Sihām only 

following her own interests. Malak’s doctor tells her that she overreacted, and that Sihām’s 

action was a sign of friendship. Walīd and Malak’s psychiatrist speculate about the 

relationship between Malak and Salīm and Aḥmad and Nadā, and agree that while there was 

probably nothing between the latter couple, for Malak it was a way to justify her own feelings 

towards Salīm. Ruʾā calls her father to tell him that she wants to marry Ḥussām, but not 

behind her parents’ backs. The psychiatrist (Mustafa) listens to Sihām’s sorrows about 

Malak’s reaction and her own feeling of blame, but tells her that although there is nothing 

surprising with Malak’s resistance, Sihām should leave the blame thinking, since she did 

nothing wrong. ʿUlā is stressed out, and Ādam, who has become a hobby psychologist, points 

it out to her. She later has a nervous breakdown. Walīd puts pressure on Malak to make an 

effort to remember more from the last months before the killings, not only some vague 

fragments, because he believes it is the only way her health situation can improve. Sihām is 

having a hard time, and unable to attend sewing classes.  

 

Episode 22 

Ruʾā’s mother is concerned that Ruʾā, if staying with Ḥussām, will have the same, poor life 

that she herself has had, to which Ruʾā’s father replies that he has already agreed upon their 

daughter’s marriage intentions. Ādam and ʿAlī have to deal with Shādi, who is out of the 

mental institution, and his nervous breakdown, and later ʿUlā, whose concerns disables her 

from relaxing. Walīd is not able to rejoice when his wife informs him that she is pregnant, as 

he does not want to bring life into the world, which he has a pessimistic take on? At the 

institution, he continues to pressure Malak on her relationship with Salīm. Sihām rejects the 

sewing teacher’s marriage proposal, after which he leaves her in anger.  

 

Episode 23 

At the mental institution, it becomes clear that Salīm and Dr. Mājdī have business plans. 

Mājdī needs Salīm’s help in order to establish his own mental hospital, and Salīm is the one 

who orders Mājdī to give Malak the strong, non-prescribed medication that she takes, and 

which exacerbates her memory. Malak’s memory deteriorates while her hallucinations 

increase. She does exercises in order to remember, but when she explains to Mājdī that Walīd 

is the one who wants her to remember, Mājdī threatens Walīd and increases Malak’s dose. 

Ruʾā and Ḥussām celebrate their marriage with a party at the institution. Sihām and Ādam 
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visit Malak. Malak is lost in her own thoughts, and Ādam is unable to reach her. She 

mumbles that if they had not been cheating, they would still be alive. Ādam asks her to 

explain, which she is unable to do. Sihām tells Malak that she can relax now, because Sihām 

rejected the teacher’s proposal. Back home Ādam, unsuccessfully, tries to inquire about the 

nature of the car accident. Sihām is heartbroken and nervous, and unable to give Ādam 

satisfying answers.  

 

Episode 24 

Ādam continues his quest for the truth, but neither ʿUlā, Salīm, (RAḌWĀ?) nor Nihāl are 

willing to give him satisfying information. Sihām asks her sister to come home, and thereby 

tries to get more information from Malak about what she told Ādam, which she cannot get. 

Mājdī tells Sihām that the family is the reason for her memory loss, and asks them to stay 

away for a while. Ādam reads on internet that his father and aunt were killed in their house, 

and realizes, through a lot of flashbacks, how the elements must be connected. He escapes in 

the late evening from ʿUlā’s place, and meets up with a boy who works at the grocery store, 

Ḥamūda, who takes him home to his place. There, Ādam is shocked to hear that Ḥamūda is 

the caretaker of his two younger brothers, since their father left them and their mother is in 

prison. Ḥamūda advices Ādam to return to his family and his school, but Ādam wants to find 

a job rather than returning.  

 

Episode 25 

Ādam seeks out Malak in the hospital and tells her that he knows that she killed Nadā and 

Aḥmad, and that he hates her, and in the following she has a breakdown. Back home, Ādam 

tells Ḥamūda the whole story. Sihām, ʿUlā, Salīm, Nihāl and Raḍwā are all gathered trying to 

come up with ways to solve the crisis. They eventually agree to get Malak out of the hospital 

so that she can go looking for Ādam, and Mājdī agrees as long as they give her the medicine. 

