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Changing Society through Laughter – A Review of 

Tickling Giants 

Umar Zainol 

Tickling Giants follows the story of Dr. Bassem Youssef, an 
Egyptian cardiac surgeon who gained prominence as a political 
satirist during the tumultuous Arab Spring of 2011. After 13 
years as a heart surgeon, he turned down an offer to work as a 
doctor in the US and remained in Egypt to comment on the 
“hypocrisy” and “brainwashing” that was happening in the local 
media at the time1. Youssef’s popularity grew through an 
online satirical show called B+, which attracted the attention 
of Egyptian TV networks. This led to the broadcast of Al 
Bernameg, a show created by Youssef which at its peak was seen 
by 30 million viewers a week.  

He soon learned, however, that fame is a double-edged sword 
as his comedy eventually landed him in the crosshairs of then 
Egyptian President Mohamed Morsi. Youssef was arrested and 
interrogated by authorities for telling jokes, which ironically 
cemented his popularity with the Egyptian people as a voice of 
the counterculture.  

While publicly mocking authorities was considered taboo in Egypt, political comedy itself is not a new 
idea in the West. In the UK, the television show Yes Minister was a humorous take on the nuanced (and 
frustrating) government bureaucracies brought to light by Jim Hacker and Sir Humphrey Appleby. 
Political comedy in the US also has a long history: The White House Correspondents Dinner, an annual 
event celebrating the free press, has featured a comedian who pokes fun at the President since 1983. 
Perhaps its most recent surge in popularity can be attributed to the mass media coverage of the 2000 
Presidential election and the George W. Bush Administration, which provided fodder for the Daily Show 
with Jon Stewart. Its success and influence sprouted a legion of satirical comedy shows that continued the 
legacy left by Stewart2, with Bassem Youssef himself crediting the Daily Show as an inspiration. With 
Youssef’s comedic delivery at Al Bernameg, it is easy to see why he is widely known as the “Jon Stewart of 
Egypt”.  

Like the Daily Show, Al Bernameg is as entertaining as it is scathing towards its media and politicians. But 
underneath the jokes, Youssef is passionate in fighting for what he feels is a just society: one that is not 

                                            
1 RT America (2016) Bassem Youssef: Trump Fervor a lot like pro-Islamic Rallies in Mideast [Video File], Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2H8Z4vgRw2c 
2 Alumni of the Daily Show have gone on to launch the Colbert Report, Last Week Tonight with John Oliver and Full Frontal with Samantha Bee. 
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ruled by fear and intimidation. For him, sarcasm and humour are perfect to suppress fear. He tells the 
2014 Deutsche Welle Global Media Forum of his experience:   

“Satire was our weapon to dissect through the lies and rhetoric that were used to control the 
people”3 

Youssef maintains that the point of Al Bernameg was about “holding authority accountable, regardless of 
who is in charge”4. Indeed, satire is about bringing to light the differences in society and to celebrate it 
rather than condemn it. Just as in the US and the UK, political satire can even be appreciated by politicians 
themselves if tastefully done: Even the “Iron Lady” Margaret Thatcher herself claimed to be a fan of Yes 
Minister.  

However, many longstanding cultural factors must be taken into consideration before satire ever gains 
traction. For instance, a hierarchical, high power-distance society like Malaysia might find it harder to 
accept the satirist. This idea of how culture effects humour is also addressed in Tickling Giants, where 
the viewer is left to wonder whether the satirist is still relevant in Egyptian society given the rise of Abdel 
Fattah el-Sisi.  

If anything, the documentary proves that satire isn’t for all. Bassem Youssef continues to be a divisive 
figure in Egypt, but his experience chronicled in Tickling Giants reminds viewers just how powerful a 
tool humour can be especially as a means of check and balance. In a sense, good political humour allows 
society to laugh while it re-examines itself. It may have been easy, once upon a time, to dismiss the role 
of a comedian as just another idiot. But in today’s landscape of social media where everybody is given a 
voice, it may be wise for leaders to give more respect to the satirist and to reconsider their role, however 
small, as nation-builders.   

Tickling Giants is available to stream via Netflix 
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3 Nickel, Susanne (2016) Bassem Youssef: Fear Has No Future; Retrieved from www.dw.com/en/bassem-youssef-fear-has-no-future/a-17747272. 
4 Taksler, S. (2016) Tickling Giants 


