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Introduction:

The Aesthetics, Politics, and
Cultural Economy of African
Stand-up Comedy

Nduka Otiono

Stand-up comedy persists as one form of cultural production in Africa that defines how
Africans negotiate their existence and artistically re-frame the burden of nationhood, social
identities, and everyday existential challenges. At its core, stand-up comedy is a form of
cultural criticism driven by aesthetic, political and economic forces. Through humour,
African stand-up comedians produce alternative public spheres and commentaries, share
coded messages that implicate socio-political inclusion and exclusion, the individuality of
experience, and the self-critical way we think about ourselves as people.

Despite Africa’s tortuous postcolonial experience, humour is emerging as a central
node in reorienting African publics as to their excruciating socio-political conditions and
to the urgency of imagination. Stand-up comedy, notable for the immediacy of its face-to-
face interaction, is one of Africa’s most popular emergent art forms—produced and
circulated through multiple traditional and digital media. Yet, despite its ubiquity on the
continent, especially in urban centres, stand-up comedy is regrettably among the less
theorized and less analysed genre of African oral tradition and popular cultural production.
In this special issue, we approach the form systematically by examining how stand-up
comics reflect on identity politics in Africa, appraise the provenance and evolution of the
form, while highlighting its significant contribution to the cultural economy of the
continent.

For proper cultural analysis and appreciation, one must locate the roots of African
stand-up comedy not only within its development in a globalized, capitalist humour
industry, but in its origins in the Transatlantic slave trade and Africa’s oral
traditions. Doyin Aguoru’s paper explores how indigenous artistic traditions and local
theatres influenced the genre we know today as African stand-up comedy. Indeed, theatre
was so embedded in sociality and life processes in ancient African societies that its presence
and form were often taken for granted. In the words of Diakhate and Eyoh (2017), “[pre-
colonial Africans| did not name their theatre; rather, they lived it” (2), Theatre was not
fixed to a stage or location, but enjoyed mobility, fluidity and multilocality. Danson
Sylvester Kahyana’s article examines how stand-up comedy performances in Ugandan
buses are harnessed towards the sale of medicine, evincing the flexibility of this indigenous
theatre-based genre in the African context. In fact, theatricality was ever-present in rituals,
myths, sports and recreation, folk celebrations, and politics. In the context of traditional
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religion and spirituality, ritual activities encompassed incantations and divinations that
invited concerned bodies—animate and inanimate—to participate in a synchronized
performance that often served to consult, honour, appease, or implore higher powers.
Furthermore, during large events and celebrations, community members, old and young,
often gathered in public arenas to be entertained by performances including dances, songs,
and creative verbal utterances. Beyond their recreational utility, these activities marked
important sociocultural dispositions and transitions. They were efficient vehicles for the
transfer of knowledge and tradition across generations. For these reasons, viewing oral
performance in Africa as a precursor to stand-up comedy has been extensively studied by
scholars of oral literature as vigorously demonstrated, for example, by a new book, Ora/
Literary Performance in Africa: Beyond Genre (2021), co-edited by Nduka Otiono and Chiji
Akoma.

Chinyere Chukwudi-Okeh, a writer, blogger, and graduate student at Swansea
University, offers compelling parallels between the stand-up comedian and the traditional
oral performer in an unpublished essay shared with me, and titled “Locating Stand-Up
Comedy in Nigeria as an Oral Performance Genre”:

The stand—up comedian utilizes the spoken word and performance in his craft. These two
elements are important features of oral literature. It is through the spoken word that oral
literature has been kept and continues to retain its relevance [...] The people’s oral culture
reflects their everyday activities and conditions, the kind of work they do, what kind of families
they have, etc. Consequently, their oral literature also expresses concerns beyond people’s
everyday life [...] Its riches are evident in the deep and often oracular sense of wisdom and in
the imaginative flair of these representative pieces. Therefore, the range of subjects is vast for
the stand—up comedian to explore...On this note, it is important to state that stand—up
comedians draw from the tradition and culture of oral performance origin i.e., from folklore,
panegyric, proverbs, philosophical ideas, and myths in their comedy, with the twin function
of entertaining and, more importantly, addressing relevant issues in the society. Therefore, it
will not be far-fetched to suggest that stand-up comedy is an aspect of oral dramatic
performance enacted by a solo performer before a live audience. This assertion is not
unmindful of the entertainment or the functional value of the stand—up comedy genre; rather
it is an etiological attempt to locate it within the cultural fabric of the society. (1)

The idea of an “oral dramatic performance enacted by a solo performer before a live
audience” is somewhat different in the context of oral performance in Africa. For, indeed,
in the traditional context, the oral artist often performs with musical accompanist(s)
and/or a choral group. Likewise, in the study of oral performance in Africa, the emphasis
is as much on the contents of oral texts as it is on the context or aesthetics of performance.
This is clear from my study of Nweke Momah, a spectacular oral artist, jester, and cross-
dressing comedian from Ubulu-Uku in Delta State of Nigeria." Also a court historian and
musician, his performances were a kind of total theatre complete with storytelling, music,
dance, rib-cracking jokes, anecdotes, phrases, and other stylistic features that often left his
audiences roaring with laughter and aesthetically satiated.

But the kinship between oral literature or folklore and the populist stand-up comedy
notwithstanding, we must take seriously Ian Brodie’s cautionary note on the intersection
of folklore and popular culture in relation to stand-up comedy. As Brodie (2014) notes,
“Despite analogies to vernacular form of talk, and despite the stand-up comedian’s
frequent use of vernacular forms of talk, the relationship between audience and performer,
in terms of systems of exchange and in terms of spatiotemporal distance, however slight,
make it ‘something other™ (18). Brodie goes on to articulate a panoramic characterization

' Nduka Otiono, “Nweke Momah: A Portrait of an Oral Artist.” Unpublished Masters Thesis. University of Ibadan, 1987. We
can also draw parallels with the Akewi-Oba of Yoruba palaces who serve essentially similar purposes as court historians and
entertainers. On the traditional masking as a means of delivering anonymous social commentary, it is pertinent to invoke the
Gelede masquerade in Yoruba communities. This cadre of ancestral spirit is the only cult to which women may be initiated,
and the performance of which is then seen as appropriate social representation from the female voice of the land. For more
on the Gelede see Drewal and Drewal (1983).
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of “stand-up comedy” in his canonical study, A Vulgar Art: A New Approach to Stand-Up
Comedy.

Beyond the conceptual understanding of stand-up performances, the African oral
performances referenced above can be read as a means of social commentary where the
exciting and mundane aspects of society are critically explored and dramatized. This is in
addition to referencing the social values and norms of the people. In the realm of politics
and indigenous government, such as in the king’s court where the likes of Nweke Momah
served as the repository of communal history and culture, performances came alive with
talking drums and percussive instruments common in West African cultures—especially
among the Yoruba people of Nigeria and the Serer people of Senegal and Gambia.
Through the talking drums, highly skilled drummers could sing praises to the king,
entertain spectators with creative rhythms, or relay important messages from ruler to
subjects or across villages in times of war and celebration. Similarly, among numerous
ethnic groups across Africa, alongside their theatrical functions, masquerades played the
role of social control. Accorded reverence as spirit beings, and behind the veil of the mask,
masquerades could speak the unspeakable as well as punish a person who had broken
community laws. Orji (2018) traces how African masking traditions with their embodiment
of humour and social commentary are deeply connected to the emergent stand-up comedy
industry where comedians employ the performative anonymity of indigenous masquerades
to criticize both the ordinary and the powerful. Indeed, theatre, sociality, justice, and
humour were intertwined in precolonial African societies, as they are in contemporary
iterations of indigenous theatre.

However, the permeation of colonialism in the African continent, which enabled the
influence of European ideals and cultural institutions on indigenous artistic expressions,
occasioned the adulteration of traditional forms of socialization and identity expression —
the basis of African theatre. To disrupt the processes of societal meaning-making was to
transform — in fact, destabilize, the foundations of everyday performances in African
societies. But although theatre in its structural forms may have been reimagined, its
functions remain immersed in current cultural expressions and economy. In more than a
few ways, the mimetics of drama, the levity of humour, the melodies of music, and the
spontaneous creativity of storytelling are synthesized in African stand-up comedy, as in
African theatre. Today, one frequently finds stand-up comedians incorporating elaborate
singing or dancing in their routines. Nigerian stand-up comedians such as Kenny Blaq,
Akpororo, and Chigurl and Josh2Funny are known to thrill their audiences with songs and
dance steps on stage, which they weave into their comedic material. In Kenya, Redykyulass
Comedy, featuring comedians Tony Njuguna, Walter Mong'are, and John Kiarie alias KJ,
became popular for parodying Kenya’s past leaders through a kind of stage-performed
comedy that crisscrossed storytelling, wordplay, mimicry, singing and dancing. Also worth
noting are Kenya’s televised weekly live stand-up comedy show, Churchill Show, and the
award-winning XYZ Show, a sardonic puppet show created by Kenya’s Gado (Godfrey
Mwampembwa) which caricatures Africa’s grotesque political leadership. This affinity for
the theatrical can be seen in African movies in the unique way existential realities are
dramatized. They live on in the music of Africans and the African diaspora such as hip
hop, soul music, afrobeat and highlife. They are even more prominent in emergent social
media comedy—especially skit-making—which is a spin-off of stand-up comedy on the
continent. They tell a story not of a lost civilization, but of culture in transition.

This volume signifies its importance by underscoring the rootedness of the genre in
the contemporary sociopolitics and indigenous traditions of African people at home and
in the diaspora, alongside the complex role stand-up comedy plays in how people construct
social identities and navigate everyday struggles. Despite the proliferation and influence of
comedians and their art, African stand-up comedy as a subject of scholarly inquiry has not
been accorded due attention. On a broader note, even comedy as a sociocultural
phenomenon in Africa has been undertheorized. In the last two decades, a few scholars
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have theorized the role of comedy in its various forms in contemporary society. Bamidele’s
compilation of essays on comedy, published in 2001, is often cited in scholarly discussions
about humour/comedy in Africa, especially in the context of stage performances. The
essays explored the different configurations of comedy, from dark comedy, to satire, to
sentimental comedy in popular literature and theatre.

Another early theorist of humour in Africa is Durotoye Adeleke (2005). Examining
the concept of “the fool” in Yoruba plays and video films in parallel with Shakespearean
notions of “the fool” in literary imagination, Adeleke positions Yoruba traditional
productions/expressions of humour in a global cultural economy. While he acknowledges
Western influences on indigenous artistic forms, he renders the Yoruba iterations unique
and traces their emergence from a long artistic tradition. Ebenezar Obadare’s work on how
civil society performs everyday politics both formally and informally is concerned with the
diverse utilities and meanings of humour in postcolonial African states. His book Humor,
Silence, and Cipil Society in Nigeria (2010) is an important piece as it foregrounds what humour
means to a people facing grave multidimensional injustices that are both historical and
contemporary. He also reminds us that humour is not exclusive to civil society but is often
used by the state to control its subjects (Obadare 2009). Obadare believes that in Africa,
humour is often employed as a means of sociocultural improvisation, as a coping strategy
tfor an embattled people.

Approaching political humour from another perspective, Limb and Olaniyan’s edited
book, Taking African Cartoons Seriously: Politics, Satire, and Culture (2018) sheds light on the
influence of critical illustrations in the media. This collection is peculiar both in its focus
and its form. It comprises essays, interviews, and cartoons that analyse and critique issues
related to cartooning in the African continent especially in respect to sociopolitical trends,
censorship, and use of new technologies. Acclaimed African cartoonists including Zapiro
(South Africa), Gado (Kenya), and Asukwo (Nigeria) contribute to this volume alongside
scholars as they contemplate the role of cartooning in speaking truth to power.

The paucity of special volumes that exclusively focus on African stand-up comedy
has begun to change as, more recently, a sprinkle of publications has begun to emerge
spotlighting stand-up comedy or performed jokes in the continent. Among these new
publications is Izuu Nwankwo’s edited collection, Stand-up Comedy in Africa: Humounr in
Popular Langnages and Media (2022),> Ignatius Chukwuma’s edited volume, Joke-Performance
in Africa: Media, Mode and Meaning (2018), and to some extent, the new issue of Jourmal of
African Cultural Studies (Volume 34, 2022 - Issue 2).” While Nwankwo’s volume has a
commendable continental appeal in its singular focus on stand-up comedy as a unique
popular art form different from humour as a general category, Chukwuma’s features more
of “visual depictions of humor in Africa [...] than theatrical or textual offerings” (Adamu
2020, E4) which this special issue of Nokoko showcases. Joke-Performance in Africa also
touches on jokes performed on the streets, as in the taunts or roasts performed by urban
youths in Kenya, where the audience actively participates. Its strength lies in its
geographical and thematic broadness, featuring four authors from Nigeria, four from
Kenya, three from Egypt, and others from Malawi, Morocco, and Zambia. In their own
way, the contributors examine how comedians manipulate various media to perform
sociopolitical critique. The uniqueness of the volume is that it foregrounds the centrality
of digital media in the making, packaging, and distribution of jokes in postcolonial Africa.

In 2018, the Ewuropean Journal of Humour Research published a special issue on Nigerian
Humor. Edited by Ibukun Filani, this special edition contains a dozen scholarly articles
from Nigerian scholars. Three of the articles focus on stand-up comedy, while others focus
on humour in memes and digital comedy skits, radio programmes, poetry, and plays. As in
the earlier discussed book edited by Chukwuma, the volume edited by Filani also credits

2 Also see Nwankwo’s monograph, Yabbing and Wording: The artistry of Nigerian stand-up comedy. NISC (Pty) Ltd., 2022.
3 There are only four essays in a section of this issue of the journal focusing on Humour and Stand-Up Comedy.
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new media for transforming humour as it is understood and engaged with in society. More
importantly, as Filani states in the introduction, “the papers in the volume conceive
humour as an enterprise with a setious social end” (Filani 2018, 6).*

Recalibrating the origin of stand-up comedy

Generally, scholars often trace the origins of stand-up comedy to diverse times, historical
eras, and civilizations namely, the Western (vaudeville, burlesque), the Indian (Chakyar
kooto), and more. Yet, the case can be made—and indeed needs to be made—that stand-
up comedy originated from African slaves who used comedic performances to survive the
Middle Passage and horrific servitude in the New World. This theory has been elucidated
in personal conversations with me by Ali Baba (Atunyota Alleluia Aporobomeeriere),
Nigeria's ingenious ace comedian and shrewd showbiz impresatio. Acclaimed British
journalist, historian, documentarist, and prolific author, Basil Davidson (1961), forcefully
lays the foundation for such an appreciation of the socio-cultural influence of Black slaves
on the New World as he authoritatively emphasizes their contributions thus:

No fewer than a million African slaves laboured in the Brazilian sugar plantations towards the
end of the eighteenth century; but as well as providing field work [they] also provided the arts
and crafts and the foundations of Brazilian industry. [...] Far from showing ‘passive
obedience’ they rebelled time and again. They built free republics of their own. They added
culture to the cultures of Europe and of aboriginal South America, for along with their
strength and experience they had brought with them their songs and superstitions and their

gods. (21)

It is against this backdrop that Black comedic performances and aesthetics were carried
over to the Western world, arguably influencing “Blackface minstrelsy” which dates back
to as eatly as the Middle Ages®>and has been described as “a troublesome topic in popular
culture studies” (Mahar 1991, n.p.). This tradition, infamous for its perpetuation of racial
stereotyping of Black people, morphed into what came to be known as “Ethiopian
Delineators.” Grosvenor and Toll (2019) provide more insight into our thesis on the Black
slaves’ origins of stand-up comedy:

Between-the-act performers drew heavily on American folklore and folk song, so it was
no surprise that the unique culture of black Americans became a regular feature of these brief
skits. The only surprise might have been that the performers were white men wearing burnt-
cork make-up. But before the Civil War, blacks were rarely allowed on the popular stage, just
as they were rarely allowed in white hotels, restaurants, courthouses, or cemeteries.

As early as the 1820’s, some white performers specialized in what they called “Ethiopian
delineation.” The Ethiopian delineators were entertainers, not anthropologists, of course, and
they had no particular interest in the authenticity of their performances. But they had an
insatiable appetite for fresh black material that could be shaped into popular stage acts...

Many blackface performers in the 1830’s did primitive fieldwork among black people.
Billy Whillock, who toured the South with circuses in the 1830’s, would “steal off to some
negro hut to hear the darkies sing and see them dance, taking a jug of whisky to make things
merrier.” Ben Cotton, another blackface star, also recalled studying black culture at its source:
“I used to sit with them in front of their cabins, and we would start the banjo twanging, and
their voices would ring out in the quiet night air in their weird melodies.” Similarly, E. P.
Christy, later the leader of the famous Christy Minstrels, was fascinated with the “queer words
and simple but expressive melodies” he heard from black dock workers in New Orleans.

# Akin to this, in 2019, Izuu Nwankwo and Nkatha Kabira co-chaired a panel titled, Lzwits and Prospects of African Humonr at the
8t European Conference on African Studies, Edinburgh. The papers are set to be published as a special issue in the Journal of
African Cultural Studies. But only a few of the papers presented in the conference focused on stand-up comedy.