Raḍwā asks Shūshū if she has seen Ādam, to which she answers that she would have told 

Raḍwā if she knew anything, but that Ādam would be fine on his own. ʿUlā asks Ḥamūda if 

he knows where Ādam can be hiding, something he declines. Ḥamūda thereby tries to 

convince Ādam that the grown-ups could have their reasons for hiding information. When 

released, Malak orders Salīm and Nihāl to take her to ʿUlā’s place.  
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Episode 26 

ʿAlī and Nuhā have to calm down their mother after she attacks Malak and blame her for 

everything that has gone wrong in their life. The self-proclaimed investigation group learns 

that Ādam has been in touch with Ḥamūda, and go en masse to talk to him. He takes them to 

his place, but they soon realize that Ādam has gathered his belongings and left the house. 

Malak stresses that she will keep looking for Ādam as long as he is missing, but Nihāl is 

worried when he realizes she still has a lot of hallucinations. Ādam seeks shelter in a mosque, 

but is denied it. A coffee shop owner takes pity on him and lets him sleep in the shop, and the 

morning after offers him a job there. However, the more permanent employees quickly 

become suspicious of their savvy, but unhandy colleague. Nihāl shares her concern about 

Malak with Walīd, who finds Malak’s deterioration strange.  

 

Episode 27 

ʿAlī and Nuhā try to encourage their mother to eat with them, telling her that Ādam’s 

disappearance is not her fault, Ādam escaped from the general repression he was living 

under. Ḥamūda comes with groceries on the door, and ʿAlī repeats the same to him. Salīm 

visits Raḍwā and she sees through his plan to find out what they said to each other about him. 

Walīd comes, upon Nihāl’s request, to their house, to find Malak in a bad condition. Walīd is 

surprised to see what medicine Malak is taking, and agrees with Nihāl to stop giving it to her. 

After a quarrel with Malak, Sihām leaves the house, and seeks out the sewing teacher, who 

warmly welcomes her. She explains the situation to him, and he is pleased that she came to 

him with the problems. At the coffee shop, Ādam is doing better and is earning some money. 

Walīd inquires Dr. Mājdī about the medicine, and Mājdī tries to justify his wrongdoing by the 

harsh living conditions. Walīd wonders in whose interest it is that Malak cannot remember. 

 

Episode 28 

Mājdī is disillusioned and cynical about their profession, tells Walīd that Salīm is paranoid, 

but that he now got what he wanted from Salīm, the new hospital deal. Walīd appears 

shocked by Mājdī’s lack of moral limit, and later returns to Nihāl. He tells her about the 

relationship between Malak and Salīm, and that her feelings towards Salīm always had been 

connected with guilt. Nihāl says that the feeling of guilt has followed Malak ever since she 

was a child. Salīm also tries to talk about Salīm’s paranoia, and how that could have a 

connection to the whole cheating story – that he transferred his paranoia onto Malak. Ādam’s 
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suspicious colleagues believe he might be a spy from the authorities, and tells him to check 

Ādam’s ID card.  

  

Episode 29 

The coffee shop owner finds out about Ādam’s identity, and tells him to return to his family. 

Ādam runs away, and is assaulted by some youth who steal his computer. Salīm joins Nihāl, 

Sihām and Malak for shopping, and Malak has again flashbacks from the same shopping 

situation with Salīm. While Raḍwā is preparing lunch for Shūshū’s school day, Ādam knocks 

on their door. He does not want to return home, but Raḍwā insists on informing the family 

about his whereabouts. Nihāl, Malak and Sihām come to Raḍwā’s, but Ādam is not willing to 

talk to them. Walīd comes to talk to   Ādam, and tells him that he cannot change the past, but 

that he should think about his future. Salīm has also come to Raḍwā’s place, and Malak has 

more flashbacks and memory recoveries, and requires to talk with Walīd to tell him about 

them.   

