
 

 

The Promised Sky (2025,Tunisia, 92 min.), written and directed by Erige Sehiri;  

cinematography by Frida Marzouk; edited by Nadia Ben Rachid; music by Valentin 

Hadjadj; with Aissa Maiga (Marie), Laititia Ky (Jolie), Debora Lobe Naney (Naney), 

Mohamed Grayaa (Ismael),  Foued Zaazaa (Foued), Estelle Kenza Dogbo (Kenza), 

Toure Blamassi (Noa).  In Arabic and French with English subtitles.  

We tend to forget that the vast majority of African migrants, about 80% of them 
actually, are traveling within the borders of the continent. Only 20% of them 
emigrate to Europe.—Erige Sehiri 
 

The Promised Sky is a story that is in many ways all too familiar these days—the 

near-impossible challenges of migrants trying to survive in a foreign land.  The 

focus here is on four women.  They are not, as one might expect, Africans who 

have emigrated to Europe; in fact, they have not left the African continent. They 

are women from Sub-Saharan south who find themselves now living in the 

Tunisian capital city, Tunis. 

Three of them are adult women from the Ivory Coast, and one is a child (Kenza) 

who was the sole survivor of a shipwreck that killed her parents and others while 

they were en route to what they hoped would be a new life in Europe. The four 

are living together in the home of Marie, a former journalist and now serving as 

the Pastor of a clandestine church that she runs out of her home. There is also 

Jolie, a young university student, and Naney, who is involved in semi-legal and at 



times illegal means to survive. Of the four only Jolie, daughter of an affluent 

family, has actual legal status. The others are vulnerable to custody and 

deportation at any time.  

The film opens with a happy, intimate scene in which the three adult women are 

gathered around a bathtub bathing young Kenza.  But this happy moment will not 

endure.  Marie knows that she should turn the girl over to the authorities, but for 

many reasons she cannot bring herself to do so.  She knows that Naney is trouble 

and has the potential to draw the authorities’ attention to the church in a harmful 

way. In an ironic reversal of what we see in the West, her Christian church is 

viewed with suspicion by the Muslim state and is at constant risk of being shut 

down.  

Each of them has good reasons to separate and leave the house—which is in 

terrible shape because the landlord knows that they can’t really complain. Naney 

wants to bring her teenage daughter to join her, but she has no path to a stable 

existence. Jolie really wants to get into a more stable and independent student 

lifestyle, but her parents insist that she remain under the guidance of Marie.  

Marie manages to hold them all together (though at one point she is compelled to 

send Naney away), but this becomes increasingly difficult as the anti-immigrant 

and anti-Christian tensions rise.  They are all increasingly under pressure, even 

Jolie, despite her being “legal.”  

Ultimately, all they have is one another, but those relationships become ever more 

difficult as the film builds to its climax. 

Sadly, it’s a story that is all too familiar wherever we find displacement and 

relocation.     

*** 

Though The Promised Land is a work of fiction focusing on the human interactions 

of its lead characters, it also needs to be understood within the context of the 

very difficult current conditions for migrants in Tunisia, which are not unlike those 

in other parts of the world. 



Tunisia has long had a sizeable number of Black residents from sub-Saharan Africa, 

many of them families living there for many generations if not centuries. It has 

also become a destination for people seeking work and for refugees seeking relief 

from political violence in their home countries and a transit point for those 

seeking illegal embarkation for Europe.   

As we have seen in Europe and here in the U.S., the presence of migrants has 

provoked a wave of racist verbal attacks that distort the truth and physical attacks 

on vulnerable populations.   

In Tunisia a recent wave of attacks was initiated by comments made by its 

repressive president Kais Saied in February 2023.  Saied claimed that “hordes” of 

illegal sub-Saharan migrants were being paid to come to Tunisia by nefarious 

forces inside and outside of Tunisia in order to do crime, disrupt the country, and 

dilute its Arab demographics. His comments set off a number of attacks on Black 

immigrants, including mob violence, evictions, theft, and individual physical 

assaults.  Human rights groups have documented significant police involvement in 

these attacks. There is evidence that they have rounded up migrants and 

relocated them to dangerous and remote desert areas bordering Libya and 

Algeria. 

As of early 2025, Saied has continued to call for increased repatriation of migrants, 

complaining that current efforts to clear the country of unauthorized migrants are 

insufficient.  