5>'The wwmw.encyclopedia.com defines “Blackface, which dates back to as eatly as the Middle Ages,” as “the theater performance
practice of wearing soot, cosmetics, paint, or burnt cork to blacken the face. In medieval and Renaissance English theatre,
blacking up was prevalent in religious cycles and morality plays, where it was used to represent evil, badness, or damnation.”
Retrieved from https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/blackface.


http://www.encyclopedia.com/
http://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/blackface
http://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/applied-and-social-sciences-magazines/blackface
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Minstrel humor ranged from skits to one-liners, from slapstick to riddles... minstrels
were beginning to introduce the rapid-fire humor of the city, the humor later perfected in
vaudeville, burlesque, and radio. (n.p.)

Over time, this tradition metamorphosed into contemporary American stand-up comedy
which has influenced the genre in the rest of world including Africa, especially against the
backdrop of globalization. But despite the enormous transformation of stand-up comedy
from the original African slaves’ roots, “the ghost of the minstrel still stalks the American
stage,” to appropriate Foster and Bramley (2016, n.p.).°

Yet, it is also important to acknowledge the influence of globalization and
sociopolitical dynamics of individual countries in the development of stand-up comedy in
Africa. The American entertainment industry grew exponentially from the 1960s, and by the
1980s and 1990s American music, movies and shows were circulating in virtually all parts of
the globe. But audiences from Brazil to India were interpreting these cultural materials
through the lens of their own social realities. Soon, the aesthetic style and technologies used
in producing and distributing these materials were adopted and localized by various
peoples. To buttress these inherent connections, the movie industry that developed in India
became known as Bollywood and its counterpart in Nigeria was tagged Nollywood.

In the case of South Africa, as the apartheid regime was giving way to majority rule in
the mid-90s, stand-up comedy gained currency in urban areas such as Johannesburg and
Cape Town.

As the South Africa comedienne Tracy Klass states, “Stand up comedy was not big in
South Africa until the late 90s early 2000. [...] The comedy circuit kicked off in Cape Town
with the launch of the CCC (The Cape Comedy Collective) run by Mark Sampson and Sam
Pearce. An article launching the collective appeared around March 1999 entitled ‘Do you
think you are funny?””’ By the late 90s and early 2000s, Black stand-up comedians such as
David Kau and Loyiso Gola were using their platforms to resurrect bitter memories of
apartheid and to condemn its legacies. Inequality, steep class divisions, government
corruption, and hardship in townships became some of their most popular comedic
material (Sierlis 2011). Other eminent South African comedians include Kagiso Ledega,
Tumi Morake, Gilda Blacher, Nik Rabinowitz, Stuart Taylor, Riaad Moosa, Kurt
Schoonraad, Conrad Koch (Chester Missing), Dave Levinsohn, Mel Jones, John Vlisman,
and Mark Lottering—many of whom were inspired by Pieter Dirk-Uys who used humour
and irony in his One Man Shows to “highlight the hypocrisy and corruption that were part
of South Africa’s daily life under apartheid.”®

In many East African countries such as Uganda and Kenya, stand-up comedy also
grew from within as an extension of various indigenous cultural expressions, while being
enhanced by the socio-political exchange fostered by an increasingly global cultural
economy. Examples from Uganda include the premiere hit show, Pablo Live, produced
by Uganda’s king of comedy, Pablo (Ken Kimuli), and Anne Kansiime’s comedy show,
Don't mess with Kansiime. Stand-up comedy has grown as well in other African
countries such as Egypt where the leading figures include Ali Quandil, Noha Kato, Omar
Ramzi (White Sudani), and Ahmed Ahmed. Today, the five African countries highlighted
in this introduction, and which represent West Africa, East Africa, Southern Africa, and
East Africa—Nigeria, Guinea, Kenya, Uganda, South Africa, and Egypt—feature
significantly in the stand-up comedy landscape of the continent. If stand-up comedy is
hinged on culture and sociality as highlighted in this introduction, and if culture and

¢ It also worth noting that the origin of clowning, which also informs stand-up comedy, has been traced to “5,000 years ago
when ancient Egyptian royals kept African pygmies, known as Dangas, for their amusement” (Bibbs 2019, n.p.). Rebecca Bibbs
further states that “By the early 20th century in the United States, the clown figure was transformed into a tramp or hobo,
made famous by the emerging art of motion picture and featuring Vincennes native Red Skelton, Charly Chaplin, Emmett
Kelly and Buster Keaton.” (n.p.).

7Tracy Klass, Personal Interview. November 2, 2016.

8 See “One Man Shows: the black and white years.” (n.d.) Rettieved from http://pdu.co.za/ OneManShows.html (n.p.)


http://pdu.co.za/OneManShows.html
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politics are intertwined in their everyday manifestations in society, then stand-up comedy’s
relationship with the political must not be overlooked.’

Stand-up comedy, politics and cultural economy

In this volume, Mohamed Saliou Camara and Chikezirim Nwoke’s articles focus on Guinea
and Nigeria, respectively, exploring how comedians speak truth to power. African
comedians creatively utilize their platforms to call out government corruption and reject
social injury on various scales. But such engagement comes with a price in some counttries.
In 2020, a four-person comedy group known as Bizonto was arrested after it released a
comedy skit ridiculing the Guinean government. Trevor Noah of South Africa, I Go Dye
(Francis Agoda) of Nigeria, and Mmamito of Kenya are some comedians who are unafraid
to include political criticism in their routines. Sometimes, through dramalogue and cues,
they navigate issues of race and international geopolitics; sometimes it is ethnicity and
national sociopolitics, and at other times it is the struggles of everyday existence. African
comedians are partakers in the public sphere or alternative spaces where citizens oppose
power structures that delineate society. Yet, comedy is serious business and comedians are
not exempt from capitalistic notions of wealth creation and accumulation. Many comedians
are engaged by the elite, such as government officials and big corporations, for shows,
advertisement, and endorsements. A case in point is MC Tagwaye who became popular
online for mimicking the president of Nigeria, Muhammadu Buhari. Tagwaye has since
been invited to perform in front of the president and other elites. His unique style of
stand-up comedy—dressing up like and mimicking the president—has earned him
government association, including marrying the daughter of the president’s aide in 2020.
Beyond the intervention of Africa’s stand-up comedians in the public sphere through
the use of political humour, conceiving humour as an enterprise encourages us to: a) focus
on the “soft power” and economic significance of Africa’s culture and creative industries
(CCI)—which includes the stand-up comedy sector; and b) recall The United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) global studies which “issued two
definitive reports in 2008 and 2010 highlighting the contribution of the creative industries
across the globe” (Van Graan 2014, n.p.). However, Van Graan laments that: “As with
minerals and other commodities, Africa is rich in talent and creativity. But...most countries
lack the infrastructure and expertise to beneficiate (sic) this talent and creativity into
sustainable, let alone profitable enterprises. As a consequence, the talent drain — like the
brain drain — from Africa means that many countries in Europe and North America benefit
more economically from African artists than do these artists’ countries” (Ibid.) However,
Van Graan recognizes Nigeria’s film industry, Nollywood, as one of the significant
exceptions as it is “the second-largest provider of work in Nigeria (after agriculture) and
produces about 50 movies per week with an average of 130 people employed per movie”

(Ibid.). In a related article, Neil Ford (2021) states that:

African creative industries make a sizeable contribution to total economic activity and are
worth about $20-23bn in annual exports, but this is still equivalent to just 1% of the industry’s
global total. The continent has as many great stories to tell and cultural styles to share as any
other part of the world, yet the financial and technical infrastructure to bring this about is

often lacking. (n.p.)"

% For a fuller discussion of the “the potential of humour as a political force” see Rehak & Trnka’s enlightening book, The Politics
of Joking (2019). Also see Nwankwo (2022) for a more continental discourse of stand-up comedy in Africa.

10 For more on African creative industries significant contribution to the economy, see the Music in Africa article, “Creative
industries fuel global economy and provide 29.5 million jobs,” which concludes that: “Today, African societies contain cultural
riches that are bubbling up to embrace the opportunities offered by new technologies and commercial markets. Film
production and viewing are now driving employment growth in the CCI, with striking successes such as the rise of Nollywood,
the Nigerian film industry, which is now reckoned to directly employ 300,000 people. Yet the African market is pootly
structured and cultural goods are largely provided through the so-called ‘informal economy’, for example unofficial music
performances, which is a significant part of the local cultural scene and a reservoir of jobs, employing some 547,500 people
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Although the focus is often on film and Nollywood as a success story, music and
stand-up comedy have also boosted the cultural ecosystem locally and internationally, with
Nigerian artists winning international awards and prizes. In some cases, the different genres
of the arts—film, music, and comedy—meld into a complex whole that exemplifies the
commodification of humour through memoirs (Trevor Noah’s Born a Crime: Stories from a
South African Childbood, 2016; Julius Agwu’s Jokes Apart, 2013; Okey Bakassi’s The Memwirs
of an African Comedian, 2019); numerous CDs and DVDs. Notable examples of live stand-
up comedy shows packaged for electronic dissemination include Nigeria’s Night of Thousand
Langhs series, and content streaming in “seasons’ such as Funke Akindele’s Jenzfa’s Diary,
and more recently, Ali Baba’s development of a television station branded XQZMOITV.
Also noteworthy are the Kenyan television shows referred to above, the South African
comedy clubs which Tracy Klass discusses in my interview with her, and the comedy films
such as AY’s (Ayo Makun) A T7ip to Jamaica, and 30 Days in Atlanta which is touted by
Wikipedia as the “highest grossing film of all time in Nigerian cinemas.”!!

Apart from these examples, the grand comedy shows popularized by Ali Baba with
high ticket tables have also become part of the show business landscape and cultural
calendar. Tunji Adegbite, a strategy, transformation and supply chain consultant, as well as
the founder of a business and market research start-up, Naspire, offers insight into the
business in his short but powerful Lizkedln piece, “Nigeria's Comedy Industry — Joking
into Billions.”!* Citing Ayakoroma’s (2017) seminal essay on the rise of contemporary
stand-up comedy in Nigeria, and echoing Lynda Chinenye Ambrose’s account in her essay
in this volume, Adegbite credits Ali Baba’s registration of his company in 1993 and buying
“billboard spaces on three prestigious streets in Lagos Central Business District that read
‘Ali Baba — Being Funny is Serious Business.”” He further states that Ali Baba’s “infusing
[of] a professional toga into his art” led to some of “the most transformative actions in the
industry” (Ibid.) Then, alluding to various sources, Adegbite declares:

Comedians were now being perceived as professionals; humourpreneurs who were
demanding higher pay and receiving over 500 million Naira in endorsements and contracts
both locally and internationally from brands like Globacom, MTN, Virgin Atlantic, Indomie,
and Coca Cola. [....] Comedians were and still are increasing their exposure by hosting
independent comedy shows and comedy competitions in Nigeria and abroad. Examples
include Opa William’s Nize (sic) of a Thousand Langhs, Basketmouth’s Uncensored (which brings
in almost N100 million annually (Vanguard, 2014)), AY’s Open Mic Competition and Ali Baba’s
Spontaneity Comedy Talent Hunt & January 1st event. In addition, comedians are also taking their
exposure and growth into their own hands by producing Skits and making it available to the
general public through social media Today, Instagram comedians such as Lasisi Elenu (1.9m
followers), Maraji (1.1m followers), Woli Agba (1.9m followers), MC Lively (Im followers)
are smiling to the bank largely by riding on the back of their social media following. These
new comedians have a higher social media following than the earlier generation comedians
and can stand on their own without the hand-holding of veterans."”

The various forms of patronage and sponsorship enjoyed by privileged stand-up
comedians in Nigeria became more evident in the early 2000s. The Y2K decade witnessed
a surge in brand-sponsored comedy events with audiences addressed directly by businesses
like British American Tobacco (BAT) Ltd. where above-the-line advertising was no longer
lawful for cigarette brands. Among the spectacular stand-up comedy events of the era were

and generating US$4.2bn in revenues.” (Music in Africa 2015). Retrieved from
https:/ /www.musicinaffica.net/magazine/ creative-industties-fuel-global-economy-and-provide-295-million-jobs)

n See 30 Days n Atlanta. Retrieved from https:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/30_Days_in_Atanta

12 Retrieved from https:/ /www linkedin.com/pulse/nigetias-comedy-industry-joking-billions-mba-acca-mcips-

13 There is also the A% Baba Serionsly seties on Nigeria Television Authority (NTA) which has run into over 100 episodes.
See example here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8WbbTsl.-41o Importantly, Many Uzonitsha, arguably Nigeria’s
pioneer comedienne, contends in a personal interview with me that The Charly Boy Show, the television show by the
multi-talented maverick artiste Chatles Oputa (a.k.a. Chatly Boy), played a pivotal role in the emergence of contemporary
comedy shows in Nigeria. According to Uzonitsha, “The Chatly Boy Show had different segments but people always
remember the Candid Camera segment where people were subjected to gags on the street. I had a chance of meeting with
Chatly Boy and told him I could do better and he sent me out and the rest is history.”



http://www.musicinafrica.net/magazine/creative-industries-fuel-global-economy-and-provide-295-million-jobs)
http://www.musicinafrica.net/magazine/creative-industries-fuel-global-economy-and-provide-295-million-jobs)
http://www.linkedin.com/pulse/nigerias-comedy-industry-joking-billions-mba-acca-mcips-
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8WbbTsL-41o
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Basketmouth’s Laffs & Times and Opa Williams’ Night of a Thousand Langhs series. There
were also cultural festivals such as the Obanta Festival in Ijebu-Ode, Nigeria, with stand-
up comedy performances delivered by Gbenga Adeyinka IIT and other comedians of the
time. The high-octane festival was sponsored by the foremost indigenous
telecommunications company, Globacom, and it was well-televised using the brand’s
budget.

The corporatization of African stand-up comedians is not limited to Nigeria. In
Uganda, Queen of African comedy, Anne Kanssime has enjoyed similar patronage. Only
recently, she was made a brand ambassador for Chipper Cash, a cross-border money
transfer platform. Other endorsements she had enjoyed include Old Mutual Kenya,
Multichoice, and Standard Chartered Bank. As Danson Sylvester Kahyana, a contributor
to this special issue states in a different article (“The Afterlife of Ugandan Stand-up
Comedy...”), “[a]s one of Uganda’s most popular humorists, Kansiime’s appointment by
these multinationals through respective contracts is not surprising” (2022: 181).

The commodification of comedy by “humourpreneurs” has been implicated in the
link between certain artists and predatory politicians infamous for corrupt leadership.
However, without necessarily defending the lure of lucre, what Pype observes in her
analysis of the funerary comedians in Kinshasha seems to define the cultural economy of
most African stand-up comedians. According to Pype,

The masolo in the grimness of their stories, they also show that even the poor and the disabled
need to be cunning and wise. So, in contrast to Ghanaian stand-up comedians [...], the jokers
[...] are not preachers of urban morality; they do not want to transmit an ideology; rather,
they merely want to earn quick money by using their own street intelligence, voice and body
in a space made available by the city’s wealthy. (472)

Okey Bakassi canvasses a similar position in my interview with him as he contends
that “the stand-up comedian does not necessarily need to discriminate against his clients
or long-term friends because of their corrupt political or social profile. Loyalty to
triendship seems to supersede any moral considerations in the public imagination”. The
relationship between the work of the socially conscious stand-up comedian, ethics or
morality, and the pursuit of social justice and the common good is a complex one, and
Adeshina Afolayan offers a compelling philosophical examination of the subject in his
essay in this volume, “Comedy on the Cusp of Plurality: Gbenga Adeboye and the Context
of Social Critique in Nigeria”.

Prominent African comedians interviewed for my project on African stand-up
comedy present a dichotomy: these performers embrace the social criticism associated with
their work as stand-up comedians, but shy away from detailed discussions about money
and business. For example, I asked Anne Kansiime of Uganda: “How much do you charge
for comic live shows, emceeing, brand sponsorship, etc. Is the cultural economy of stand-
up comedy profitable enough to make it your sole business? How much are you worth
and how much—estimates only—would you say that stand-up comedy business in Uganda
is worth?”

She responded:

Worth? Aaah that job is for Forbes and all the rating systems in the world... [laughs]...All T can
say is that I not only have what I need but also what I want, and God has done that for me
through comedy. So, surely, it can be a sole source of income, though I must add that it takes
time to get to that point, and in Uganda, comedians are still working hard and sometimes it
takes getting known even outside Uganda in order to get more from comedy."

Richard Mofe-Damijo, celebrated actor and producer of the hit stand-up comedy
show, Made in Warri, sees the emergence of comic clubs and comic shows and the
proliferation of comic CDs/DVDs and other commercial products as “expanding the

14 Kansiimi, Personal Interview. November 25, 2016.
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brand,” adding that “when more people get into an industry, enterprise begins to grow and
people begin to look for niche areas to expand it and make more money. And that’s exactly
what is happening”.'> Asked if the success on stage often translates to success in the digital
format as suggested by his having the Made in Warri series on YouTube, Mofe-Damijo
responded: “I have seen Made in Warri too on YouTube. I own the right, but I don’t get a
dime from it. With piracy, it doesn’t translate. I am still looking at ways on how to shut
down some of those websites that are doing those things” (Ibid.). He further asserts that
when they started the series, they “didn’t reckon how much the internet age would affect
all of us either positively or negatively”. He affirms that “Some of us are beginning to look
for ways to harness all of that now and own our intellectual properties back...I have some
people that I am speaking with to look at all of those things in a bid to shutting down some
of those sites” (Ibid.).

Okey Bakassi complements Mofe-Damijo’s position on the boom in the humour
business across Africa and the role of globalization and social media in its
commodification. According to Bakassi:

The truth is that the advancement of social media has popularized comedy and has helped
market comedy. What it has also done too is that it has posed a greater challenge to the practitioners.
It has kept them on their toes and by so doing it has made you more creative.