 

Episode 30 

Malak tells Walīd that she used to love Salīm, but she could not understand how she was able 

to do that while she was married. Walīd assures her that no one decides how to feel, only 

what actions to take. Malak believes that Aḥmad and Nadā were in a relationship, but she is 

not able to tell whether she had feelings for Salīm before she knew about them. He was the 

one who told her about Nadā and Aḥmad’s relationship. Walīd asks her whether she knew 

that Salīm is paranoid and that be believes everyone is conspiring against him, and says this 

explains her hatred towards Salīm now, because she slowly, unconsciously starts to 

understand. Malak then leaves for Salīm’s place to confront him with her memory recovery 

and that they were the ones cheating on Nadā and Aḥmad. In a series of flashbacks, the plot 

they had set up against Nadā and Aḥmad uncovers, and Salīm was the one who shot both of 

them. Ādam is recovering at Raḍwā’s place, and when asking about Malak, he learns that she 

has not been doing well ever since that revealing night. Ādam decides to go home to Malak, 

Sihām and Nihāl. Walīd is there, and suggests that Malak stays at home rather than at the 

hospital. Nihāl is afraid of new setbacks, but Walīd reassures her that now that she has found 

the truth and uncovered her secret, she can only get better.   
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Appendix 2: Transcription of the 
confrontations 

Episode 1 

(https://youtu.be/kCnznhJdgYY?t=17m18s ) 

(Sihām) 

ایھ؟ وفیھ ایھ؟ بتعملي انتي ملك  

Malak, what are you doing here? 

 

لیھ؟ مابتردیش انتي  

Why are you not answering me? 

 

(Police officer) 

اتفضلي. حاجة كل ھتعرفي جوة مدام، یا  

Madam, you are going to learn everything inside the office. Please go ahead. 

 

(Sihām) 

لیھ؟ مابتردیش انتي  

Why are you not answering? 

 

(Police officer) 

الحق عبد سیام مدام زیارتك سیادتك  

Your Excellence, here is madam Sihām ʿAbd al-Ḥaqq 

 

(The prosecutor) 

انت اتفضل طیب  

Very good. Thank you. 

 

سھام مدام یا استرحي اتفضلي  

Please sit down, Madam Sihām. 
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(Sihām) 

ایھ فیھ افھم لما ھاستریح مش ال  

No, I won't sit down before I know what's going on. 

 

(The prosecutor) 

الیم خبر ابلغك علشان النھاردة استدعیت حضرتك انا الحقیقة في  

To be honest, I asked you to come here today in order to tell you some painful news. 

 

شویة تتماسكي انك حضرتك من وارجو  

And I ask you to withhold yourself a bit. 

 

مقتولین توفیق احمد والعقید الكیالني هللا عبد ندا مدام العثور على تم  

Madam Nada ʿAbd Allah al-Kīlānī and Colonel Aḥmad Tawfīq were found killed. 

 

العقید شقة في  

In the colonel's apartment. 

 

الخامس التجمع في  

In the Fifth Settlement. 

 

ایھ لحضرتك اقول عارف مش انا الحقیقة في  

یعني؟ ایھ ھنقول بس  

To be honest, I don’t know what to say. What is it to say, I mean?! 

 

یرحمھا هللا  

May she rest in peace. 

 

(Sihām) 

 ملك؟

Malak? 

 

(The prosecutor) 
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الجریمة مسرح في القیناھا ملك مدام لألسف  

مسدس ماسكة وكانت  

Madam Malak was unfortunately found on the crime scene, holding a gun. 

 

تھدي حضرتك عایز انا  

I want you to calm down. 

 

بالضبط حصل اللي ایھ نعرف عشان ھنا احنا  

We are here to know what exactly happened. 

 

... 

 

سھام مدام سھام، مدام  

Madam Sihām, Madam Sihām! 

 

(Sihām) 

ایھ؟ عملتي انتي  

What did you do? 

 

ایھ؟ عملتي  

What did you do?? 

 

اختك؟ قتلتي انتي  

You killed your sister? 