Here is a statement from Amnesty International that describes the terrible rash of 

violence directed against sub-Saharan migrants sparked by comments made by 

the President: https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/03/tunisia-

presidents-racist-speech-incites-a-wave-of-violence-against-black-africans/ 

And here is the latest assessment (2025) of the continuing repressive treatment of 

migrants from Human Rights Watch: 

Migrants, Asylum Seekers, and Refugees 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/03/tunisia-presidents-racist-speech-incites-a-wave-of-violence-against-black-africans/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2023/03/tunisia-presidents-racist-speech-incites-a-wave-of-violence-against-black-africans/


As of October, there were over 15,600 refugees and asylum seekers registered with 

the UN refugee agency (UNHCR) in Tunisia, including over 7,400 Sudanese 

nationals, many of whom had fled Sudan’s conflict since April 2023. 

UN experts expressed alarm over “shocking reports” of human rights violations 

against migrants, refugees and victims of trafficking. During 2024, security forces, 

notably the National Guard, continued unlawful and abusive collective expulsions 

of hundreds of migrants and asylum seekers to the borders of Algeria and Libya, 

leaving people in remote desert areas in life-threatening conditions – an ongoing 

pattern since 2023. In one instance in early May, shortly after a Rome meeting on 

migration between the interior ministers of Algeria, Italy, Libya, and Tunisia, 

security forces raided two makeshift camps and a youth hostel in Tunis, evicting 

hundreds of Black African migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. At least 80 

were arrested and 400 or more were expelled to the country’s borders, 

including Sudanese asylum seekers. 

President Saied claimed on May 6 that foreign funding was being funneled 

through national organizations to settle migrants in Tunisia illegally, referring to 

their heads as “traitors.” This followed his 2023 tirade against migrants from 

African countries, which set off a wave of violent, xenophobic attacks. 

The EU continued its migration management cooperation with Tunisia, building on 

a 2023 memorandum of understanding that increased EU funding to the Tunisian 

authorities to stem irregular sea migration to Europe, without adequate human 

rights safeguards. The EU failed to speak up against authorities’ violations of 

migrant rights and attacks against civil society groups. 

: https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2025/country-

chapters/tunisia#:~:text=Tunisian%20authorities%20intensified%20repression%20

of,and%20targeting%20civil%20society%20groups. 

 

ERIGE SEHIRI 

Erige Sehiri grew up in France in a Tunisian family but remained in close 

contact with family in Tunisia, spending summers there every year.  She 

https://data.unhcr.org/en/country/tun
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https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2024/10/tunisia-un-experts-concerned-over-safety-migrants-refugees-and-victims
https://www.hrw.org/news/2023/07/06/tunisia-crisis-black-africans-expelled-libya-border
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https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1808578086275841
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=343712918724280
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started off as a journalist, working throughout the Middle East before 

moving Tunisia following the 2011 revolution. She founded the web 

magazine Inkyfada and became a member of the ICIJ (International 

Consortium of Investigative Journalists). 

 She moved into documentary filmmaking in 2012 with her short film, My 

Father’s Facebook, which focused on her father’s obsession with social 

media during the Tunisian revolution.  It was released as part of “Family 

Albums,” a collective film centering on themes around heritage and identity 

in the Arab world. Her 2018 feature-length documentary, Railway Men/As-

Sekka, stayed in Tunisian theaters for six weeks and went on to success at 

various film festivals around the world.   

Sehiri created her own production company, Henia, under whose aegis she 

developed Under the Fig Trees (with the help of a development grant from 

the Venice Film Festival).  This, her first narrative feature, was filmed in her 

father’s village in northwestern Tunisia.  It was selected as Tunisia’s entry 

into the Academy Awards, a remarkable achievement for a first feature film.  

It had its world premiere at the Quinzaine des Réalisateurs in Cannes 2022 

and has been screened at many international festivals. It was an audience 

favorite at the 2025 Cascade Festival of African Films. 

The Promised Sky is her second feature film. It premiered at the Cannes 

Film Festival in 2025 where it opened the Un Certain Regard section. It 

won the top prize at the Marrakech International Film Festival in December. 

It had its theatrical debut in France two weeks ago (January 28, 2026). 