If you must survive in the business today, you must be more creative because once you release
any material, it goes viral. While the practitioners are complaining, is because social media today does
not allow you reap total benefit of your creativity and effort. If it was a situation where no matter who
copies it or uses it, it will benefit you or put money in your pocket, or you have credit to it and have
ownership of my intellectual property, it wouldn’t be a problem. You have to deal with scavengers, in
ways that you don’t like. Technology helps everybody but, in this case, it’s not working to our
advantage. (n.p.)

While many stand-up comedians have had to deal with the “scavengers” Bakassi calls
out, including some budding or wannabe comics who “steal” original jokes for their own
performances, the positive values of globalization and the boom in stand-up comedy that
it has instigated seem to supersede its negative consequences. Uganda’s Cotilda Inapo
reinforces the centrality of information communication technology to the success of stand-
up comedy in Africa: “Yes there is a boom and technology has definitely contributed
because one no longer has to wait until a live comedy show in order to laugh,” she stressed,
adding: “We are always sharing any funny content we find online with friends and family,
and this has also pushed a good number of comedy brands.”'® Inapo then goes beyond the
role of technology in the comedy boom to acknowledge what some might see as a positive
transnational ring to colonization and the language question. According to Inapo, “It is
comedy's time now more than ever before and as much as we hate the colonial masters,
the languages they left behind that became our national languages have helped overcome
the language diversity for us.”!’

Synopsis of the essays

The essays in this collection indeed affirm Inapo’s declaration that “it is comedy’s time” in
Africa. The essays offer detailed analysis of the work of some A-list comedians. This special
issue aims to expand the conversation on stand-up comedy in Africa; to unpack the
contested origin of stand-up comedy in the region; to examine the dynamics and stylistics
of its performance; and to highlight the politics and cultural economy that underpin it
production and circulation. The essays in this volume are thematically related, yet unique

15> Mofe-Damijo, Personal interview, October 28, 2016.

16 Personal interview, November 25, 2016.

17 Although Nigeria’s (Warri) Pidgin is the language of stand-up comedy in Nigeria, there is no denying the point advanced by
Inapo that next to technology which has provided multiple avenues for the production and consumption of comedy, the use
of more widely spoken colonial languages has aided the circulation of comedic acts across Africa, its diasporas, and the world.
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in the various approaches taken by their contributors. Geographically, the essays cover
stand-up comedy in Nigeria, Uganda, Guinea, and the African diaspora in Canada. The
special issue also offers essays written from philosophical and discourse analysis
approaches that are rare in the study of African stand-up comedy.

An unfortunate gap in the volume is the absence of essays focusing on comediennes
or female comedians. This gap is not only reflected in many other studies of contemporary
African stand-up comedy but raises questions about gender and the marginalization of
women in the field." As Okadigwe and El Sawy (2022) boldly aver, “[e]ven with the
advances made in both Egypt and Nigeria since the emergence of professional stand-up
acts, women continue to be the subject of jokes but hardly the ones behind the
microphone” (109). Regrettably, two draft essays on leading African comediennes did not
make it into this volume due to circumstances beyond our control. However, to
compensate for the gap, I have included in this special issue, excerpts from my original
interviews with four notable African comediennes addressing the gender question—Anne
Kansiimi and Cotilda Inapo of Uganda, Tracy Klass of South Africa, and Mandy Uzonitsha
of Nigeria. The excerpts are published as Appendix to the issue with the caption “What
has gender got to do with African comedy and stand-up acts?”

The opening essay in this volume by James Tar Tsaaior foregrounds the complex
ovetlapping “between laughter/humor and the more serious pathologies of the human
condition.” Though it may seem illogical that stand-up comedy wades into the domain of
serious national issues, such as governance and ethno-politics, Tsaaior notes that
the critical propensity of humour allows for the subversion of assumed binaries
and boundaries. His primary argument is that “stand-up comedy possesses the
incredible capacity to name, claim but also blame and shame Nigerian ethno-cultures in
its politics of representation.”

Doyin Aguoru’s essay, “From Alarinjo to Oniduro: Stand-up Comedy as a Neo-
Cultural Expression” traces how contemporary stand-up comedy in Nigeria has been
influenced by indigenous traditions, notably the Alarinjo theatre of the Yoruba. Aguoru
contends that the genre, which is popular in Nigeria today as a dynamic creative art form,
metamorphosed from ancient humorous performers or jesters in palaces or courts across
diverse African ethnic groups, the comic performances inherent in mask dramaturgy and,
more recently, the travelling theatre of the Yoruba. This genealogical analysis helps unravel
the peculiarity of this genre as an art that developed from within. The analysis also allows
us to appreciate the authot’s observation that by “navigating through times and themes by
eclectic neo-cultural modifications, the current form has achieved an intercultural balance
to the extent that a new culture has emerged.” Aguoru adds that: “Critically chronicling
professional contexts of humour in Nigeria, the trends reveal features of traditional forms
of comedy that are sustained as well as contemporary and syncretic forms that have
emerged.”

Adeshina Afolayan’s focus on Gbenga Adeboye, a multi-talented Nigerian artist who
died in 2003 at the age of 56, connects more to the Alarinjo and traditional oral aesthetics
than to the contemporary stand-up comedians that Adeboye antedated. In this essay,
Afolayan teases out the difference between “the comic art of Adeboye and his critical
oeuvre,” and makes a case for what he calls “the comic-critical efforts of Adeboye that
enabled him to speak truth to power and its misuse in Nigeria.” However, Afolayan also
acknowledges the irony that “Gbenga Adeboye’s subaltern position constitutes a critical
limitation of his significance as a critic of the Nigerian predicament |[...] because while he
committed his entire comic-critical art to understanding Nigeria’s plural challenge, he was
also caught up in the ethnic chauvinism that was at the very heart of that unruly plurality.”
A particularly striking aspect of Afolayan’s essay is what happens when a philosopher

18 Notably, Zoe Parker (2002) examines reasons for “the relative scarcity of women stand-up comedians in post-1994 South
Africa”, how the female comedians who perform present themselves, and “the obstacles they encounter when doing so” (8).
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embraces cultural studies: The essay is easily a rare philosophical reading of the corpus of
an African stand-up comedian.

Mohamed Saliou Camara reveals in his essay how stand-up comedy works at the
intersection of creativity, pedagogy, political empowerment, and sociocultural criticism.
Through a critical examination of three comedians in Guinea whose work defy hegemonic
structures and technical barriers to gain grassroots popularity and acceptance, Camara
affirms the tendency of arts to appeal to ordinary people while helping them to make sense
of their lives and of society. Furthermore, the author explores how government censorship
creates alternative spaces—how government’s delegitimization of oppositional
expressions encourages popular resistance and subversion.

Danson Sylvester Kahyana’s contribution evaluates comedy performances in buses
by hawkers of medicinal products as configurations of stage-performed stand-up comedy
in Uganda. Though sited in different locations, both styles employ similar strategies.
Kahyana asks: What does the use of humour enables these vendors to achieve as they ride
on the buses to sell their wares? In what ways do passengers respond to these jokes and
what key lessons can we draw from them? His close reading of these jokes reveals the
often-ignored relationship between humour and public health. He further interrogates the
interrelated nature of such performances—how the medicine hawker (the performer) and
other passengers (the audience), work together creating the jokes and putting under the
spotlight the conditions.

Humour plays a contradictory role in everyday politics and national imagination. It
could be used to confront or challenge the state. At the same time, it could be employed
by the government or its agents to infiltrate and influence public opinion. Humour could
promote mobilization and popular dissent. Conversely, it can render the serious hilarious,
thereby fostering the condoning of social injustice. In his essay examining “police jokes”
in Nigeria, Chikezirim Nwoke explores how the content and context of performed jokes
on “crime-fighting” inspire paradoxical meanings that directly speak to existential realities
and insecurity in the society. Against the backdrop of the #EndSARS protests against
police corruption and brutality in Nigeria, he ponders the place of humour in interrogating
a police force renowned for perpetuating injustice.

Destiny Idegbekwe’s essay titled, “Lexical Cohesion as a Narrative Force in the Jokes
of I Go Dye,” offers a linguistic analysis of the jokes of I Go Dye, a popular Nigerian
comedian. Arguing that lexical cohesion in jokes has been given limited attention in African
stand-up comedy, Idegbekwe “investigates lexical connectivity as one of those conditions
for the jokes stand-up comedians make to be humorous and meaningful”. The author
analyzes six joke extracts from I Go Dye’s comedy while revealing that “the Joke Entry
Phrase (JEP) identified in I Go Dye’s jokes is a lexical cohesive device which aims at getting
the attention of the audience,” among other linguistic functions.

Using the Semantic Script Theory of Humour, Lynda Chinenye Ambrose studies
the jokes of Nigerian comedian, Gordons, to understand the linguistic strategy that he
employs in his stand-up performance. She argues that Gordons’ “idiosyncratic comical
constructs are mostly hinged on religious scripts which engage the belief in salvation.”

In a highly religious society, using Christian references to drive home his points
becomes utilitarian. As Ambrose further argues, shared ideologies between performers
and audiences enable the construction and interpretation of humour within a specific

As stand-up comedy has become a channel for Africans at home to make sense of
their societies, critically appraise politics and governance, and challenge societal norms,
Africans in the diaspora deploy this artistic form as a tool for identity formation and as a
coping mechanism in the face of distress associated with mobility and dislocation. Eyitayo
Aloh’s article, “Standing Up, Talking Back: Stand-up Comedy, African Immigrants and
Belonging in Canada,” explores how stand-up comedy has become an opportunity for
African immigrants in Canada to perform their identity as immigrants, negotiate the
dynamics of belonging, reject stereotypes and participate in conversations that affect them.



xvii Nokoko 10 2022

In so doing, the African immigrants participate in what Sunday and Filani (2017) have
already noted about Nigerian stand-up comedians: they “joke with culture by manipulating
shared cultural representations, distorting collective knowledge, manipulating stereotypes
and projecting personal beliefs” (97)."

kskokskoskok

The evolution of humour, not just stand-up comedy, in the modern popular culture
context is phenomenal. Comedy is meant to induce laughter, and it refers to any discourse
or work that aims to be humorous or amuse an audience. With the rise in popularity of
social media, comedic videos and ‘memes’ may be considered by some as the preserve of
“the dumbest generation” (Bauerlein 2009, 2022) or less intelligent than their predecessors
because they do not seem to be “complex” or consciously developed with the aim of
comedy.

An internet ‘meme’ is a catchphrase, concept, or piece of media that spreads from
person to person through the internet or by word of mouth. The rise of this genre of media
has reshaped how comedy is created and disseminated. Jokes and memes tend to go ‘viral’
or gain popularity rapidly due to the instantaneous nature of social media platforms.
Memes are shared as videos, hashtags, GIFs, images, hyperlinks, and phrases. Moradewun
Adejumobi recognizes the centrality of such new media to the production and
circulation of humour in stating that “the implications of recent developments in the
media industries in Nigeria for our understanding of the relationship between live
performance, theatricality, and ethics in societies experiencing increased engagement
with media industties and technologies.”®

What is remarkably interesting is that the humour discourse for millennials and
Generation Z has taken shape in a much more diverse manner than is usually discussed or
understood in the context of classic genres. For example, as this journal issue attests,
attention is paid more to “traditional” forms of media such as stand-up comedy shows. At
the global level, stand-up comedians such as Bo Burnham, Nicole Byer, John Mulaney,
Taylor Tomlinson, Gabriel Iglesias, and Trevor Noah are admired by millennials.
However, the platform through which the jokes are spread has transformed. Less attention
seems to be paid to their physical shows; videos and images are now the means of
transmission, with YouTube videos being shared and cherished between friends and
families featuring these comedians. Furthermore, humour discourse has also evolved due
to memes to feature many metaphors and implications that may be considered by many to
be almost the equivalent of an enormous “inside joke” or reflective of the unique contours
of Gen Z and Gen Alpha digital humour. As Pype (2015) notes, echoing Appadurai,
“cultural forms travel more than ever along transnational channels, generating new
vernacular forms coexisting or competing with local variations” (459). A catchphrase or
clever joke in a YouTube video may become a viral internet phenomenon within days or
even hours. This then gives way to the rising remix or mash culture—an era in which the
idea is combined or altered with other material to create a new product. For example, a
video shared on Twitter and Snapchat on February 15, 20106, garnered thousands of views
and shares in days. By February 23, 2016, “Damn, Daniel!” had been viewed over 45
million times. The video features then14-year-old Daniel Lara being filmed by his friend,
Josh. The video follows Daniel in what seems to be the course of a week, with the narrator
complimenting his outfits. Josh—the voice behind the camera—is heard exclaiming,
“Damn, Daniel! Back at it again with the white Vans [a style of footwear]!” What seems to

191t is pertinent to emphasize, as Martin and Ford (2018) have done, that “Humor is a universal human activity that most
people experience many times over the course of a typical day and in all sorts of social contexts. At the same time, there are
obviously important cultural influences on the way humor is used and the situations that are considered appropriate for
laughter” (30).

20'There is growing scholarship on the various ways youthful netizens in Africa and the diaspora exercise agency on social
media, including the performance of humour (Otiono 2014, Yeku 2016, and Adesanmi 2019).



Introduction / Otiono xviii

be an amiable video between two friends has been shared thousands of times on Instagram,
Facebook, and Twitter, with other teenagers making their own versions of the video. In
fact, Daniel and Josh were invited to the Ellen DeGeneres Show and white Vans sold in record
numbers that year. The “original” pair of white Vans shoes was priced at $300,000 USD
on eBay (Jone 2016, n.p.).

Indeed, humour discourse is expensive and complex. These viral sensations spread
across media platforms, growing into internet phenomena that invade and (re)shape
popular culture and everyday life. Modern comedy is not outright or explicit in its
punchlines. There is exclusivity to jokes, and the current online humour discourse is reliant
on understanding the origin and meaning behind viral sensations. It is no wonder that
adults unfamiliar with the process whereby a meme gains popularity may be scratching
their heads in wonder. What makes these short videos, trends, and catchphrases so funny?
The answer may lie in the ability to share a joke with millions of people around the world,

and to collectively understand the punchline—even if the generation before you is mystified. As Barber
(2007) rightly states, “[e]mergent forms and emergent constituencies come into being in response to each

other” (138).

Conclusion

This special issue explores how stand-up comedy offers insights into how such “[e]mergent
forms and emergent constituencies come into being in response to each other” (Ibid.). It
also provides insights into shifting notions of identity and politics, as well as into the
relationship between citizens, state, and civil society. Contributors have drawn from
interdisciplinary theories of humour in folklore, linguistics, sociology, anthropology,
philosophy, cultural and literary studies to illuminate the themes, tropes, language,
discursive styles, and performative genres that have continued to characterize African
humour. The journal issue also delves into the politics of representation that continue to
engender the experiences of African humourists and their audiences in poignant ways. The
essays engage in close readings of stand-up comedy and comedians as well as the spin-offs
on social media. Significantly, therefore, this special issue aims to enable scholars, critics,
artists, and popular consumers of the performative genre to gain new insights into the
tollowing areas of interest: (1) comedians and their audiences as co-producers of meaning;
(i) African urban comedy clubs/shows as communal forums; (iii) stylistic and rhetorical
strategies deployed by stand-up comedians to articulate the African experience; (iv)
comedians as members of a community of neo-oral performers with shared assumptions
and specific rules of engagement; (v) and finally, orality, globalization, and the circulation
of African humour in the diaspora.

With the proliferation of digital technology on smart devices, stand-up comedy partly
shifted to alternative avenues online. The performer’s character, the comedic content and
aesthetics have also undergone much creative transformation. From the reinterpretation
of the old Akpos jokes in cartoon form as Tegwolo, the Champion of Warrti,*! to the
enactment of child humour as innocent wisdom by the mononymous Emmanuella and the
MacAngel series, and the activist skits of Mr. Macaroni (Debo Adedayo), many popular
YouTube channels (and other social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and
TikTok) are now available as endless sources of comedic infotainment. Other Nigerian
online comedy content creators and influencers worth noting are: Lasisi Elenu (Nosa
Afolabi), Broda Shaggi (Samuel Animashaun Perry), Chief Imo (Longinus Anokwute),
Mc3310 or Sarkin Dariya—Hausa words for King of Laughter (Kenneth Ogwuche); and
Insidelife411 TV (Uche Stanley Oriji or Papa Ifeanyi)—unique for his use of Igbo language
and its Homer Simpson look-alike and eponymous protagonist, Papa Ifeanyi. Against this
emerging online performative and transformative backdrop, it can be argued that given the

2l For samples, see “Top 10 Tegwolo Videos Of 2021 on YouTube at
https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=IsuDw09FEtw
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increasing popularity of “Shorts”* as a genre of online performance with comedy at
the core, we may be witnessing a reincarnation of Africa’s traditional court griots as
online storytellers with digital archives for a far more tech savvy generation.