 

(The prosecutor) 

كدة ما یصحش سھام، مدام  

Madam Sihām, this is not appropriate. 

 

(Sihām) 
(Sihām is screaming something indecipherable) 

عليّ  ردي  
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Answer me! 

 

(The prosecutor) 

كدة ما یصحش فضلك، من  

Please, this is not appropriate. 

 

(The prosecutor) 

غرفة اي الى وضعھا خدھا  

Take her to a room. 

 

 

Episode 9 

https://youtu.be/aIbVDFsfJEQ?t=13m20s 

(Nihāl) 

بتيحبی  

My dear 

 

شفتك ما مرة آخر من بكتیرأحسن  صحتك  

Your health is much better now than the last time I saw you. 

 

 تعالي
Come here! 

 

(Malak) 

صح؟, تاني امریكا ھتروحي مش انتي  

You are not going back to America, right? 

 

(Nihāl) 

حبیبتي یا ال  

بیت ترجعي ما لحد ھاسیب لك مش  

No, my dear. I am not leaving you before you're back home. 
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(Nihāl) 

 تعالي
Come here! 

 

(Salīm) 

جایة وھي وتجیبھ لك اكل تعمل عایزة كانت ماماك  

طنطة یا خالص لھا قلت بقى انا بس  

Your mother wanted to bring food when she came. But I told her not to. 

 

المستشفى اكل على دتاتعو ملك  

Malak has surely got used to the hospital food. 

 

(Sihām) 

ملك؟ یا ازیك  

How are you, Malak? 

 

ھنا؟ كویس تاكلي  

How is the food here? 

 

كویس؟ تاكلي  

Is it good? 

 

آلدم لي جیبتي لیھ انتي  

الحادثة؟ یوم عندي لبیت  

Why did you bring Ādam to my place the day of the accident? 

 

عندي؟ لبیت جیبتیھ لیھ  

Why did you bring him to my place? 

 

(Nihāl) 

 سھام!

Sihām! 
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(Salīm) 

ینفعش ما طنطة، یا كده یصحش ما  

Auntie, this is not right. It is not correct. 

 

(Sihām) 

واختك؟ جوزك بینإیھ  فیھ كان  

What was the thing between your husband and your sister? 

 

 شوفتیھم؟

Did you see them? 

 

ملك؟ یاإیھ  بینھم كان واختك، جوزك  

Your husband and your sister. What was it between them, Malak? 

 

لیھ؟ كده عملتي  

Why did you do this? 

 

إیھ بینھم كان قولي  

Tell me what was the thing between them! 

 

؟إیھ بینھم كان  

What was it between them? 

 

(Nihāl) 

 !قعدي!
Sit down! 

 

 اسكتي!
Be quiet! 

 

(Sihām) 
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ازاي؟ اسكت  

How can I be quiet? 

 

(Nihāl) 

 !اسكتي
Be quiet! 

 

(Sihām) 

؟إیھ بینھم كان  

What was it between them? 

 

؟إیھ بینھم كان  

What was it between them? 

 

؟إیھ بینھم كان  

What was it between them? 

 

؟إیھ بینھم كان  

What was it between them? 

 

(Nihāl) 

 اسكتي
Be quiet! 

 

اسكتي! كفایة  

Enough. Be quiet. 

 

(Sihām) 

ازاي؟ اسكت  

How can I be quiet? 
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Episode 20 

(https://youtu.be/ON63th-do4I?t=30m3s) 

 

(Sihām) 

حاجة في رایك أحد عایزة ملك،  

Malak, I would like to have your opinion on something. 

 

(Malak) 

كده من اكتر المصح في تقعدي انصحكیش ما  

بازھر كنت انا  

I don't advice to stay at this place longer than this. 

I was just kidding. 

 

(Sihām) 

ليّ  اتقدم واحد فیھ  

اوافق وبافكر كده عقلي باشاور ماكون زي وانا  

There is a man who has proposed to me. 

And I am consulting with myself, and I think I will say yes. 

 

(Malak) 

تتجوزي؟ عایزى انتي  

You want to get married? 