 Erige Sahiri  is also a co-founder of a filmmaking collective of female 

filmmakers from the Middle East and North Africa called Rawiyat – Sisters 

in Film which seeks to support and amplify independent filmmakers from 

across the region.  Here is how she describes the collective: 

With female filmmakers from the Middle East and North Africa, including 

the diaspora, we created the collective called Rawiyat, which means 

“storytellers” in Arabic. The idea is for filmmakers to share their experiences 

and challenges at the first stage of their careers [and] to support them 

through mentorships and talks. We believe in championing independent 

https://www.facebook.com/rawiyatsif
https://www.facebook.com/rawiyatsif
https://www.facebook.com/rawiyatsif


voices, alternative narratives and new cinematographic languages beyond 

stereotypes, with the aim to shift power dynamics within the industry. 

https://browngirlsdocmafia.org/Identity-Journalism-and-Politics-Shape-

Tunisian-Filmmaker-Erige-Sehiris-Work  

 

Interview with Erige Sehiri (from the Press Kit) 

Following your first movie, UNDER THE FIG TREES, how did you approach writing 
and directing PROMISED SKY?  
As I usually do: to me, it’s about making invisible people visible. Historically, 
Tunisia was part of a region called Ifriqiya during the Roman and Arab-Muslim 
Empires. The term “Africa” comes from there; it was actually the name of a region 
before becoming the name of the whole continent. Through this word, now more 
than ever, we must remember that Africa’s history and identity are also deeply 
rooted in Tunisia.  
 
In 2016, while I was doing research for a documentary short commissioned by the 
Inkyfada media group (STUDENTS, 2018), I ran into a group of young people 
coming from Sub-Saharan Africa, who came to Tunisia to pursue their studies, 
way before the massive immigration wave to Europe. They were from Senegal, 
Congo, the Ivory Coast, and they all had different backgrounds. Quite naturally, I 
became interested in these communities. We tend to forget that the vast majority 
of African migrants, about 80% of them actually, are traveling within the borders 
of the continent. Only 20% of them emigrate to Europe. 
 
What was intriguing to me was that they lived in a parallel world: they had their 
own bars (they call them MAQUIS), their own night clubs, their own shops and 
their own churches. By turning the buildings they live in into evangelical churches, 
I could see that they were trying to stick together and to recreate social links. It 
was the same thing with the first Mosques in France. Churchgoers attend those 
places not only to pray, but mostly to protect themselves from the harsh reality 
they live in. 
 
PROMISED SKY echoes the recent statement of the President of Tunisia about 
migrants. Were you aware that you were documenting such a burning issue? 



I began to work on the film way before things evolved in that direction. At first, it 
was not my intention to document what was happening in Tunisia, but over time, 
the movie began to mirror the political situation of the country. The story we 
were writing was caught up by reality.  
 
With mass arrests and raids taking place all around Tunisia, we began to ask 
ourselves : how can we breathe these tensions into our story without turning our 
characters into outdated, reductive stereotypes? We were trying to have some 
perspective on what was happening, to avoid any unnecessary violence on screen. 
We wanted to see these women live their lives, in spite of everything. 
 
Based on your field work, how did you come up with these four female 
characters--Marie, the female Pastor; Jolie, the student; Naney; and Kenza, the 
little girl who survived a migrant shipwreck in the Mediterranean sea? 
I thought of Marie’s character after meeting an Ivorian journalist. She had been 
living in Tunisia for a long time and she played an active part in the Tunisian civil 
society. I found out that she was also a Pastor and that she had just opened her 
own church. I thought that it was fascinating, her moving from one job to another 
--almost as if she felt like she was more useful as a Pastor than as a journalist.  
 
Jolie’s character directly comes from my encounter with Sub-saharan students 
from Tunis. Out of the four characters, Jolie is the only one who has proper 
papers. She is focused on her studies and she doesn’t relate to the community of 
migrants she’s living in, until she begins to face the same violence as them. 
 
The idea of Naney’s character occurred to me as soon as I met Debora Naney. I 
liked her so much that I wanted to give her a part in the movie. To me, she 
embodies the fate of all these women who came to Tunisia by themselves, leaving 
their children behind them. I’ve been gathering their stories throughout the 
casting process. But Debora Naney was different. She refused to work as a maid 
or nanny to earn her living, she was hanging out with Tunisian people, she even 
spoke Tunisian a little ; she was strong and vulnerable at the same time, and she 
had a great sense of humor. 
 
Kenza, the little girl, was actually a late addition to the story--only a few weeks 
before we began shooting. While I was going to church and mingling with the 
believers, I met migrants who then tried to cross the Mediterranean sea. In some 



cases, I never heard from them again… In this group, there was a five-years-old 
little girl who died in a shipwreck. I was devastated when I heard that she passed 
away, and I wanted to bring her back to life and to pay her a tribute through 
Kenza’s character. I wanted this tragedy to be at the heart of the film, like a ghost 
haunting these women’s destiny. 
 