Although the variegated and incisive articles collected in this special issue do not
necessarily address the emerging online comedic culture discussed in the preceding
subsection, they provide a compelling view of the field from the stand-up comedy
perspective. The importance of the volume rests on its expansion of our understanding
ofthe origins, aesthetics, politics, and cultural economy of African stand-up comedy. It
also rests on its unprecedented featuring of excerpts from exclusive interviews with
leading African comedians and comedy show promoters such as Richard Mofe-
Damijo, and its promotion of a cultural form that spotlights the capacity of comedians
to make us laugh in a world brimming with political brigandage, terrorism, wars, and
other depressing socio-political communal and individual tragedies. On this note, I find
soothing the words of James Thiep, the South Sudanese comedian who emigrated to
the United States in 2001 while fleeing the Second Sudanese Civil War, fitting for
closing this introduction: “After going through hell and crying nearly half of my life, I
decided to laugh through the other half...I am done crying” (Gallagher 2017, n.p.).
Indeed, I wish that we all would be donecrying and start laughing with Africa’s gifted
stand-up comedians. For as the cliché goes, laughter is the best medicine! Or,
maybe not quite so, as Kuiper et al (2004) argue in their countercultural article.
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As a veritable form of popular cultural expression, stand-up comedy is believed to derive
its animating force and performative energies from a playful teasing of society. There is,
therefore, the underlying assumption that there exists a logic of laughter which is
consistent with, and definitive of, this oral art form. However, what is sometimes not
sufficiently theorized and acknowledged in critical discourses negotiating stand-up
comedy is the inscription of provocative statements and powerful commentaries which
underwrite the ethnic/national cultural imaginary generated by the comedians. This
investment of stand-up comedy with alternative lineaments beyond the psychological
therapy of laughter radically destabilizes the sometimes frozen boundaries between
laughter/humor and the more setious pathologies of the human condition. In this essay I
engage stand-up comedy as an oral performance event whose primary aspiration is the
production and consumption of laughter/humor as popular commodities. But beyond
this logic of laughter, I discursively frame the form as an ecology for the politics of
ethno-cultural representation, employing Nigeria as analytic paradigm. My sustained
argument in the essay is that stand-up comedy possesses the incredible capacity to name,
claim but also blame and shame Nigerian ethno-cultures in its politics of representation.
Using Umberto Eco’s theoretical insights concerning the complexities and peculiarities
associated with laughter, I insist that Nigerian stand-up comedy performs the
oppositional binarist function of laughter but also volunteers serious commentary on
ethno-cultural habits.

Keywords: Nigerian stand-ups, laughter/humor, stereotypes, popular culture, ethnic
identity, cultural politics, representation
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Introduction

By its very nature, stand-up comedy is an oral performance initiative. Like other verbal
art forms, it proceeds from an oral culture and goes into it. It thrives on the authority
and integrity of the spoken word and the theatricality as well as the improvisational
accomplishments of the comedian before a live, active audience. The participating
audience intervenes in the performance process through uproarious laughter, clapping,
and running commentary often in approbation but sometimes in reprobation of the art.
Therefore, the audience involvement performs a dual, contradictory function: to raise the
tempo of the performance by kindling its flames or to douse the embers. This is crucial
because the efficacy of the comic art is contingent on the cognitive satisfaction of the
audience through their imprimatur and seal of approval. Thus, audience psychology is
important to stand-ups because it arbitrates as a public tribunal.

The utilitarian potential of comedy inheres in its entertainment/relaxation value.
This is its capacity to intrigue and overwhelm with humor and light-heartedness. The
critical question always is: did the audience laugh? If not, then there is something wrong
with the art. But where humor ends, bold and serious commentary begins. This
cohabitation of playful teasing and hard commentary introduces a meta-message which is
richly layered and excessively encoded beneath the logic of laughter and its larger
entailments. Thus, the boundary between calculated laughter and light-hearted humor
and sometimes bilious indictment and censorious denunciation becomes fluid,
indeterminate or blurred. Where humor imposes its boundary is precisely where powerful
social commentary establishes its self-presence. This is why it is often claimed that
humor offers social criticism or scurrilous commentary through portraying and indirectly
condemning inappropriate and deviant behavior (Mitchell 92). However, it is
incontrovertible that comedy can also target normalized hegemonic or official conduct
emanating from the state and the larger society.

In this essay, I investigate how stand-up comedy participates in the construction of
ethno-cultural representations and the consolidation and legitimation of ethnic/national
identity formation processes in Nigeria through the powerful sieve of running laughter
and dripping humor while inscribing insightful commentaries about the nation’s
pathologies, morbidities and corpus of contradictions. I am interested in coming to terms
with the governing impetus for this emergent art form in the Nigerian entertainment
industry and why it has acquired great valence and relevance lately. What constitutive
factors, for instance, have conspired to make stand-up comedy such a popular oral
performance engagement in Nigeria? Why has the business of producing and consuming
laughter or humor suddenly become a serious business once enjoyed by football and
Nollywood video-films in Nigeria? What are the production protocols that mediate this
art and in what ways do the practitioners engage their audiences and appeal to their
cognitive sensibilities? How do they generate the content of their productions and how
do the audiences critically evaluate and receive these offerings? What, indeed, is the logic
behind laughter/humor?

The above questions are critical to the concerns of the essay because in a
digimodern dispensation where new media and communication technologies have
become ubiquitous and reached vertiginous heights, the human person has become a
torn personality with superfluous information at their disposal. The instant availability of
information when and where it is needed has empowered many, even in peripheral
societies like the postcolonial world, even though economic liberalization policies have
impoverished many more with their accompanying negative repercussions. Digital media
and satellite communication have reinforced popular cultural activities like sports, film,
music and particularly stand-up comedy and influenced the consumption patterns that
over-determine its production (Nwankwo, 2022).
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Between Laughter and Humor as Comic
Categories

In this essay, laughter and humor have been used interchangeably as if they are
synonymous. As categories of the comic, they are cousins and do share some kindredship
and common characteristic features. For instance, they both communicate orally but also
through writing. As forms of communication, they express the psychic and psychological
states of the human person. Besides being forms of verbal expression, they are also
united by the potential to create an atmosphere that is funny, relaxed and entertaining.
But it will be uncritical to assume that because of their comic credentials, they are
undifferentiated as linguistic units with similar semantic value and signifying possibilities.
Indeed, comedy, laughter and humor are themselves slippery categories, dependent on
subjective perspectives and open to multiple intentions and shifting, elastic
interpretations (Keisalo 102).

Despite the commonalities, subtle antinomies exist between laughter and humor.
For instance, it is easier to define laughter because aurally and visually, we can hear and
see laughter but not humor (Ziv 9). While humor is commonly associated with laughter
and they are assumed to be interdependent, there can be laughter without humor just like
there can be humor without laughter (Sciama 2). Humor suggests situations that are
funny, amusing and jocular in character and temperament. These situations and contexts
may be games, stories, songs, or ordinary conversations which may have a humorous
thread running through them and which may evoke laughter. But laughter does not
necessarily suggest that a situation is funny, amusing or jocular. Laughter can conceal
attitudes and emotions which are in radical contradistinction to humor. These may be
anger, arrogance, bitterness, betrayal, defiance, despair, disappointment, fear, frustration,
hatred, rebellion, and a desire for vengeance. Laughter sometimes shares these qualities
with smiling.

Stand-up comedy provides a performance and entertainment site under which
laughter and humor are mobilized as comic categories for the cognition of the audience.
It is, therefore, important to observe that the utilitarian value of stand-up comedy inheres
in its entertainment potentials and social corrective vision. Humor/laughter heals as
much as it can also injure. Its healing properties reside precisely in its incredible capacity
as a homeostatic mechanism to create psychological conditions which serve as conduits
for the purgation and release of stored up psychic energies, feelings or emotions. Ted
Cohen observes that most humor has great potential for encouraging or even healing
those who are suffering (10). This psychological unburdening may be temporary or
permanent. There is also a liberational or redemptive quality about laughter/humor as it
relieves and frees.

But laughter also humiliates and causes pain especially if it is directed at others in a
manner that exposes and emphasizes their weaknesses or inadequacies. This humiliation
and pain are more pronounced and deeply felt if the other/victim is not permitted to
respond to the offensive laughter either by ruling ideologies, social conventions or
asymmetrical power relations which seek to erect hierarchies or dominant authority
(Billig 2). This is why Critchley observes that the best form of laughter is that which is
directed at oneself (64).
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Theorizing Laughter/Humor in the Context of
Stand-up Comedy

Thete are many theories of humor/laughter which seek to explain their nature and social
functions. Some of the theories are rooted in psychology and understand
humot/laughter as psychological conditions which atre therapeutic and healthy. Others
are seeded in spirituality and consider these concepts as mystical. Of these theories, the
three most prominent are: relief theory, superiority theory, and incongruity theory. The
relief theoty argues that humor/laughter relieves inner psychological burdens and
tensions (Schaefer 23). The superiority theory dates back to the early western
philosophers: Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. It argues that humor/laughter expresses the
superiority of more fortunate individuals in relation to the misfortunes and humbling
conditions of others. The incongruity theory is based on Kantian reason. It perceives
humor/laughter as the realization of the difference between a concept and the real
objects in relation to the concept.

Thetre is no unanimity among humor/laughter researchers as to which of these
theories best explains the nature, scope and social functionality of the concepts. There is
also no consensus as to which of the theories can most competently provide the
framework for analyzing humor/laughter (Berger 19). However, the underlying dominant
assumption common to them is that humor/laughter expresses and performs certain
functions thereby foregrounding their essential functionality. This element of
tunctionality is a formulation which provides penetrating theoretical insights into my
engagement with Nigerian stand-up comedy as an art form which employs the logic of
laughter as a veritable vehicle for the negotiation of ethno-cultural representations in
Nigeria. In other words, stand-up comedy is not an end in itself. It does not exist in a
vacuum. It has functional value and significance. It provides the animating backdrop
through which the comics mobilize their creative afflatus to setriously engage society
through the playful medium of humot/laughter.

Umberto Eco’s reflections on laughter/humor also offer useful thoughts that help
crystallize the discussion. In The Name of the Rose, Eco argues that laughter is what
humanizes us as rational beings created in the image of God. We laugh because God
himself /aughed the human being and the created world into existence. Laughter is first
and foremost of/from God. He observes: “The moment God laughed seven gods were
born who governed the world, the moment he burst out laughing light appeared, at his
second laugh appeared water, and on the seventh day of his laughing appeared the soul
(467).

Laughter, therefore, creates; animates. It brought into existence everything in the
order of creation including humanity. Human materiality was also assured through
laughter. It confers humanity on persons and makes them homo ridens, creatures that
laugh. This makes humanity unique, a distinctive creature from other creatures that lack
rationality. Humanity is also hbomo risibilus, a laughable creature who can be laughed at.
Laughter, therefore, has a purpose; a function. It humanizes; it rationalizes human
beings. It is a language which is intelligible. It makes us much more deeply aware of our
humanity and throws into relief the contradictions that define and mediate our human
condition. Eco insists that what distinguishes humanity from other creatures is that
human beings have comic feelings and a sense of humor/laughter.

Eco’s ideas have proved revolutionary in philosophy and theology as they have
ruptured the postulations of the classical philosophers. Plato, for instance, viewed
laughter as dangerous, especially when it was excessive. In The Republic (1943), he
considered laughter as an agent of violence. Laughter, therefore, does not normalize the
polis but rather disrupts it. He, therefore, suggested that fines should be imposed on those
who injure others psychologically through laughter. He distinguished between lower and
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higher humor: the former debases while the latter elevates. On his part, Aristotle equated
laughter with irrational, animalistic tendencies. In The Poeties (1961), he considered
laughter as the imitation of inferior people and a disgraceful species. The comedic art is
also ignoble as it wears an ugly mask.

This desacralizing idea of laughter was uncritically received by the church which
viewed laughter/humor/comedy as sinful, unserious and so without any function or
purpose. However, Eco’s formulation on laughter shifts the discourse in ways that
intersect philosophy and theology and suggests their rootedness not only in being and
the divine but also in the comic. Rather than apprehend laughter as ungodly and a
negation of human rationality and nobility, Eco submits that laughter, humor and
comedy have their provenance in God as it was God who fashioned everything through
laughter. For instance, if Christ was not seen laughing, he certainly created humorous
scenes/situations which drew laughter from his audiences. His parables and real
encounters with people especially the religious establishment elicited humor sometimes.
An example is the parable of a person who has a log in their eye but is more interested in
removing a speck in another person’s eye. Another instance can be given of the woman
who was caught in adultery and when Jesus put his accusers to the test to cast the first
stone, they all went away beginning with the eldest. The picture of withdrawal must have
created a humorous scene. Jesus’s humor was somehow dry, not dripping but worked
mostly like political jabs thrown at opponents, what political cartoons do in the media
today. Laughter/humor, therefore, necessarily has a function and purpose which stand-
up comedy acknowledges and promotes.

Ethno-cultural Representations in Nigerian
Stand-ups

In an attempt to discursively respond to the range of issues implicated in the logic of
laughter/humor and Nigerian stand-up comedy, I shall now focus on the sociology and
anthropology of this popular art form and its distinctive performance equipment.
Nigerian stand-up owes its emergence, growth and efflorescence from the existential
experiences of the fo/k. It is a popular art whose provenance can be located in the
contradictions of everyday Nigerian life. It represents the citizens’ spirited struggles to
negotiate the shifting patterns of a deregulated, hostile economy and the chaotic lifestyles
it imposes on the populace. It exists in the interstices of the creative lives of the people
through street stories and popular narratives forged in diverse publics/domains and in
the loric traditions of the populace. Precarious socio-economic conditions and the
pressures and uncertainties precipitated by structural adjustment measures provided the
backdrop for the art to emerge. Through the creative mobilization of laughter/humor,
stand-up comedy stood in the gap and modulated the quotidian everyday realities with a
playful foreground and elicited popular responses from the people. The popular and the
everyday therefore define the stand-up comedic culture/tradition in Nigetia.

It is, therefore, a unique form which has developed in fidelity to the socio-
economic, political and cultural environment. This context is evident in the complexion
of issues the comedic text grapples with. The issues broadly range from political
corruption, economic hardship, poverty, failed/deficit infrastructure, immorality,
insecurity, official brigandage, hypocrisy of church ministers, the lives of celebrities, and
crucially the representation of ethno-cultural categories and the politics that undergird it.
The signifying practices of the art, its meaning architecture and the skillful manner of the
telling and re-telling by the comics resonate strongly with the people. They see their lived
experiences performed in the art. They are, therefore, drawn to the lure of the
performances.
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There are quite a number of stand-up comedians in Nigeria. They include among
others: Ali Baba, Basket Mouth, Akpororo, I Go Dye, Helen Paul, Julius Agwu, Gbenga
Adeyinka, Acapella, Seyi Law, Gordons, etc. They are the humor merchants who “crack
yo ribs” with “laff matters” during “nites of a thousand and one laffs”, to appropriate the
popular idiom. Many of them are known by their pseudonyms or stage names. They also
represent the ethnic and cultural diversity of Nigeria. Many times they register their
ethno-cultural belonging in their performances through language use and occasionally
costumes. The comedic terrain was dominated by men but in recent times, some women
have also entered the profession. I will focus my analysis mainly on Gordons, and also
draw from the acts of Ali Baba and I Go Dye where necessary. My choice is dictated by
the virtuosity and skill of the artists, the range of their repertoire, the relevance of the
themes they deploy to my study and their popularity as comedians.

Gordons (Godwin Komone) is Urhobo from Nigeria’s Delta State. He has an
incredible repertory of knowledge; a whole trajectory of anecdotes, proverbs and jokes
which he fashions almost effortlessly to entertain. He possesses a rich quarry of ideas, a
storehouse of tropes. Quite often, he opens his acts with proverbs: “If you want to know
that the millipede has many legs, attend its wedding”; and “If you want to know the
difference between water and acid, splash them on your face” (Gordons Comedy Kiinwe Ward
7). There is also a religionic temperament to his performances. Lexical choices like
“anointing”, “ministry”, “halleluiah”, “offering”, “tithe”, etc. mark his “ecclesiastical”
language. This is an obvious mimicry and satirization of pentecostal new religion and its
linguistic habits, particularly in Nigeria where charismatic tele-evangelists in expensive
French suits compete with one another in their evangelizing and proselytizing zealotry
tfor the impoverished souls of their congregations.

How and why this register finds its way into comedy foregrounds the humorous
content of Gordons’ performances. “Halleluiah” particularly punctuates his
performances as the word serves as a veritable interlude or nodal point which signals the
end of one comedic episode and the transition to another unit of thought. Indeed, his
performances are aptly described as &/nuws, an orthographic corruption of the medical
term “clinic”. This peculiar medical register underscores the therapeutic essence of his
comedic career which functions as a healing ministry from poverty, disappointment,
sorrow, worty, frustration, stress, anger, fear, etc. As such, he routinely deploys medical
metaphors.

Nigeria is a conglomeration of languages and cultures. The total number of Nigerian
languages is believed to be 550 (Blench vi). This makes Nigeria a linguistic melting pot.
The bewildering assortment of cultures and ethnicities represents what Ali Mazrui and
Alamin Mazrui refer to as a tower of Babel, a linguistic laboratory (1). Indeed, Nigeria’s
ethno-cultural and linguistic configuration is like a riotous assemblage of the colors of
the national flags in the world. Each of these cultures and ethnicities secretes peculiar
traits which many times necessitate the construction of stereotypes about them which are
carried over into stand-ups. The stereotypes are usually associated with received
knowledges which are not critically evaluated and examined but become freely and
widely circulated in the popular and official media and so acquire assumed veracity
though without scientific scrutiny.