 

(Sihām) 

ياو غریبة دي حاجة انھا عارفة انا بصي،  

مصدقة مش نفسي انا  

Well, I know that it is very strange. 

I cannot even believe it myself. 

 

 

(Malak) 

ایھ؟ وبتاع ایھ غریبة  
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 اتاریكي
What strange and so? You are not concerned. 

 

عشاني جایة مش انتي  

You did not come here for my sake. 

 

تتجوزي عایزة انتي انك لي تقولي علشان جایة كنتي انتي  

You only came to tell me that you want to get married. 

 

(Sihām) 

حقیقي مش  

That is not true. 

 

 

(Malak) 

حقیقي أل  

It is true. 

 

 

(Sihām) 

حقیقي مش أل  

No, it is not true. 

 

(Malak) 

حقیقي أل  

It is true. 

 

(Sihām) 

حقیقي مش أل  

It is not true! 

.... 

وبینك بیني اللي الحاجز اكسر باحاول انا  
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I am trying to overcome the obstacle between me and you. 

 

تصدقیني؟ عایزة مش برضو انتي  

You don't want to believe me? 

 

 

(Malak) 

ماما ماما،  

جننتي انتي  

جننتي انتي  

 

Mama, you turned crazy. You turned crazy. 

طول على المستشفى في ھنا تقعدي رايّ  وانا  

طول على  

 

And you should get hospitalized now. Now! 

... 

 

جماعة یا  

تتجوز عایزة ھي ان لي تقول جایة امي  

Hey, everybody. 

My mother came to tell me that she wants to get married. 

 

 

(Sihām) 

ارجوكي ملك ملك،  

Malak, Malak. Please. 

 

(Malak) 

 ارجوكي
 

ایھ؟ وبتاع ایھ ارجوكي  
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Please what and what else? 

 

 

اتغیرتي انتي علشان جایة انتي كنتي انك فاكرة كنت  

مني تتقربي عایزة علشان  

I believed that you came because you had changed. Because you want to come closer to me. 

 

اكتر تجننیني عایزة انتي لكن  

 صح؟

تجننیني عایزة انتي  

 

But you want me to get sicker. Am I right? You want me to get sicker. 

 

 

(Sihām) 

ملك ملك،  ... 

Malak, Malak. 

 

(Malak) 

 !تتجوزي

ایھ وبتاع ایھ تتجوزي! ایھ تتجوزي  

Go on, get married! Get married! 

 

مقتولة بنت عندك انتي  

انینالمج مستشفى في والتانیة  

You have one killed girl. And the other is at the mental hospital. 

 

تتجوزي؟ عایزة انتي تتجوزي؟ عایزة  

 اتجوزي

عروسة! یا مبروك! عروسة یا مبروك  
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You want to get married? You want to get married? Get married! Hey bride, congratulations! 

Congratulations! 

(Ululation) 
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Appendix 3: Transcription of two 
psychiatrist sessions 

The first session after the confrontation in episode 9 

(https://youtu.be/aIbVDFsfJEQ?t=19m52s)  

(The psychiatrist) 

شویة تفكري عایزك انا, یأأ  

I want you to think a bit. 

 

(Sihām) 

مشاعري في افكر ما اعرفش  

الحقیقة ما اعرف غیر من  

I don't know how to think of my feelings. Without knowing the truth. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

الحقیقة عرفتي انتي لوإیھ  بتفتكر ھي یعني  

So this means that you believe that if you knew the truth, 

 

بایھ؟ حاسة انتي تحددي ھتقدري  

you would be able to specify what you're feeling? 

 

(Sihām) 

 طبعا

Of course. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

 طیب

Okay. 

 

اختھا قتلت ملك ان فعال افترضنا لو  

So if we suppose that Malak killed her sister, 
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جوزھا ونبتخ كانت ندا وان  

and that Nadā was betraying her husband, 

 

بایھ؟ حاسة ھتبقى تقولي لي تقدري  

can you tell me how you would feel? 

 

(Sihām) 

ضحیة ملك ان ھاحس...  یعني  

I would feel that Malak is a victim. 