The three women are transformed by their relationship with this little girl--
especially Marie, who wants her to remain by her side, within the parish. Naney 
also pictures herself leaving the country with the child, and helping her settle in 
Europe. 
All these women are poorly integrated in the country they live in. Whether it’s 
Marie, Jolie or Naney, whose daughter is still in the Ivory Coast, none of them are 
in contact with their families. At best, they are waiting to hear from them. In a 
way, as an orphan who comes from an unknown background-even though she 
was probably born in Tunisia, Kenza is everybody’s child. She puts the loneliness 
of these women in perspective, and questions their relationship to motherhood, 
their future and their place in the country. 
 
Simply by existing, she brings those characters together, even though everything 
drives them apart, and she forces them to make choices. She symbolizes 
something different for each of them : she’s a danger for Marie, a challenge for 
Naney, a consolation prize for Jolie. We oscillate between solidarity and 
individuality, together but each on our own. 
 
There’s this very intense scene, when the little girl falls asleep while Marie is 
painting her a picture of her future. It echoes the opening scene, in which Kenza 
is speaking. 
It was a very emotional moment for us when we were shooting, and I hope it will 
be as emotional on screen as well. Kenza is a little girl who has endured many 
traumas, as shown in the bath scene at the beginning of the film. Even if we can’t 
see it, it’s here. As a documentary filmmaker, I met a lot of people who had been 
through traumatic events. Very often, in the middle of our conversation, they 
decided to go to bed. Sometimes, they were even falling asleep while we were 
talking. It’s something that really struck me, and I wanted the separation scene to 
reflect that. When something is too hard to hear, we disconnect ourselves from 
reality. 
 



Even though Marie, Naney and Jolie live together, they have very different 
goals. Jolie doesn’t feel at ease with them, almost as if she was trapped, 
including from a financial point of view, and she’d like to be more independent. 
Marie is already settled in Tunisia, her new country, while Naney is still 
transitioning : she doesn’t know what her future will be made of, she hesitates 
between staying in Tunisia or attempting to cross the sea. 
When I started to write the film, Marie and Jolie were the only characters I had in 
mind. Naney appeared later, and then Kenza came up as well. Just like in UNDER 
THE FIG TREES, I wanted to do an ensemble movie, to create a group picture. 
While writing, I often wondered what memories of the moments we share 
together remain when life pulls us apart. 
 
Surrounding those three women and this little girl are a few Tunisian male 
characters, from Marie’s landlord to Foued, Naney’s friend and partner in crime. 
The landlord character is played by this great Tunisian actor named Mohamed 
Grayaâ, who starred in Meryam Joobeur’s WHO DO I BELONG TO (2024) and 
Youssef Chebbi’s ASHKAL (2020). He is one of these Tunisian people who used to 
rent rooms to Sub-Saharan migrants without thinking about it, until one day, it 
was forbidden by the local authorities and they began to feel threatened.  
 
As for Foued, he never talks about the situation; he just lives his life, without any 
interest in what’s happening around him. Just like many Tunisians, he was badly 
hit by the economic crisis. He’s unemployed, he’s a bit lost in his life, and he takes 
advantage of every opportunity he has to make a living. The connection he has 
with Naney is very uncertain, it’s more about how complex 
it is to bond with others than true friendship. 
 
The scene when he rides a scooter with Naney speaks volume about his 
character : it’s not really a gift. 
This is such a good example of how magical shooting a film can be, because we 
didn’t write this scene. It was actually my birthday, the crew had made me a cake, 
and I thought to myself : this should be in the movie ! At first, I thought about 
making it Kenza’s birthday, because she doesn’t know when she was born, so it 
could have been a very moving scene. Then, I thought of Naney, this 
grown woman who is also an orphan, and who is not used to receiving gifts. I feel 
like I can relate to her disappointment. As a Tunisian woman myself, I’m deeply 
frustrated to see that we can’t welcome migrants with dignity, even though we’re 



from a country with such a wide diaspora ourselves. We act as if all of us weren’t 
living on the same continent, as if all of us weren’t Africans. 
 