A stereotype, therefore, is a widely held but fixed and oversimplified image or idea
of a person or thing. It is a structured set of beliefs about the characteristics of members
of social categories and influences how people attend to, encode, represent, and retrieve
information about others, and how they judge and respond to them. Stereotypes are,
therefore, false or misleading generalizations about groups that render them largely,
though not entirely, immune to counterevidence (Blum 251). To Schneider, stereotypes
are the common codes of social interaction which are ubiquitous, infectious, irritating,
and hard to get rid of (1). The element of commonality makes stereotypes shared group
beliefs as perceived by others (McGarty 2). Pickering observes that stereotypes and the
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constructions of otherness operate as analogous categories (xi). This makes stereotypes
both individual and cultural phenomena (Charles Stangor and Mark Schaller 4).
Embedded in the performance structures of Nigerian stand-ups are stereotypes about
ethnic and cultural others which ridicule them and incite laughter/humor.

Gordons particularly finds these stereotypes a fertile furrow to plough in his
performances. In this ethnic and cultural schema, the majorities and minorities are
juxtaposed and made to bear the obnoxious yoke of sometimes cruel jokes which evoke
humor and laughter. The majority Igbo, Hausa-Fulani and Yoruba are usually the victims
of the comedy. But also the minorities like the Bini, Urhobo, Efik and Ijaw are not
spared the searing comedic barbs. The Igbo of the East are presented as creative,
industrious, and enterprising but also materialistic, ostentatious, and dishonest, especially
in business. Their love for money is unrivalled. The Yoruba of the West are educated and
familiar with establishment matters but are fetishistic, superstitious and vainglorious. The
Hausa-Fulani are shrewd politicians but not well educated so behave foolishly; they also
have harems and excessive children they can hardly cater for.

The Urhobo and the Ijaw of the South-South are clever, sinister and tough. They
drink heavily and have a natural knack for mischief. This is due to the protracted ferment
of militancy which has characterized their historical and recent struggles for
environmental justice and self-determination following the despoliation of their Niger
Delta ancestral homeland by international monopoly capital under the guise of oil
exploration and exploitation. The Ibibio/Efik are expert homemakers or domestic
servants who know how to cook delicious meals. It is these stereotypes that underwrite
and sometimes over-determine the concerns of the comics as they poke fun at these
ethnicities and their cultures. The comics mimic their speech patterns, peculiar habits and
traits and other associated il/logicalities.

For instance, Gordons demonstrates how the Yoruba have a funny way of
pronouncing words like airport, airplane, and airborne. In their peculiar way, they
pronounce them as “earport”’, “earplane”. The Yoruba are also portrayed as poor
hagglers in market transactions. They hutl abuses at you when you fail to buy from them,
calling you were, olosi and olori burukn meaning lunatic, wretch and good for nothing
person respectively. However, the asymmetry consists in the fact that when the Yoruba
want to buy from you, they will first offer a generous price for the item. The moment the
seller agrees, they will lower the initial price, continue with the downward spiral and end
up not buying the item. In other words, they become guilty of what they accuse “others”
for not doing.

The Igbo are delineated in the comics as avaricious and rapacious, especially in
mercantilist activities. As Gordons affirms, every ethnicity loves money but the love of
the Igbo for money is at “very high voltage” (Gordons Comedy Klinic Ward 5). To
buttress this perspective, Ali Baba, another comedian, instantiates with an incident in a
church when the pastor calls for the donation of a generating set for the energy needs of
the church since the old one was weak. The cost of the new generator will cost a fortune.
No one is willing to come out for the donation. After some period of introspection,
Okoro, an Ighbo man in the congregation, thinks of the business opportunity involved
and smartly presents himself. The pastor is exceedingly gratified that at last the prospect
of a new generator has been met only for Okoro to say that his generator will cost lower
than the price quoted by the pastor. Here the love for money will not allow the Igbo man
to donate generously and freely for a noble cause. Many Igbo traders are generous
donors to religious causes but Gordons leverages on the stereotype of Igbo avarice
which is pejorative and laughable.

Susan Purdie insists that characters are comic through a carefully structured
culmination of incoherencies which renders their behavior incommensurate with their
constructed motivations (81). For instance, an Igbo man was suffering from a grave
medical pathology and was at the point of death. He slipped into coma and all his family
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was at his bedside in solidarity with him hoping that he would miraculously recover. This
meant that they abandoned the shop and the goods in it and so no money was coming in
from the business. When the man finally came round and saw everyone by his bedside,
the first utterance was a question: with everyone in the hospital, who was minding the
shop? To this ailing and dying Igbo man, money meant much more to him than his life
and the goodwill of his family.

In another incident involving an Igbo man, Gordons observes that if you have
riches, your father will sometimes want to exchange his paternity with you and answer
your name as if you are his father. The comic volunteers anecdotal evidence with his
mother, adding an autobiographical dimension to his artistry. According to him, the first
time he sent one million naira (Nigeria’s currency) to his mother, she sent him a blank
text message. When asked, the mother told him that she was so grateful and appreciative
of his generosity that she was lost for words. Gordons should fill in the gaps with any
message since she could not sufficiently express her gratitude.

Obscenities, satirical songs, insults against people, and ridiculous representation of
some sacred beings, are also at the origins of comedy (Mauss161). In Comedy K/inic Ward
5, Gordons observes that an Igbo pastor in the Synagogue Church of All Nations located
in Lagos, Nigeria and owned by the late Prophet T. B. Joshua, one of Nigeria’s celebrated
tele-evangelists, was delivering a lady possessed of evil spirits. The pastor asked the
demon what its mission was in the life of the possessed lady. The demon responded that
it was sent from the marine world to give the lady a billion naira. The pastor then sought
to know secretly from the demon if it had delivered the money. When the demon
refused, the pastor eagerly asked the demon to possess him instead so that he would
become the owner of the money. This underscores the desperation of the Igbo man
when it comes to money: he is willing to be possessed by a demon he was about to
exorcise from a lady.

Geoff King argues that comedy has the potential to be both subversive, questioning
the norms from which it departs, and affirmative, reconfirming that which it recognizes
through the act of departure, or a mixture of the two (King 8). Gordons excoriates Igbo
marriage customs and the exorbitant or extortionate bride wealth they ask for when their
daughters are to marry. The couple starves after the wedding. The Igbo explain it away
that when a man suffers for something he values it more. When a man pays heavily for
the hand of a woman, he respects and treasures her. This also reduces frivolous incidents
of divorce. The flip side, however, is that many prospective bachelors are finding the cost
of bride- wealth prohibitive and intimidating. This makes them to be pathologically
scared of marriage. Also, the argument about reduced rates of divorce as a result of high
bride-wealth is reductionist and at best simplistic as divorce happens despite this. The
lust for money, Gordons reasons, is the motivating force for the high cost of bride-price
among the Igbo.

Audiences of stand-ups will accept unlikely or exaggerated characters if the comic
performative expertise carries them through the presentation without jarring or
registering as false (Wilkie 197). Accordingly, Gordons observes that something must kill
someone and that a person must die for something. Many times that something is love.
In love you must sacrifice and deny yourself. He proceeds to give a catalogue of those
who died for love: Jesus loved and died for the economy of human salvation. Romeo and
Juliet, eponymous characters in Shakespeare’s drama, also died for love. He too loved a
lady but refused to die, so he had to do something drastic, revolutionary and “crazy” to
express the depth of his love. His love was staying in a military barracks and to
demonstrate his love, he one day stormed the barracks gate and hit it with a hammer
demanding that it should be opened.

Alarmed by the deafening report of the hammer and the bravado of the intruder,
the Aboki (Hausa security guard) who stood sentry at the gate demanded to know who
the trespasser was. Before long, a swarm of soldiers was at the gate like a hive of bees.
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They asked him to frog jump and he refused to obey. One slapped him furiously, the
kind of slap that will make you remember your great grandfather long dead. They
promptly proceeded to drill him and asked him to carry sacks of sand. While this lasted,
their superior who recognized him as a popular comedian ordered the soldiers to stop
the ordeal and cautioned them against the humiliating treatment. Then the unexpected
happened: the superior officer, instead of freeing him, asked him in a sympathetic voice
to carry back all the sacks of sand, meaning double punishment.

Two realities are significant here. In Nigeria, because of long years of military
interregnum and incursions in politics, soldiers have acquired a solid reputation for
brutality and high-handedness. To storm a barracks full of soldiers in the name of love is
to ask for a death warrant. The audience is well aware of this danger and it brings the full
weight of the joke. Indeed, Gordons’s daredevil antics negate the Tiv-Nigerian saying
that instead of taking the risk for love when stung by rampaging bees, a fiancé will run in
a direction different from that of the fiancée. In an ethno-cultural sense, the implication
of the Hausa guard in the performance is also logical and symbolic. This is a routinized
representation in much of Nigerian popular cultural performance poetics where the
Hausa man is stereotypically delineated as a security guard whose life is regimented like a
zombie and lacks ingenuity and creativity because of his supposed lack of formal
education.

Lidia Sciama argues that paradoxes, contradictions, incongruities, nonsense and
banter are the prototypic paradigms for humor and jokes (6). Gordons also argues that
everything that exists in the world is in the Bible. He ties this epistemology and
hermeneutics with Nigerian ethno-cultural ideologies and practices. He calls the Igbo the
Jews of the Bible because of their shrewd business sense and posits that wherever and
whenever you find three Igbo people, a business negotiation is involved. Even the three
wise men in the Bible who came to visit the infant Jesus bearing treasures were from the
East: the Igbo are also from the East of Nigeria.

The Hausa-Fulani are descendants of the biblical King David for whom in his old
age a teen-age girl was provided to warm him. However, because of his senility, David
could not consummate the arranged liaison. Gordons presents David’s helpless condition
in a salacious manner as his inability to have sexual relations with the girl meant that
David’s “ministry” was crumbling — he was dying. This is an analogous cultural
experience in the North of Nigeria where girls are forcefully married to gerontocrats old
enough to be their great grandfathers as a result of religious tenets and patriarchal
cultural practices. Though this is an obvious joke which evokes humor in the audience,
Gordons employs it to make a powerful social and cultural statement about the
oppression, subjugation and abbreviation of the rights and freedoms of vulnerable and
minority categories like girls and women.

The Urhobo are the offspring of King Solomon who had three hundred wives and
seven hundred concubines. Gordons sarcastically observes that it would have taken
Solomon one thousand days to sleep with each of the women daily before repeating the
cycle. The Urhobo man has a retinue of wives and innumerable children and so is similar
to Solomon because of his predilection for a large family size. The Yoruba come from
the biblical Joseph who emerged from prison to the premiership in ancient Egypt. Joseph
was sold into slavery by his envious and treacherous brothers but ended up as prime
minister after his imprisonment. In Nigeria’s political history, the Yoruba are the
ethnicity with the singular fortune of coming out of prison to positions of prominence in
government. The first was Obafemi Awolowo, a first and second republic politician who
was teleased from prison for treasonable felony and named finance mister/prime
minister by military head of state, General Yakubu Gowon in 1967. The second was
military head of state, General Olusegun Obasanjo (1976 — 1979) who was later
imprisoned by General Sani Abacha for a failed coup plot. When he was released after
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the sudden death of Abacha, Obasanjo was elected president and served two terms (1999
— 2003; 2003 — 2007). Both men are of Yoruba ethnicity.

In another performance with marked resonances bordering on ethno-cultural
representation, Gordons implicates the Bini people in Edo State. The Bini are also
renowned in “African science” and are believed to be fetishistic and superstitious. One
area in which they have demonstrated their ingenuity is witchcraft through the invention
of magical airplanes they fly at night. Witchcraft is the supra-normal practice of applying
magic and sorcery in order to supernaturally control the forces of nature for benevolent
or malevolent purposes (Offiong 63; Offiong 22; Frazer 184). Gordons explains in
pidgin English, a language of convenience and popular expression in Nigeria widely used
by comics:

I don dey tell Oyibo people
Make dey no pose for us;
Before they invented aeroplane
We Africans don dey fly.
What’s the difference

Between aircraft and witchcraft?
All of them no be craft?

Dey no dey fly?

Na where you land naim matter.
Some dey land for barbed wire
Some dey land for zinc

Some dey land for people home
But we are all landing.

It took Bini people 300 years
To get one small airport

You know why?

Everybody be pilot.

Bedroom na tarmac...

Dis one na joke we dey.

Make you no come waylay me ol

(Comedy Klinic 1).

Gordons re-enacts the stereotypical representation of the Bini people as a cultural
group deeply involved in magic, sorcery and witchcraft. One form of their immersion in
witchcraft is through the invention of aeroplanes with which they fly in the night. He
proceeds to caution Western science and White people that invented the aeroplane about
their arrogance regarding aeronautic engineering since the Bini have been experts in
aviation technology from time immemorial. Interestingly, B. T. Maduwuko asserts that,
“before the arrival of white magic, the African has been engaged in magic and witchcraft
but in a more primitive and traditional way” (656). This explains why it took them three
centuries to have a modern airport in Benin City. In an intriguing manner, he posits that
every Bini-born person is a spiritual pilot who flies airplanes in the night. Curiously he
concludes that there is no difference between aircraft and witchcraft because in both,
“craft” is involved. The difference only inheres in the landing process. Bini airplanes land
on barbed wires, roofs of zinc houses and in people’s homes. Bedrooms are the tarmacs
for the witchcraft aircraft.

In this performance Gordons re-enacts what the popular imagination Nigeria is
already familiar with. This is the fact that it is possible to metaphysically manipulate spirit
torces which will become airplanes that people can fly in the night. While to the
positivistic mind this may be difficult to contemplate, Africans especially the Bini have
developed that intangible science which enables them to travel aerially at night. What is
fascinating about this performance is that as Gordons is ending the episode, he implores
the Bini people in the audience not to waylay him using witchcraft as he is merely
cracking a joke to raise money for his needs including the school fees of his children.
Again, through the instrumentality of humor, the comic artistically accomplishes one
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important thing: to comment powerfully on ethno-cultural constructions in Nigeria as
they circulate in the popular imagination and official media too.

Other comedians are also involved in the artistic construction and inscription of
ethno-cultural and national identities through the focal lens of stand-up comedy. I Go
Dye (Francis Agoda) is one such comic who is suave and skillful in accomplishing this. I
Go Dye is so-called because of his pidginized manner of punctuating his performances
with the phrase which loosely translates into “I Want to Die”. This stage-name touches
on the power of intense laughter that his artistic virtuosity evokes which is capable of
“killing” his audiences. He is of Itsekiri ethnic minority stock in Nigeria’s Niger Delta. In
one of his performances, he tries to establish the convoluted link between traditional
costumes and statesmanship.

Self-reflexive sensibilities about the definition, value, and effects of different
semiotic systems have impact on the significations intended by the users (Stasch 168).
This is true when dealing with traditional customs and their symbolic values. According
to I Go Dye, former Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan (2010 — 2015), an ethnic
Ijaw from the Niger Delta, turned tradition on its head when he wore the Ijaw traditional
dress with a Hausa-Fulani cap on his head. The comedian observes that this was an
abomination as never before in the history of the Ijaw ethnic-nationality had a man
desecrated tradition by wearing Ijaw robes and putting on a Hausa cap.

For President Jonathan, this apparent show of statesmanship by identifying with
other ethnicities in his sartorial elegance represented confusion and the beginning of his
slide into political disaster. That was why he lost his bearing in office and inevitably lost
the next election, I Go Dye avers. It is notoriously difficult to establish a logical link
between a man’s dress code and his political performance/partisan fortunes. But I Go
Dye persuasively argues that President Jonathan was overzealous in pandering to the
interests of others while denying his ljawness, thereby losing his authentic cultural self.
This cultural confusion symbolically translated into political confusion.

Sometimes, this representation of ethno-cultural purity and sanctity can compel the
recuperation or retrieval of whole cultural histories or social practices for the purpose of
consolidating cultural solidarity, longing and belonging. For President Jonathan,
imperatives of ethno-cultural authenticity and sovereignty should compel him to dress
like an ethnic Ijaw and not complicate or even adulterate his ethnic identity. Putting on a
Hausa cap negates or erases that concrete identity. This is tantamount to abomination. In
the estimation of I Go Dye, the moment President Jonathan failed to conform to these
normative ethno-cultural expectations, confusion of a different nature began to define
his presidency. Cultural confusion translated to political confusion and this culminated in
tensions to his rising political trajectory. In all this, what remains important is how stand-
ups can insert informed and powerful commentaries whose resonances can be felt in the
domains of national culture and politics.

It is not only Nigerian ethnicities and their cultural identities/sovereignties that have
constituted representational sites for stand-up comics. Nigeria as a nation-state in a state
of becoming has also been a target for the critical barbs of these purveyors of the comic
art form. In their creative attempts to poke humor at Nigeria and register their outrage
and grievances, the comics sometimes distill commentaries that playfully tease their
nation. However, beneath the topsoil of the humot/laughter is buried concentrated
denunciatory and condemnatory criticism of a nation blessed by providence and so
cursed by its political elite. Gordons begins by praising Nigeria:

Ladies and gentlemen

I love my country

There is no country on
The surface of the earth
That I'll rather come from.
Naija is the best country
In the whole wide wotld.
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He continues by berating foreign media organizations like Cable News Network (CNN),
an American cable/satellite television station thus:

Forget all the things that

CNN dey talk, they dey try

To paint us black

Everything wey dey bad na black:
Black maria, black Friday

Black book... black sheep

E no concern us: we don black
We don black. Put all the colors
Of this world dey go give

You black. We be original...

So forget the ting wey America
Dey do...America don dey reach
Menopause...we are doing things
Americans cannot do.