 

شویة ارتاح ممكن ساعتھا  

I could even be a bit relieved. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 
 

علیھا حكمك تربطي مصممة حضرتك برضو  

Would you also be determined to change your judgement on her, 

 

ناحیتھا وبمشاعرك  

and your feelings towards her? 

 

(Sihām) 

 طبعا

Of course. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

حاجة وال جوزھا بتخون ماكانتشندا  ھنفترض طیب  

Okay. Let's assume that Nadā did not betray her husband or anything, 

 

ده الموضوع اللي اختلقت ھي ملك وان  

and that Malak was the one who fabricated everything, 
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االتنین ھما منھم تخلص عشان  

in order to get rid of them. 

 

خالص تاني لسبب  

For some other reason. 

 

سھام مدام  

Madam Sihām 

 

كده؟ عملت تكون ملك ان متصورة حضرتك لیھ  

Why do you imagine that Malak did something like that? 

 

ان لحضرتك قلت لو انا طیب  

الحقیقة ما تعرفي عمرك  

Okay, if I told you that you'll never know the truth, 

 

ما تعرفھاش نفسھا ملك الن  

because Malak herself does not know it. 

 

بایھ؟ حاسة ھتبقي  

What would you feel? 

 

سھام مدام  

Madam Sihām 

 

مش نفسي كطبیب شغلتي انا  

رایي اقول انا اني مسموح لي  

In my job as a psychologist I am not allowed to give my opinion. 

 

دي المرة لنفسي ھاسمح انا بس  
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الشخصي رایي أقول لك اني . 

But in this case I will allow myself to tell you my personal opinion. 

 

جنبھا ووقفي ملك مع تتعاطفي باقولك انا  

I advise you to be sympathetic with Malak and stay with her 

 

دي فیھا ھي اللي الحالة ممكن مش  

Could it not be possible that the situation that she is in now 

 

المھا حبھا نتیجة كانت  

is a result of her love to her mother – 

 

وما تغلطش صح تبقى انھا مشروط دایما كانت اللي  

– who always put up as a condition that she did the right things and never did any mistake 

 

ده؟ الحب تستاھل عشان  

in order to deserve the love? 

 

(Sihām) 

كده؟ لك قالت اللي ھي  

Did she tell you this? 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

 أل،

No, 

 

كده قلتي اللي انتي . 

you were the one who said this. 

 

(Sihām) 

كده شایفة كمان اختي . 

My sister also sees the same. 
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(The psychiatrist) 

؟إیھ رایك, وانتي  

And what is your opinion? 

 

(Sihām) 

حاجة عاملة ماكنت غیر اتظلمت انا  

I've been treated unjust without having done anything. 

 

اذنبت( ازنبت ماكنت غیر من ) 

Without having done anything wrong. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

ظلمك؟ اللي ومین  

And who did you wrong? 

 

(Sihām) 

ومشیو سابوني اللي كل  

Everyone who left me 

and went away. 

 

جوزي اولھم  

First and foremost, my husband. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

بمزاجھ ماسابكیش حضرتك جوز بس  

But your husband did not leave you just like that. 

 

مات ده  

He died. 

 

(Sihām) 



	 68	

فارقة مش  

مشى اآلخر في  

There is no difference. In the end he went away. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

تاني؟ تجوزي مافكرتیش وحضرتك  

And you never thought of marrying again? 

 

(Sihām) 

أل طبعا  

Of course not! 

 

دكتور؟ یا یعني ازاي  

How come, doctor? 

 

و...  وارملة ام وانا  

As I was mother and widow. And ... 

 

عریس؟ على ادور اروح يبنات ما اربي بدل یعني  

Rather than raising my daughters, I go search for a groom? 

 

ما یصحش طبعا  

Of course this is not correct. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

یصحش؟ ام ان قال من  

Who says it is not correct? 

 

(Sihām) 

!الناس  

People! 
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؟المجتمع وسط في برضو نعیش احنا مش  

Are we not living in a society? 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

نفسك على جدا قاسیة انتي سھام، مدام  

Madam Sihām, to begin with you are really harsh on yourself, 

 

بناتك على قاسیة كونيما ت قبل  

and then you are harsh 

on your daughters. 