There’s also Marie’s blind friend, this beautiful character who gives her advice, 
offers her guidance and sees right through her, as if he was some sort of oracle. 
I thought of this character while we were already shooting. He’s played by 
Blamassi Touré, who is not a professional actor, but who’s very big in the Tunisian 
civil movement, and who advocates for human rights. He’s been living in Tunisia 
for fifteen years and I’ve known him for ten. He can’t see, and I wanted him to 
embody the concept of the Blind Law. Since he’s called Noa, there is also another 
biblical reference here ; he’s a symbol. I also wanted him in the movie because he 
tells us something different about Marie, especially in the scene where he tells 
her : “Look at me !”. He can’t see her, but he can feel her. He knows her past like 
nobody else, and at the same time, he’s also aware of the political context 
beyond Marie’s own story, and he wants to protect her. If Marie were to keep 
Kenza with her, she could be in danger, because evangelical churches in Tunisia 
are often accused of child trafficking, in addition to being perceived as homes for 
illegal migrants 
 
Can you tell us about how you cast the main actresses ? Aïssa Maïga plays the 
female Pastor, Laetitia Ky plays the student -after starring in Philippe Lacôte’s 
KING’S NIGHT (2020) and Giacomo Abbruzzese’s DISCO BOY, and Debora Lobe 
Naney actually went from extra to lead actress. 
For a very long time, after UNDER THE FIG TREES, I wanted to cast a real female 
Pastor for Marie’s part. I actually worked with one for a year. But as a Pastor, she 
wanted everything she did to look faultless, which made it difficult for me to dig 
deeper. To have more freedom, I decided to give the part to a professional 
actress. I was looking for someone charismatic, someone with convictions, and I 
thought of Aïssa Maïga. She did a screen test for the preaching scene in the 
church, in front of real believers. She had little time to prepare and had to 
improvise a lot. She had to create a relationship with the child and with the 
religious community very quickly. These were unforgettable moments. What was 
interesting to me about this character was that she was an entrepreneur. She 
runs her church like a business. Aïssa Maïga’s performance enabled me to create 
a character that is both a believer and a woman of her time. 
 



On the other hand, I discovered the work of Laetitia Ky on Instagram. As an artist, 
she’s very skillful, very professional, and I really like what she does. I went to visit 
her in Abidjan for a screen-test, and I told her that I wanted to write a part just for 
her. She was comfortable in front of the camera and she brought something very 
relevant to the movie. I was very impressed. 
 
As for Debora Lobe Naney, it was she who came to me; when I met her, she was 
about to cross the Mediterranean Sea. I really wanted to work with her, but 
making a movie takes time. We didn’t have enough money to start the shoot, and 
she was rushing it. She used to tell me: “If we’re not doing anything, I’m leaving.” 
Cinema was very abstract to her. She needed something real to give up on her 
project. To keep her with us, we decided to start shooting earlier than we planned 
to. And in the end, she didn’t cross the sea. 
 
How did you come up with the set?  
I hadn’t imagined the church like this, but we had to shoot in the community’s 
places so that the faithful wouldn’t have to travel to places they never go, for 
safety’s sake. We couldn’t do sequence shots there but we had to deal with these 
logistical and security constraints by reducing the number of sets. 
 
Nadia Ben Rachid, who usually works with Abderrahmane Sissako, was the 
editor for this film. Did you have a lot of material to work with? Could the story 
have taken a different path? 
Yes, there were plenty of possibilities and many choices to make. For Nadia we 
had plenty of material, for me not enough. We had six weeks to shoot the movie, 
which isn’t much for an ensemble film, when you’re with the people you film 
every day. Nadia edited my first short documentary, MY DAD’S FACEBOOK PAGE, 
and twelve years later, I wanted her to be by my side again, as a friend and as a 
film editor. She understands what’s at stake in this movie, and she is very 
experienced. She knows what the story is about, I don’t even have to explain it to 
her. 
 
How did you come up with the title “PROMIS LE CIEL,” which we can also hear in 
the song at the end of the movie? 
I was listening to this song on repeat when we started shooting, and the lyrics 
summed up the film in such a perfect way that I asked Delgres if I could use them 
for the title. “They promised me heaven, but meanwhile, I’m on earth, 



struggling”. I liked the fact that these lyrics are tragic but also quite energetic, just 
like the characters of the movie. These women are in a very precarious situation, 
and yet they make us stronger. The idea of a “promise” refers to the promise of 
human rights and solidarity, but also to all the things parents promise to their 
children, to the things governments promise to their citizens. It’s also about the 
religious promise, the promise of what is waiting for us elsewhere, in the future. 
 
If you enjoyed this interview and would like more, here’s a link to an interview 
with Sehiri at the Cannes Film Festival: 
https://www.eninarothe.com/faces/2025/5/31/erige-sehiri-talks-un-certain-
regard-opener-promised-sky  

 

--Notes by Michael Dembrow 
Cascade Festival of African Films 

Africanfilmfestival.org 
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