Then Gordons offers this scathing criticism of Nigeria:

Nigerians we give beneficially,
Benevolently, sacrificially...
Nigeria na the only country wey
Give another country light
And e no get. For this country
Nobody go arrest you say
Your generator dey disturb am.
Even if you go call police
They go talk say you sef

Make u go buy your generator
Take am face him window ...
In this country you fit dey
Prison win election (laughter).
In this country full ship,

Full two ship lost and

We are still looking for it.

Full aeroplane lost: i no

Crash i no land; we no see
Pilot, we no see pilotee

No cabin crew, no report
And the ministry is moving...
(Gordons Comedy Klinic Ward 1)

It is significant that the comedian in the introit begins with an emotional connection
with the audience. Then in a sarcastic and sardonic tone, he praises Nigeria (Naija) as the
most generous, benevolent and beneficent nation in the world. Panegyric singing is an
organic part of the oral performance arts where individuals who are patrons are
sometimes extolled and deified but also excoriated and demonized. What is, however,
fascinating in this case is that the exultant tone of the language of lavish commendation
soon pales into scurrilous accents of attack. The artist enumerates a catalogue of
disquieting and humiliating events which suggest decidedly that the preceding praise-
singing was merely a prologue to prepare his audience for the lurid details of Nigeria’s
embarrassing failures as a nation-state.

Sciama defines humor as “mood, temper, feeling”’, and “a message whose
ingenuity or verbal skill or incongruity has the power to evoke laughter” (2). It is
inexplicable that a country can provide energy to a neighboring country while it is
perennially engulfed in darkness. Such a country is truly unique in its paradoxical
existence. Every Nigerian citizen is deeply aware of the epileptic public power supply

355>
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which has caused personal discomfort and developmental arrest for the country. Poverty
levels and the collapse of public infrastructure are also partly attributable to the legendary
deficit in energy. Yet Nigeria supplies the energy it lacks to countries like Republic of
Benin and Republic of Niger.

It is the non-availability of power that drives Nigerian citizens into purchasing
generators and other alternative independent sources of energy for their domestic and
commercial consumption. This has led to unprecedented noise and environmental
pollution which the comic complains about. The largely dysfunctional police force will
only encourage citizens to buy their generators if they feel assaulted by the noise from
the generating sets of their neighbors. This has in turn resulted in the competition for
generators in the “I-better-pass-my-neighbor” phenomenon.

It is also true that an airplane disappeared in Nigeria’s airspace and it has never been
found several years after. The plane did not crash or land. In the same token, two ships
laden with crude oil also went missing and nothing has been heard about them since
then. It is also in Nigeria that a politician won an election while in prison. Against the
backdrop of the comic introducing these national disasters with an elaborate praise of
Nigeria as the most generous and best country on earth, one can understand the humor
that was intended through the opening effusive celebration and deification of the
country. The American dimension to the discourse introduces oppositional binaries
based on racial grounds (which CNN and the Western media unfairly represent)
interpellating Africans as black. In the end, the comic suggests that Nigeria is also
implicated in these media mis/representations through its odious national engineering
processes. The use of “menopause” to characterize America suggests stagnation, stasis
and declining productivity.

There is also the dimension of the individuation of ethnicity and cultural ontology
when a so-called celebrity is expected to embody the culture and function as its
repository. This introduces a synecdochic element to comedy where a part validly
represents the whole. These individuals who belong to the public domain are perceived
as representing their ethnicities and cultures even when they do this negatively. Gordons
attacks other artists using the ethno-cultural rubric. One of them is Tuface, a musical
artist:

I get something wey de fit person
Stick to what works for you

Chain e no dey fit goat; but e dey

Fit dog; rope no fit dog, but e dey

Fit goat.

How dey go talk say make Tuface
Come 13dvertise for contraceptive?

I dey wear am? For where?

People like Tuface suppose

To 13dvertise for baby pears, pampers
Towel and other things that can
Increase the ministry. That is his calling
(Gordons Comedy Kiinic Ward 1)

Geoff King identifies two types of comedy: comedy in the sense of laughter,
anarchy and disruption of harmony, and comedy in the sense of a movement towards
harmony, integration (8). The natural association between goats and ropes and dogs and
chains is harmonic and prepares the audience for the playful attack on Tuface who is a
playboy with several children from many women out of wedlock. However, the choice of
Tuface for advertisement on contraceptives represents a disruption of that harmony
because of Tuface’s reckless and irresponsible sexual behavior. What is significant here is
that Tuface 1s seen as representing his ethnicity or cultural group. In a country with an
HIV/AIDS prevalent rate considered as pandemic, the Idoma ethnicity/culture that
Tuface comes from is one of the areas worst affected by the scourge. If the reflection on
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an aesthetic experience is always an important — perhaps the most important — element
of how it becomes important to us (White 78) is valid, then the experience of the
knowing audience about what happens in real life is telling regarding the association
between Tuface, sexual promiscuity and HIV/AIDS.

It is also in the representation of public figures and their ethno-cultural affiliations
that stand-ups demonstrate their essential humor. They share this quality with cartoons.
This is the vulgarization and exaggerated presentation of public figures often in a
negative and negating perspective. Yet these artists escape censorship, censure or
punishment. Many Nigerian stand-up comics, notably Gordons and I Go Dye, normally
enter conciliatory comments like: “Na joke,” “no take am serious o,” and “guys dey
hustle so that they can pay school fees,” to emphasize the playfulness of their art despite
the censorious edge and harshness of the jokes.

Conclusion

Beyond the received knowledge of stand-ups as generators of laughter and humor, it is
clear from the above discussion that this popular art form also inserts or embeds in its
constitutive structures signifying codes whose multi-layered meanings navigate Nigeria’s
ethno-cultural imaginary. There is, therefore, an obvious logic of laughter/humor to
stand-ups which animates them and appeals to the psychology and cognitive appreciation
of audiences. However, the social functionality of stand-ups ramifies beyond the
laughable/humorous. Stand-ups function precisely in the fabrication of serious
commentary which powerfully and relentlessly engages the contradictions and
pathologies of the human condition in private and public domains.

Through their professional acumen and competencies, it can be argued that
Nigerian comedians have sufficiently demonstrated how the art of stand-ups can be
mobilized to distill bold and eloquent statements of a social, political and ethno-cultural
nature through the instrumentality of laughter/humor. The comics can be perceived as
post/modern tricksters as they have slipped into the roles performed by Hare, Tortoise,
Spider, Fox, etc. in African oratures. They, therefore, perform a social function similar to
that of these clever and humorous animals in folktales and fables: entertain but also
instruct society concerning normative codes and social conventions. There is, therefore,
an activist and interventionist strain to the role of comedians in Nigeria’s socio-cultural
and political space.

Nigerian stand-up comedy is a popular cultural infrastructure which seeks to
rigorously interrogate and undermine the architecture of high culture, orthodoxy and
officialdom. This is why stand-up comedians are quite often engaged in the subversive
and transgressive strategies of playfully registering rebellion against hegemonic
tendencies. Inscribed in their light-hearted performances is a whole regime of angry
rhetoric which speaks back with disguised violence and a corrective vision mobilizing the
weapon of humor. Stand-up comedians are homwo narrens (narrative beings) but also
succeed in making their audiences bomo ridens, creatures who laugh.

Inherent in laughter is a dichotomous schema which inserts deeper psychological
insights or awareness of the aesthetic and symbolic potential of humor. This dual or
binary framing of humor/laughter institutes a melodramatic temperament to it but also
acquires a sinister and serious quality with functional and subversive energies which
undermine hegemonic institutional practices. Implicated in this duality are the categories
of ambiguity, ambivalence, incongruity and paradox. This makes laughter a double-edged
sword which cuts both ways (Meyer 2000, 311). It also raises the fundamental
philosophical question about appearance and reality.

Today in Nigeria and elsewhere, print/sctribal cultures have assured this popular
art form of an enlarged life and propitious future. This is because much of it has been
reduced to writing and the printed word. With digital modernity, it is fascinating how the
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travelling habits of stand-up comedy as an oral performance event have improved its
fortunes. It now occupies an alternative, viable space in the digital ecosystem through
platforms such as CDs, DVDs, television, you tube and the internet. Thus, an essential
oral art has acquired the traits of digimodernity which enables it greater space and
leverage more than ever before to perform laughter/humor and to rgpresent ethno-cultures
in Nigeria.
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From Alarinjo to Oniduro:
Stand-up Comedy as

a Neo-Cultural Expression
in Nigeria

Adedoyin Aguoru

This world is a comedy to those that think,
a tragedy to those that feel
— Horace Walpole

Abstract

Comedy (Awada), a treasured genre among the itinerant (A/arinjo) theatre of the Yoruba,
has become a dominant influence on diverse performances in Nigeria. Indeed, it could be
argued that contemporary Nigerian stand-up comedy has been largely influenced by the
indigenous _A/arinjo tradition of the Yoruba, which harks back to the turn of the 21st
century. Building on Alarinjo as a dominant precursor, the Nigerian stand-up comedy
platform, in the last two decades has integrated ethnic, linguistic and religious affiliations
to become a bastion of recreation transcending the boundaries of the nation-state.
Phenomenal though it has been, researchers have hardly traced Nigerian stand-up
comedy from its Alarinjo antecedents, it being a dominant source and influence, to its
eclectic contemporary state. Therefore, this study, through a neo-cultural lens, examines
the development from Awada/ Alarinjo to Stand-up comedy in Nigeria; with a view to
providing a credible understanding of the origin, influences, trends, motifs and forms of
the fledgling industry. While acknowledging the complexities inherent in empiricism and
positivism, the paper charts a genealogical argument for Nigerian stand-up comedy
beginning with the performances of unnamed palace satiric entertainers which are
traceable to almost every ethnic group in Nigeria, the diverse comic performances
inherent in mask dramaturgy, through the ‘de-ritualized’ itinerant troupes among the
Yoruba. It connects this with the professional travelling theatre of the Ogunde Tradition
that brought the traditional theatres of Nigeria, the art of Moses Olaiya, and Gbenga
Adeboye, the precursor of Yoruba and indeed contemporary stand-up comedy in Nigeria
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into limelight. Linking these with aspects of the art of Alli Baba, Gbenga Adeyinka I,
Julius Agwu, Basket Mouth, Gandoki, De Don Klint de Drunk and Mohammed
Danjuma among others, stand-up comedy-as a contemporary art- is purposively
interrogated. Thus, the paper chronicles the sociological, literary and multicultural
metamorphosis of this theatrical and comical form.

Keywords: Alarinjo, Oniduro, Nigerian stand-up comedy, Neo-culturalism in comedy

Introduction: Neo-culturalism and stand-up
comedy in Nigeria

Stand-up comedy in Nigeria has transcended the distinct divides typical of the Nigerian
multi-cultural space. Unlike other brands of art, which essentially depict specific ethnic
leanings, stand-up comedy, in Nigeria, has negotiated a detribalised status. As a result, the
genre accommodates an overlap of cultural paradigms through the extensive use of
multi-culture (Mary Sengstock, 2009:244) without any group claiming ownership. Thus,
the emergent stand-up comedy in Nigeria is immune from the puritan and structural
narrative of ethnic slice in such a way that all cultures identify with but no culture
appropriates the genre to itself. This is archetypical neo-culturalism, which refers to the
alteration of the multiple traditions to evolve a post-modern new-tradition of wider
claim. Neo-culturalism, according to Bertrand Badie ¢z a/ essentially operates to strike an
appropriate intercultural balance in multi-cultural settings (Badie ez a/. 2011). In essence,

If culture reproduced itself fully from one generation to the next, change would be
impossible... There is a realm in which neo-culturalism has no rival: tracing individual
behaviour to interpersonal connections. This would apply first to the records of reciprocity
and solidarity obligations and the rights and duties assigned to each actor according to his or
her place in a vast system of interactions. It would also show that lineages are at the heart of
such networks, be they family links, kinship ties, or relationships with neighbours. After all,
the unexpected success of “social capital” stems from its ability to focus on networks of
interactions among people (Badie ¢z al. 2011:15).

At the wake of modernization, and imperialism, culture and popular art have
evolved through the vestiges of diverse historical and cultural experiences, which
continue to influence the fusion of different forms of art in syncretic fashion. These
forms have now attained universal status within the Nigerian milieu. Universality, a
principle that strings together recurrent ideas and experiences establishes patterns with
archetypical elements such as forms, themes and character types. Ademola Dasylva
(2004) describes this as the measure of ‘universal trust’ that goes beyond the dramatic
and that which achieves lasting philosophical significance among cultures. The presence
of numerous, yet unique, universal patterns in diverse cultures enables the melding of
idea(l)s, which are modified or reinvented deliberately or fortuitously.

Stand-up comedy in Nigeria is largely indebted to this syncretic form of sub-
cultures; and within this context, neo-culturalism is a platform of unification that enables
a country with complex and diverse ethnic, cultural, religious and political identities to
endorse a mixed-matched variety of Stand-up comedy as its new popular theatre. William
Mishler and Detlef Pollack (2004) in their political approach to neo-cultural synthesis
describe neo-cultural conception as the clarification of the existence of the differences
between divergent traditions. To this study, that translates to and accounts, for neo-
cultural transition which lends to an evolving performance tradition, valuable syncretism,
and eclectics. Asides the fact that neo-cultural synthesis is a contemporary response to
modern dynamics, the added value is that parameters for fuller critical studies on the
Stand-Up genre will benefit tremendously from the Neo-culturalist theory. Thus, while
this paper makes the claim that Nigerian Stand-up comedy has been largely influenced by
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professional Yoruba performances and comical forms, it does not impose the Yoruba
culture on contemporary Stand-up comedy. Rather, it insists that a middle-ground has
been achieved by a neo-cultural blend of features to produce the cultural cocktail now
known as Nigeria’s brand of Stand-up comedy.

Chronicling Humour in Nigerian Theatre

It is a global phenomenon for modern theatrical forms to emerge from and be
influenced by traditional/indigenous theatre (Ogunbiyi 1981, Ogundeji 2007, Brockette
2011). The critical writings of R. Horton A. Horn, E.O Kofoworola, C.G.B Gidley and
several others in Ogunbiyi (1981), accounts for theatrical and dramatic forms within
Nigeria: these include the Kalabari, Bori and Hausa and Yakamanci performances
respectively. Other traditional forms such as Igbo ritual drama, Kwag-Hir of the Tiv, and
the Alarinjo, Yoruba Travelling theatre from which this paper takes its bearing, are also
documented in Ogunbiyi’s encyclopedic work on Nigerian drama and theatre. Indeed,
traditional drama has folkloric essence, which it naturally transmits to stand-up comedy.
Several writers notably Pakade (2020), Filani (2018), Dore (2018), Filani (2017), Sunday
and Filani (2018), King (2014), Nilsen and Nilsen (2000) and Mintz (1998) among others,
have defined the scope and elements of stand-up comedy. While Lawrence Mintz has
written that "stand-up comedy is arguably the oldest, most universal, basic, and deeply
significant form of humorous expression,”" and that it performs "essentially the same
social and cultural roles in practically every known society, past and present” (1998:193).
Nilsen, AUeen Pace, and Don Nilsen’s The Encyclopedia of 20th Century American Humor
defines stand-up comedy as a post-1960 phenomenon domiciled in ‘comedy clubs’ where
solo performers as well as small groups have platforms to perform and produce recorded
versions of these performance for television broadcast (2000:287-291). Other critical
perspectives on the significance of comedic performance include the cultural critic, or an
unusual anthropologist who comments on day-to-day existence and unravels behavioural
patterns that are tacitly or otherwise operating in the society.

Whereas Mintz hopes to expand the humour scholar's engagement of the form by
examining stand-up elements in the myriad of cultural forms such as skits, comedy
teams, improvisation among others, Ian Brodie (2015) approaches stand-up comedy
from a folkloric stance. Stating that stand-up comedy imitates “...the forms of talk that
occur in informal, day-to-day, face-to-face communication among intimates, which is the
object at the heart of folklore stories” (2015:217), thus providing the institutional history
and framework for standup comedy. This is crucial because the daunting task of
generating humour, forging intimacy with, and engaging the participation of the audience
requires an array of folkloric elements and performance devices.

However folkloric the premise of stand-up comedy is, Ayakoroma’s (2013) claim
that Nigerian stand-up comedy moved straight from the folkloric role of the village
spokesman and ceremonial anchor to television in the early 1970s and 80s, glosses over
the existence of comedy as a professional form reaching back to the pre-colonial era. His
reference to Mazi Mperempe’s 30-minute TV show on Radio Nigeria and Anambra State
Television, Enugu as a classical example of eatly comedy, and declaration of the art of
Alleluia Atunyota Akporobomeriere as the start of “serious” comedy in Nigeria are
assertions that do not situate Nigerian Stand-up comedy within its proper ambit,
particularly the narrative of its evolution. This paper restates the interlinear narrative by
chronicling the transition of comedy from tradition to post-modernity.

The detail that the Yoruba have humour and laughter as dominant elements in their
performance is underscored by the tenets of Ifz, this has been aptly captured by
Durotoye Adeleke (2005). Adeleke observes that laughter is an integral part of the social
activities of the Yoruba. The role of laughter is perhaps more functional, even
philosophical as seen in Adesina Afolayan’s essay, Hilarity and the Nigerian Condition
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(2013). However, Adedoyin Aguoru shrewdly observed that laughter and moderate
reaction to jokes and humour is universally thought to promote health and general
wellbeing (Aguoru 2016). Performances and activities that therefore centre on laughter
and forms that provoke laughter have become a dominant part of Nigeria’s national
identity.