 

العمر طول بالتعاسة نفسك على حكمتي انتي  

You have been judging yourself miserably all your life. 

 

االرملة االم علیكي تقول الناس بس علشان  

Only with the result that people talk of you as the widowed mother 

 

بناتھا تربي عشان نفسھا نسیت اللي  

who forgot herself in order to raise her daughters. 

 

(Sihām) 

وحشة؟ حاجة دي وھي  

And is that something bad? 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

طبعا أل  

Of course not. 

 

 العكس
The opposite. 

 

جدا یُحتَرم ستات من نموذجده   
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That is a feature among women that is very respected. 

 

ارملة ست فیھ برضو بس  

But there is also the widowed woman 

 

تجوزتوا  

who married again 

 

بناتھا وربت  

and also raised her girls 

 

عن احتراما قلشما تو  

بتقولي انتي اللي  

without losing her status and respect. 

 

(Sihām) 

 ماشي

Okay. 

 

المشكلة فین فاھمة مش  

I don't understand what the problem is. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

النموذج عن راضیة مش تكحضر ان المشكلة  

The problem is that you are not satisfied with the way 

 

فیھ تشوفك الناس اخترتي انتي اللي  

you chose people to see you in 

 

ترضیھم عشان اال ما اخترتیھش النك  

because you only chose it to satisfy them 
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بیھ مقتنعة عشان مش  

Not because you were convinced by it. 

 

مش سھام مدام یا التضحیة  

یفكرھا ما الناس زي صعبة  

Sacrifice, Madam Sihām, is not as difficult as people think. 

 

بخاطر وانتي دي التضحیة تعملي انك االصعب  

The most difficult is that you make sacrifice that you want. 

 

دي ةالتضحی تمن حد ومادفعیش  

And that you don't blame other people for this sacrifice. 

 

سھام مدام یا المشكلة  

The problem, Madam Sihām, 

 

الضیاع من خوفك نتیجة جات دي قسوتك ان  

is that this harshness came as a result of your fear from losing something. 

 

لھا يتعرضت انتي اللي الكتیرة الضغوط  

The great pressure you were exposed to. 

 

بناتك على تفرضیھ ما قبل قاسي نظام نفسك على فرضتي  

You imposed on yourself a harsh system, which you then imposed on your girls. 

 

لضغوط بنتعرض كلنا عموما  

In general, we are all exposed to pressure. 

 

التاني عن مختلف بشكل لھا یتعرضب واحد كل بس  

But every single one is exposed to it differently. 

 

المواجھة وسیلتك ھو كان القھري الوسواس ان جدا واضح  
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It is very clear that your way of dealing with the pressure was by developing an obsessive-

compulsive disorder. 

 

العمر طول بالتعاسة نفسك على وحكمتي  

And you sentenced yourself miserably all your life. 

 

باالمان تحسي عشان  

In order to feel secure. 

 

دي الحالة في عایشة انك المشكلة  

The problem is that you started living in that condition 

 

الء او خایفة انتي سواء  

whether you are afraid or not. 

 

حولیكي الي الناس وتأذي نفسك تأذي بقیتي  

You started to harm yourself and the people that surrounds you. 

 

النفسي االضطراب ده وھو  

And that is a mental disorder. 

 

 

The second session after the confrontation in episode 9 
(https://youtu.be/aIbVDFsfJEQ?t=28m21s)  

 

(Sihām) 

تضحیتي تمن حد مادفّعت عمري  

I never asked anyone to pay for my sacrifice. 

 

وضحى اّدم بني عمر قدام یندفع ممكن الليإیھ  تمن  

What is the payment of my lifetime? 
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مثلبا انني شایفة اختي نھال  

My sister Nihāl believes that I am acting. 

 

الضحیة تمثلیة عجباني یعني  

That I like to act as a victim. 

 

بحاجة ضحیتش ما كاني  

As though I didn't sacrifice anything. 

 

بشبابي ضحیتش ما كاني  

As if I didn't sacrifice my youth. 

 

راحت اللي عمري بسنین  

All the years of my life that passed away. 

 

سنة ورا سنة  

Year after year. 

 

سنین عشر في سنین عشر  

Decade after decade. 

 

بیوقع اللي شعري  

My hair that is falling off. 

 

بتدبل اللي جسمي  

My body that is getting fat. 

 

المرایھ في ابص اخاف بقیت  

I started getting afraid of watching myself in the mirror. 

 

 عمر
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The years. 

 

راح عمر  

The years went away. 

 

حلوة كلمة فیھا بیقول لي راجل فیھا سمعتش  

All these years I didn't hear a man say anything nice to me. 

 

واحدة لیلة  

One night ... 

 

مطمئنة وانا فیھا انام  

I am sleeping and I am reassured. 

 

معاه بیتخانق راجل وعندھا بیحبھا راجل عندھا اللي  

The woman who has a man love her and the one who has a man fighting with her. 

 

لوحدي سنین وانا  

And for years I'm alone. 

 

واحدي على التفصیل كل شایلة  

And I carry all the characteristics of a lonely person. 

 

بتحرمش ما اللي الناس ینینع  

And the eyes of the disrespectful people 

 

حاجة كل في بیالحقني اللي رایھم  

Their opinions that follow me everything. 

 

وحشین یطلعو بناتي على خوفي  

My fear that my daughters are growing up and becoming bad people. 
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دكتور یا اعیش لحقتش ما انا  

I didn't live my life, Doctor. 

 

بحاجة افرح لحقتش ما انا  

I was not able to be rejoiced by anything. 

 

متجوزة لسة بنت وانا بنفسي فرحت ال انا  

I was not happy just after marrying. 

 

ام وانا بنفسي فرحت وال  

Neither was I happy when I became mother. 

 

یشتشماع انا  

I didn't live. 

 

كویسین یطلعو بناتي عشان كلھ عمري ضیعت انا  

I wasted all my years just so that my daughters grew up fine. 

 

اخرتھا ودي  

And that's the end. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

یسعدك ممكن كان الليإیھ  وانتي  

And what could have helped you? 

 

(Sihām) 

دیةعا حاجات  

Normal things. 

 

زوج, عیال, بیت  

House, kids, husband. 
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(The psychiatrist) 

وزوج وعیال بیت عندك كان انتي, تمام  

Well, you had house, and kids, and husband. 

 

(Sihām) 

حاجة عندي كان بس  

تانیة حاجة اي معاھا ما تشوفش تخلیك  

But I had something that makes you blind for anything else. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

؟إیھ ھي اللي  

And what was that? 

 

(Sihām) 

 الخوف
Fear. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

كده؟ اوي مخوفك كان اللي وایھ  

And what scared you so much? 

 

(Sihām) 

حاجة كل  

Everything. 

 

حاجة اي  

Anything. 

 

الناس كالم من خوفي  

My fear of people's talking. 

 

عنھ أدفع وما اعرفش یاذیھم حد بناتي على خوفي  
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My fear of my girls, that someone abuse them, and that I cannot defend them from him. 

 

 

یسقطوا خوفي یتعبو خوفي  

My fear that they get exhausted. My fear that they don't pass their exams. 

 

الھم اجیبھا ما باعرفش حاجة یحتاجو خوفي  

My fear that they need something that I am not able to give them. 

 

بكرة لھمش ما اضمن خوفي  

I fear that I'm not with them tomorrow. 

 

(The psychiatrist) 

معھم وناشفة علیھم قاسیة خالكي اللي وده  

And this was what made you so harsh against them, 

 

وحنانك؟ حبك من وحرمتیھم  

and what made you deprive them of your love and tenderness? 

 

(Sihām) 

؟إیھ وحنان حب  

What love and tenderness? 

 

باالمان تحس تبطل لما الست  

When a woman stops feeling safe, 

 

اصأل ست انھا تحس بتبطل  

she stops feeling that she's a woman. 

 

 

 

 