The first generation of Yoruba theatre practitioners were court artistes', musicians
and subsequently the mask dramaturge (Alarinjo), who regaled guests with satiric
performances at king’s courts and elsewhere up till the early parts of the colonial period.
Building on the longstanding .A/rinjo tradition, Nigerian professional theatre took root in
the art of veteran Yoruba travelling theatre whose founding practitioners were Hubert
Ogunde, Kola Ogunmola, Duro Ladipo and Moses Olaiya (Aguoru, 2011; 2012). It
should be noted that the second generation of Yoruba theatre practitioners preceded the
inauguration of the first television station in Africa, the Western Nigerian Government
Broadcasting TV (WNTV), was founded in 1959, even though they eventually benefited
tremendously from the coverage of the media.

Further evidence that the second generation of theatre practitioners
metamorphosed from traditional Yoruba theatre is the fact that they maintained the
tenets of the Alarinjo performers, even long after they were featured on TV. By taking
advantage of the ease of transportation which came from technological advancement, the
second generation professional travelling theatres’ itinerancy took Nigerian theatrical
forms to international limelight. Today, stand-up comedy in Nigeria not only still alludes
to folk as source, pointing out its primordial relevance, it has also adopted travelling with
the theatre, a dominant feature of the Ogunde School as its form of mobility. This
authenticates the status of ~A/rinjo as a dominant precursor source, whose transcendental
influence permeates theatrical forms and times. This is corroborated by Joel Adedeji and
Hyginus Ekwuazi (1998) who affirm that the mask dramaturge of the professional
traditional drama of the Yoruba, the Eegun Alare, playtully referred to as Alarinjo
emanated from the mask cult. This mask dramaturge had two distinct forms; the
spectacle and the revue. The spectacle was performed as a sole mime of mythological
dramas enacting the myths of the deities or local heroes whereas the revue was, in their
words:

. a medley. As a comic sketch, music, dancing and singing were its main features. There
were three categories of the revue — abstracts, sociological and historical ... All the revue
masques depended for their effect on ‘audience participation’. Their sketches were mainly
improvisational and capable of infinite changes their songs were topical and in most cases
familiar. The dialogue included jokes and ribaldry, lack of premeditation and any carefully
worked out scenario (156).

Nigerian contemporary comedy concerts adopt this format in its totality as its
programme features popular choreographers, solo instrumentalists, as well as trendy and
trending old and new musicians to intersperse the comic sketches. Similarly, on the
itinerant routine of stand-ups Chelsea Peretti (2002) observes that ‘comics ...are often
nomads touring the country up to 300 nights in a year and many comedians are known
for a body of dramatic - comic work that often acknowledges this history of comic
traditions’ (20). Certainly, this universal itinerary of travelling theatres, plays out in many
ways in contemporary Nigerian Stand-up comedy. For instance, Noma Pakade (2020) in
like fashion observes that Nigerian contemporary Stand-Up comedians encourage their
counterparts in Africa to become itinerant thereby enjoy intracontinental exposure and
collaboration:

I Court artistes are the different categories of entertainers in Palaces and who predominantly performed for royalty.
These artistes are present in palaces across Nigeria and their performances are ethnic specific but do not necessarily
have to conform to universal features of theatrical forms of which comedy is one.
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For instance, festivals such as the 2019 One Africa Comedy, hosted in South Africa,
facilitated the visibility of artists like Agnes Akite (Uganda) and Eunice Mommite (Kenya),
enabling the intracontinental exposure of stand-up comedians. Another example is the AY
Comedy Show in Lagos, Nigeria, which hosted South African comedian Thenjiwe Moseley
in 2017, Similarly, Nigerian comedian Basket Mouth has hosted several gigs in Nigeria,
inviting a variety of African standup comedians, including Celeste Ntuli (Pakade ,2020:2).

Above all the significant comic role that is evidently a source and influence to
Stand-up comedy in Nigeria is enshrined among the Yoruba. This is the role of the court
jesters known asa in the palace of the Alaafin of Oyo, the foremost descendants of
Oduduwa, the eponymous progenitor of the Yoruba. An asa, wears costumes (aaso) and
made °...jest, created fun and satirised specific people’ (Bade Ajayi, 1989; Aguoru, 2010).
According to Ajayi, in ancient times, court jesters were a major source of entertainment
in the palaces of Yoruba kings. By virtue of their profession, these jesters had to be
creative and dynamic to keep their positions; they needed to be constantly on the ball to
put in regular performances for specific days of the week, as well as during festive
periods in the year. The asa, therefore, foreshadowed the contemporary stand-up
comedian, here translated as Onzduro (the one who stands) to fit Yoruba parlance. Trite to
say, the hallowed use of humour is still celebrated by the Yoruba at specific periods of
the year. The Oke Ibadan festival in Ibadan during which humour — comics, ribaldry,
jesting and joking - is venerated all day, testifies to the deep cultural implicature of
humour among the Yoruba (Aguoru, 2016).

Eegun Apidan: Alarinjo and Oniduro in context

It is fitting at this point to consider specific narratives in support of the status of .Alarinjo
to stand-up comedy in Nigeria. Adedeji (1981, 1994) drawing from ethnographic journals
from 1826, describes how the ruling king had invited his guests to witness a performance
given by the mask dramaturge which enjoyed the king’s patronage. Recall that the
Alarinjo theatre evolved from the ritual Egungun (Mask) cult. Adedeji alludes to the story
told about the origin of the _A/arinjo, following the mischief of the council members, the
Oyo-mesi. The people of Oyo at some point had been forced out of the capital, Katunga,
by marauding populations. When peace was finally restored, the king sent emissaries to
Katunga with the charge to ascertain the suitability of moving back to the capital. The
Oyo-mesi, however were by then unwilling to return to Katunga, so they decided to put
up a ‘scare show’. A scare crew comprised of a hunchback, a leper, an albino and persons
with other physical deformities, disguised as ghosts to scare off the King’s emissaries.
However, following a lead from his cymbalist, Ologbin, the king had members of the
cast of the ‘scare show’ rounded up and subsequently converted them, under the
leadership of Ologbin, to entertainers in the kings court. The king, Alaafin Ogbolu was
instantly nick named ‘Oba Moro’ the ghost catcher. One imagines that _A/aafin Ogbolu
must have had a morbid sense of humour to have been able to enjoy the re-enactment of
the theatre of the six-stock characters that were made up of disabled and deformed
persons who must have been a sight on stagel

The satiric story of the Ghost Catcher became the major play in the repertoire of
the mask dramaturgy years after the demise of Alaafin Ogbolu and his faithful cymbalist
who was poisoned because the Egungun cult saw the ‘deritualization’ (Ogundeji,
2003:7&8) of the masque performance as defying the cult. It became mandatory to
perform the play during the installation of a new _Alaafin as well as during three
significant Yoruba festivals: the orisa oo festival, orisa mole festival and at the Oduduwa
festival. At the wake of the futile scare show, the art of mask dramaturgy came to be
known as Eegun Apidan or Oje’s art by the 17" Century. Upon its ‘deritualization’, the
Eegun Apidan became established as a court theatre. It earned for itself the respect
accorded a lineage profession that metamorphosed into troupes and later evolved into a



24 Nokoko 10 2022

guild system with each group acquiring expertise in specific instruments, dance, poetry or
acrobatics. The Eegun Apidan became involved in annual competitions which became the
foundation for the formation of the professional _A/arinjo troupe and actor succinctly
captured in Adedeji’s words as ‘the costumed actor and a strolling player’ (Adedej,
1981:224).

Anchoring on Adedeji (1981), Jeyifo (1984) and Clark (2008), Aguoru identifies
Hubert Ogunde as the pioneer of popular Yoruba travelling theatre, and narrated, in high
relief, the influence of the Alarinjo theatre on the Yoruba travelling theatre (2011, 2012).
This marked a renaissance of Yoruba art, since the mask dramaturge cult had been
robbed of followership and patronage due to Christian religious imperialism, which
abhorred any trace of syncretism. Thus, Ogunde, the precursor of the second generation
of the professional Alarinjo theatre, revived the form and adopted the tenets of the first
generation Alarinjo in his performances, blending them with the operatic form. Writing
on the contemporary and continued significance of Biodun Jejifo’s grandly written book
on the Yoruba travelling theatre, Olakunle George observed that, “The Yoruba travelling
theatre grew out of, and in rebellion against, imitative ‘service of songs’ and Christian
concerts that were prevalent in nineteenth-century Lagos and continued into the early
decades of the twentieth century...”the result of that rebellion, he concludes, is the
“...the unprecedented inventiveness and social impact of the travelling theatre
troupes” (George,2018 :15 & 10).

Remi Adedokun (1981:19) classifies the genres of the A/rinjo tradition under the
operatic (musical), tragic, comic or farce and the tragicomedy. Not only these but also the
adoption of extra-plotal beginnings, interlude, and endings. These can be seen in the
opening and closing glees, in the use of comedy and the role of the comic in the
development of Ogunde’s plots. According to Biodun Jeyifo (1984) these inclusions
dovetailed to the art of the comic in Moses Olaiya, who was “... perhaps the biggest
crowd puller of all time in the Travelling Theatre movement” (13). To Jeyifo, Olaiya
mastered his art and he was regarded as a comedian:

..whose productions being typically very long and uproariously comic...usually has his
audience fully satiated. These deviations are also generally true of the host of imitators of
the Olaiya School such as the Ojo Ladipo (Baba Mero) troupe and the Ola Omonitan
(Ajimajasan) troupe (Jeyifo, 1984:13).

It is instructive noting that regarding form, Moses Olaiya redefined the aesthetics of
performance by developing a framework for what became the tenets and principles of
Yoruba comedy, and that those who towed his path followed suit. Adedokun (1981),
Obafemi (2001) and Aguoru (2012, 2016) agree that the art of the Baba Sala of the Olaiya
School takes root in the traditional role of the satirist in the Yoruba society either in the
kings’ court, in festivals or as portrayed in the traditional theatres. According to
Adedokun the themes of this farcical genre are drawn:

... from everyday social misnomer, corruption and vices. Obscenity, ribaldry and sheer
vulgarity provide the verve of this highly extemporaneous theatrical specie ... these
comedians hold individuals, social institutions and vices up to ridicule in a most hilarious
manner in order to effect positive change (1981:82-3).

One cannot quite overstate the significance of Olaiya’s comedy to the development
of comedy in Nigeria and Africa. So significant was his contribution that WNTV, the
tirst television station in Africa wrote of him as a talent they had ‘discovered’ and his art
and performances part of the significant contribution they had made in drama on the
African continent. Consequent upon which Ikime Obaro wrote:

One of the areas we WNTV think we have made a substantial contribution is that of drama.

Our viewers are most likely to recall Alawada, easily our most popular comedy featuring
Baba Sala (Moses Olaiya) and his group. Since 1967 when Baba Sala was discovered, he has



From Alarinjo to Oniduro | Adedoyin Aguoru 25

established himself as a leading comedian in the country... his act is one which possesses
international appeal, his dress, his facial expression... Alawada is often penetrating
commentary on contemporary Nigeria (Obaro, 1979;43).

The celebration of his plays, on radio and TV gave him as much popularity as his
live performances on stage. His continued influence on contemporary comedy is
affirmed by Wole Soyinka who dedicated his play Alapata Apata (2011) to ‘Moses Olaiya,
The Inimitable A/awada’ . Of him he wrote:

Easily one of the greatest comic geniuses that the Nigerian stage has ever produced is Moses
Olaiya...Moses Olaiya’s metier was broad, socially disruptive, falstaffian...Alaba in this play
was the kind of character I dreamt for Alawada, from whom therefore, inspiration for this
play came (Soyinka, 2011: x-xi).

The emergence of Gbenga Adeboye the multitalented ace broadcaster in the early
1990s marked the peak of the impact of the combined Alawada/ Alarinjo as a dominant
cultural influence depicted in Yoruba stand-up comedy in Nigeria. Adeboye transformed
the comic on radio, the master of ceremony or anchor of formal programmes into a
different art, employing diverse forms and scripts of the operatic, chants, poetry,
humour, skits, and music-comedy. He adopted an eclectic style in his stand-up activities
developing character sketches and made impact globally. He invented a variety of forms
and styles of comedy that took his art to the international community and made him a
name before his death at the age of 42. He had a humorously syncretic religious ideology
that simultaneously permitted him to be a Pastor, Alhaji, and an Oluwo rolling Islam,
Christianity and the priesthood of indigenous and traditional religions of the Yoruba in
one. He also completed his archetypical identity and role play by adopting the archetypal
role of the king when he crowned himself King of Oduology (Traditional fables).

In essence, neo-culturalism in contemporary Nigerian theatrical arts found
expression in the art of Gbenga Adeboye. The walls that held people bound: religious,
ethnic, linguistic, political, and cultural and the layers of social stratification collapsed as
more neo-cultural voices began to rise and the walls suddenly got demolished. All of a
sudden, it was fun to poke at the poor and the rich and at all religions without expecting
uproar.

As it was in the Alarinjo schools, the stand-up guilds began to spring up, forms of
comedy concerts became established and promoters of stand-ups and comedy concerts
emerged. The Nigerian public, that had gone stage and cinema wary because of the
dangers and insecurities of states of emergency, the numerous curfews that characterised
the decades of military dictatorship and the incomprehensible democracies that followed,
suddenly returned. Though the fear of insecurity persisted, amidst diverse and other
unresolved challenges, a new theatre enjoying the absolute followership of a new
generation, uncommon patronage and playing to full houses had emerged.

A myriad of outlets: stage, television, DVDs, the internet and travelling by air and
through diverse social media, largely controlled by this new generation gave Nigerian
stand-up comedy wings and it did fly. Contrarily, the older generation, made up the
travelling theatres and its patron assumed that “...the stage...is as good as dead...”
(Adedeji and Ekwuazi, 1998:167) but invariably began to patronise the new form by
migrating to the new media. Subsequently and according to Pakade (2020) “The
documentation and distribution of the live performances, such as the documentary Iz
Stitches and online streaming services such as Netflix, have also diversified the catalogue
of stand-up comedy both in its production and accessibility to wider audiences”(Pakade,
2020:2).Nevertheless, a neo-cultural Nigerian popular theatre that unites ethnicities and
identities in staged performances, meeting the utmost needs of a people in search of
what transcends the politicking, that is the bane of the nation, had truly emerged.
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Trends in Contemporary Nigerian Stand-up
Comedy

Most wotld theatres engage concrete structures and forms through which influences and
analogies, movements and trends, genres and forms, motif-types and themes are
examinable. Here the “empiricist and positivist” approach that characterise analysis
seeking evidences of influences and origins are combined with considerations of
“analogies and convergences” which play out in neo-cultural forms, genres and the status
of contemporary Nigerian stand-up comedy. The inclusion of genres, motif-types and
themes from possible and plausible origin centre on criticism of the neo-cultural form
which continue to evolve (Aguoru, 2011:5).

Barclays Foubiri Ayakoroma (2013) claims that “serious” developments in
contemporary stand-up comedy began with AliBaba (real name: Alleluia Atunyota
Akporobomeriere), who commenced his career in comedy during his undergraduate days
at Bendel State University in the 1988. AliBaba’s pace setting and trail blazing style and
method of publicity indeed raised the tempo of the trends in Nigerian stand-up comedy.
Whereas the precursor of contemporary Nigerian stand-up, Gbenga Adeboye’s medium
of communication was primarily Yoruba, part of his successor, AliBaba’s shine derived
from the fact that he took to the English convention which crossed ethnic boundaries.
AliBaba gained sterling popularity by featuring on national television programmes, as
well as on variety and personality shows. He signed up with companies and earned a
handsome income; thus, raising the stakes for Nigerian stand-up comedy. Other
comedians on the heels of AliBaba like Gbenga Adeyinka 1*, Basket Mouth, Julius Agwu
transacted comedy with the Educated Nigerian English (ENE) spoken by elites. Later
on, still in a bid to reach wider audience, performers began to use Nigerian pidgin;
notable among whom is Gandoki, who is famed as the custodian of pidgin comedy of
the warri-waffi style. The waffi style pidgin has come to be the preferred variety among
artists who now code mix and code switch it with English and a myriad of other local
languages, in quintessential neo-cultural fashion.

Also following closely, in AliBaba’s stead were comedians like De Don, Klint de
Drunk,I Go Dye to mention a few. In the last one and a half decades, several
other prominent comedians such as Bovi, Basketmouth, AY, Bash, Omo Baba, Seyi Law,
Funky Mallam, Mc Ajele, LafUp, Peteru, Still Ringing, Kelly Blind, SLK, Shete, Obama,
Dr Smile, Dr Frick, Vitamin D, Rapindaddy, Olympia, Shem, Ojemba, Seeco, Mc Dannie
B, Gordons, Akpororo, Elenu, Acapella, Ajebo, Pencil, Kelly black have emerged. In
more recent times Female performers like Lepacious Bose, Tatafo, Helen Paul and
Princess have also made their mark. Thus, AliBaba opened the floodgates for other
stand-up comedians of his age; and collectively, that generation enterprisingly cultivated,
promoted and mentored the new generation of the 21 Century stand-ups in Nigeria.

Without doubt, by year 2000 the therapeutic value of comedy had come to the fore
in Nigeria. In a country perennially under pressure, humour serves as an escape from the
rat race of work, financial, social and national crises. To buttress this point, Gordons,
alias Comedy Barlusconi, christened his performance “The Gordons’ Comedy Klinic
Ward, a space that does good to individuals’ body, spirit and soul”. Indeed, borrowing
from the premise of Stand-up Comedy, Nigerians are fast learning the tricks of weaving a
joke out of life’s miseries, such as the high spate of kidnapping and even the sad case of
the abduction of two hundred school gitls by the notorious Boko Haram terrorist group
at Chibok.

Online newspapers, billboards, television adverts and diverse social media are
platforms through which Nigerian stand-up comics maintain their social relevance and
publicise forthcoming programmes. In addition, streams of recorded performances on all
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torms of social media render stand-ups readily available to their patrons at the click of a
button.

The impact of Nigerian stand-up comedy within the international community is
worthy of mention. This theatrical genre avails Nigerians in the Diaspora not only of
multi-cultural home-grown humour it, in particular, keeps them abreast with
contemporary national issues while they let down their hair. There is also the nascent
development of Nigerian stand-ups like M.C Mark Comedian to the United Nations
(CUN), this category of Nigerian stand-ups live and perform in the Diaspora.

Forms, Features and Theatrical Elements in
Nigerian Stand-up Comedy

Ab initio, it was popular opinion that stand-up comedy was not a matter for intellectual
critique and that, irrespective of their shared qualities; stand-up comedy and theatre were
unrelated disparate forms. Chelsea Peretti (2002) emphasised the need for a register of
terminologies adept for criticism of stand-up comedy discourse which would be useful in
operationalising concepts peculiar to the genre (22). In the same manner Kelvin Casper
(20106) is quite point-blank. He insists that stand-up comedy ought to be included in the
curriculum of college freshmen. In detail, Casper states that such:

... performances deftly dramatise context, audience and the artistic proofs as well as provide
a palatable, engaging and ... enjoyable manner in which to introduce genre of specific
writing (2016: 420).

Elements such as dialogue, songs, stage, and audience and action characterisation
distinguish drama and theatre from other forms of literature or performance. Stand-up
comedy engages these elements and diverse eclectic approaches in mediating the
relationship between the audience and the stand-ups on one hand, and the stand-ups,
stand-up comedy and the community on the other hand. Essentially, mime and imitation
are dominant acts of stand-ups, with stage business filling up the space (stage) where the
stand-up transacts his business while the microphone is the major instrument and prop
in his hand. Engaging these basic interpretative elements, the theatricality, impact and
import of stand-up comedy as a form of theatre are unmistakable. In Perett’s opinion,
the elements and forms of performance are adopted in specific ways by individual
comedians. She notes that while some employ small jokes to build up the plot of a larger
story, like a playwright developing scenes; some perform one-man shows, others pursue
collaboration with theatre groups, yet others perform solo dramatic comic pieces by
playing multiple roles. This is corroborated by Cécile Vigourox’s observation that comics
rationalise their choice of stand-up comedy as opposed to a one person show with stage
characters and props and a story line by invoking a sense of freedom to one’s self that
the genre provides (2015:250). The flexibility of the form stand-up comedy takes is in
itself its greatest asset.

For instance, Klint de Drunk, plays multiple roles in his performances. The
strikingly recurrent is that of the comedian, the drunk, and narrator. The excerpt below is
typical of a full-length plot and storyline of his: he plays the role of a drunk, which in
itselt is a comical character who adopts the posture of a storyteller. He primes the
audience by first cracking a political joke about Chatles Taylor who was seeking political
asylum in Nigeria at that time before proceeding to ridicule the “talented” reggae
musicians for their gimmicks and antics.
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Klint de Drunk on Talent

The talent we have in Nigeria is so much that we are even bringing in other talented people.
I know one tailor, he is somewhere in Akwa Ibom, his name is Charles Taylor very talented.

Audience Response: Laughter

The most talented people in this country are the reggae musicians. After smoking Igho
(marijuana cigarette), their eyes will be red and their brains will block and they will want to sing
for you but they will keep forgetting and coincidentally remembering. So before they sing
they will think of the experience they experienced (experience #hey have had). Then they will
remember one day, they are walking to see their friend and then they hit their leg on the
stone ...music is set. When they want sing for you they will first dance for you, when they
are dancing they are actually allowing blood to flow (gesticulation shows he is referring to
blood flowing into their heads)
So that they will sing start singing:

Klint as reggae musician: Just the other day,
I say, just the other day

Klint as Narrator: Then they will make some noise,

Klint as reggae musician: Just the other day, I came out from my own house ieo, eo, eo
€00

Klint as Narrator: They are trying to remember the lyrics

Klint as reggae musician: Then I saw my friend,
He was standing around the road,
So I decided, I decide,

So I decided ieo, eo, eo eoo

Klint as Narrator: A beg weytin dem dey (please, what is the musician trying to decide) decide or
what are they yet to decide?

Klint as reggae musician: Oh why, why, why, why, why, why ,why o
I started walking, walking, walking, walking, walking
So I stepped on stone, as was walking (5)
I cut my leg on a stone
Stone, stone, stone, stone, stone, stone, stone

Klint as Narrator: At this time they will confuse you with something you don’t understand
like;

Klint as reggae musician: Anida e, anida e, anida e, anida e
And other things like

Klint as reggae musician: O why? Why? Why? Why o?

Klint as Narrator: So please, let me ask you for the title.
What is the title of the song? Is it?
O why? O why o? (William O. 3)

Here, Klint de Drunk multitasks, he is the drunk narrator, who caricatures a highly
intoxicated reggae musician. He is also a logical critic who intersperses his musical
performance with dialogue and questions directed at the audience. He points out the
apparent mishmash that most reggaes players give to the ever-thrilled audience. His
performance is a recitative and also operatic in form. His lines are staccatos but he
succeeds in narrating the tale of drunkard who wants to make jest of musicians who are

on hard drugs.
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Solo Dramatic Comic Piece

Mohammed Danjuma’s performance is a typical dare devil religious joke and it is a solo
dramatic comic piece.

Danjuma the Narrator: A few years ago we had Sharia not ...Christians killing Moslems.
A man was stopped by some people and asked what his religion
was; he responded

Danjuma the Mimic:“] am a Christian”.
Let me ask you a question every good Christian must know.

Danjuma the Mimic: In the name of the Father, Son and ...?
Danjuma the Mimic: Him Mama (his mother)
Danjuma the Mimic: Are you sure you are a Christian?

Danjuma the Mimic: Walai ta lai a su  mobi lal! (Swearing like a typical Moslens) 1 am a
Christian.
(William O. 3)

Here Danjuma engages dramatic irony. He juxtaposes images of the Sharia law and
contexts within Moslems and Christians who live in Northern Nigeria. He presupposes
that an individual that tells lies about his religion will be found out. Such a person will
not understand the fundamentals and basic observances of the religion and is bound to
subconsciously recourse to the tenets of his or her religion. ‘Him mama’ seems logical
tollowing father and son, swearing in in a manner that is typically Moslem finally gives
the fellow away.

There are as many styles of performance as there are themes, character types. Some
are flashy and spectacular while others are provocative, are cathartic narratives or simply
do what Peretti (2002:21) refers to as ‘shit talking’. Gandoki’s purge medicine, church
testival and ‘shit full church’ (William O. 3) jokes fall within this category. Though
stand-up comedy in Nigeria has enjoyed extensive linguistic and pragmatic explorations,
the theatricality of the form defies the initial inertia that affected the creation of critical
tools to engage stand-up comedy. Nevertheless, stand-up comedy in Nigeria requires
more critical attention, specifically its style and the form.

Nigerian stand-up comedians’ bewildering
array of themes

The neo-cultural harmony of seemingly discordant voices is another instructive angle to
Nigerian stand-up comedy. Dramatic performances, in their various forms possess
didactic values which endears these performances to the audience who are usually
impressed by the visualisation of ideas or societal ideals. The range of themes that
characterise Nigerian stand-up comic folio is profoundly impressive. This is particularly
because they are imbued with directorial characteristics and they humorously seek to
influence the thoughts and habits of the members of society through humour and satire.
These ideas often seem to be strung together in constructing a plot or overall theme of a
comedy concert. Satire of diminishing social values is a dominant theme in Nigerian
stand-up comedy. Recent theme-based studies on stand-up comedy portray identity
issues along with cultural differences as central themes. Margherita Dore (2018) not only
corroborates this but her study on stand-up comedy further reflects the conscious efforts
put in by stand-up comedians to engage the audience in a manner that guarantees a
positive response while broaching these matters. The humour is deliberately constructed
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to negotiate positive responses to sensitive topics by stand-up comedians (Dore,
2018:105).

For instance, Dario Fo, Comedian and Nobel prize winner is cited to have said:
“comics always deal with the same problem - hunger, be it hunger for food, sex or even
for dignity, for identity, for power” (Peretti, 2000:20). Hunger in this context is apt in
describing the multiplex cravings of the audience, which the comics go to great lengths
to meet.

For instance, the influence of women, especially young girls on men and older men
are deplored in reckless abandon as thematic preoccupation for stand-ups in Nigeria
while, stand-ups strategically assuage the hunger for sex and sexual innuendoes in aspects
of the comedy concerts especially the structure of the performance which includes,
rigorous or erotic dance, music and choreography of popular and contemporary Nigerian
musicians.

Jessyka Finely (2016) through a feminist lens brings in perspectives on the trends and
identity markers in performances held in the 1990s:

Part of what come to constitute black racial identity in the pop cultural imagination in the
early 1990s was the barrage of mass media images in music, videos, television shows, song
lyrics, and film of black youth engaging in illicit sexuality and displaying excessive
materialism, titillating yet dangerous, anti-establishment practice associated with street
culture (781).

Performances that connote such identity markers as well as portray sex and sexuality
are deliberately created to titillate the audience. Bovi is excellent at portraying such
scenarios through onomatopoeic sounds and mime. One can decipher the undertones
even with Basketmouth’s shrewdness in the following excerpt:

Imagine the difference between Ajebo (a refined well-born and bred), bachelor and Pako
(unrefined and unsophisticated) bachelor. Ajebo go dey (/ves in a) duplex, sitting room downstairs
and bedroom for upstairs. Abeg (I beg’) how he go tell babe (gitlfriend) wey come visit am to
follow am go him room for upstairs?( how easy will it be for him to convince his visiting
girlfriend to go in to his bedroom) Whereas the Pako guy no get stress because him dey live
just one room with no chair ( has no such challenge ). In fact the only thing for the room na
bed and small black and white TV. The bed sef no get any stick, he go just throw am for
floor dia (his apartment is sparsely furnished and his beddings are on the floor of his one
room apartment) So sometimes, pako dey enjoy and no dey get stress with babes (he
therefore implies that the unsophisticated bachelor usually has his way more with ladies)
(William O. 3).

In addition, the comics seek to create characters that the audience can at once
connect with and ridicule; they paint scenario which members of the audience can
identify with, reduce them to ridicule and, by so doing, trigger humour and laughter.
Comedians, with a keen understanding of society, create convivial plots which avail
ordinary citizens the golden moments to poke fun at the rich and powerful, who, within
the ambience of comedy take such satire as part of the humour. Hence stand-up
comedies are apt social class levellers.

Social avarice like stealing and attitudes to stealing is portrayed in innumerable ways,
De Don in one of his performances directly speaks on this syndrome as a national
avarice though he uses stealing clothes off the line as example:

I don observe for Nigeria say if naija person lost something it dey pain am well well but if na
we obtain somebody it no dey pain us. Na why be say for estate people dey move clothes
anyhow for line. You fit imagine say person go open boutique with all the clothes wey he
move from line.

(I have observed that in Nigeria when one incurs a loss it is an extremely painful experience, but when one
takes what belongs to another person or defrands another individual it is accepted with pleasantness. For

2 Abeg (I beg) here indicates the consternation of the comedian. He wants the audience to reason with him.
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instance, clothes that are spread on drying lines in residential estates are stolen with such impunity that one

would think they are stolen for the purpose of opening a boutique) (William O. 3).

The ability to create stereotypes: round, flat, archetypical, gendered, class- based,
national and ethnic is the highpoint of the characterisation of Nigerian stand-ups. The
ability to see humorous peculiarities in the distinct ethnic groups that make up the
nation is also instructive, for instance Basketmouth while drawing attention to stealing as
a social avarice plays it within an ethnic context:

Na only for Warri thief go steal your thing dem go still come block you say dem thief your
thing. One guy for Refinery Junction, dem move (stole) him phone, two months later the
guy come stand for the junction dey wait for motor, na him one guy approach am say guy
you stand here two months ago wey dem steal your phone, one Nokia 3310, blue abi? The
guy say yes hoping say he go see the phone, na him the guy go bring the phone say o boy
put the pin number we no fit sell this thing since na, put the pin make I fit sell am. Dem go
move your thing come block you say na dem move am.

(12 is only in Warri that a thief will steal what belongs to you and still come back to declare that be stole it!
There was a gny at Refinery Junction whose mobile phone was stolen, two months after the gny was at the
same _junction awaiting a cab when a fellow approached him and said “you stood here two months ago and
your phone was stolen? A Nokia 3310, blue colonr?” The victim says “Yes” in expectation that his phone
had been recovered. The fellow returns with the phone and says “Old boy, put the pin number, we have not
been able to sell the thing”. They will rob you of your possession and stil] have the effrontery to tell you that
they did!)

(William O. 3).

Here, one is made to see the effrontery of these people and not necessarily the vices
of their villains. The ridicule is not only humorous but instructive.

Adultery and sexual perversion as rampant social avarices are also portrayed by
contrasts and how the general posture and popular notions about these are humorously
reflected:

Imagine small 18 years old babe go dey call him Aristo’ Baby. Man wey old enough to be
him papa. I love Lagos gitls, na for only Lagos you go see young girls they call married men
with confidence. Those girls go just take hand knack these big men wey some of them be
chief like; honey, open the door for me, honey help me with that cup. If their wife call them
like that or try that same thing with the, she go reach village that same day.

(Fancy a petite 18-year-old girl calling her elderly lover (Aristo) Baby. A man old enough to be her father! I
love Lagos girls, it is only in Lagos you will see young girls calling married men with confidence. These young
girls casually knock the heads of these big men, though a number of them are chiefs. They have the andacity
to instruct their meny ‘honey, open the door for me, honey help me with that cup.’ If their wives dare to refer
to them like that or sends them on such mundane errands she will be sent packing and will in fact arrive at

her village that same day) (Okpocha B.2).

Basketmouth attempts a lesson on health education when he ridicules persons with
mouth odour,

Mouth odour no be bad thing, no be sickness. Just know how to use it, if you get mouth
odour you fit quarrel win the quarrel, argue win the argument, and settle fight without
touching the people. In fact you no need insecticide for house.

(Mouth odour is not a bad thing, it is not an illness. Just know how to take advantage of it. If you have
mouth odour you are sure to win an argument, you are sure to settle fight without touching people as a matter

of fact you have no need of insecticides in the house) (Okpocha B.2).

He sharply contrasts this with onomastics of names and humorously implies that
the name given to a gitl or the name a girl bears determine how she is treated by her
suitors or what she is offered by them in his words:

3 Elderly men who date very young girls, they are also referred to as ‘sugar daddies’
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Basically, e get places wey u fit carry girl go, girls wey their name sound tush like Tasha,
Latifa take them to Eko Hotel, Le Meridian but if her name na Linda, Jennifer, Amanda take
them to places like Mr Biggs, Tasty Fried Chicken but, if her name na Chioma, Nneka,
Kemi, Bisola no waste your money carry them go mama put, like Ghana rice. But if her
name na Atutuboyoyo no carry them comot, give them money make them go cook for
house.

(Basically, there are categories of places that you can take girls to. For instance, girls that bear names that
sound sophisticated like Tasha, Latifa you take to Eko Hotel, Le Meridian but those with names like
Linda, Jennifer, Amanda take them to places like Mr Biggs, Tasty Fried Chicken, if her name is Chioma,
Nneka, Kemi, Bisola don’t waste your money, take her to a local eatery where they sell food like Ghana rice.

But if her name is Atutuboyoyo don’t bother to take her ont, give her money to prepare the food in the house)
(Okpocha B.2).

He shrewdly connects these with the politics of good looks and how it should
influence mate selection when he says:

I'm with an organisation and we are trying to help children. It’s an NGO we’re helping
children and I want you people to support us. The children are suffering, if you know that
you’re not good looking get married to someone that is good looking. The amount of ugly
children in Nigeria is getting too much. If you no fine, help your pikin, marry fine person! (If
you are not good looking help your offspring, marry a fine person!)

(Okpocha B.2).

He humorously juxtaposes several unconnected yet logical images and imagery in
constructing the plot of his narrative thereby achieving humour and laughter.

The comedians often thematically weave political problems, paint portraits of
politician’s greed and mismanagement of funds in public office in to their performances.

A thought-provoking question is asked about the basic qualification and experience
of politicians who run the nation:

But why be say we no dey ask our politicians of their experience if dem won contest and if
we won look for job them go dey ask us of our own work experiences? (How be it that we do
not ask politicians of their work experience when they want to contest a position and when we are job seeking
they make work experience a major issue) (Okpocha B.2).

Ethnicity recurrently features as a source of contrast and comparison as comedians
mimic and inflect their voices to tease out the differences in the speech patterns and the
linguistic identities of the ethnicities that make up the Nigerian. De Don in the following
excerpt stylishly takes a jab at Igbo boys from the hinterland,

No even make mistake of giving person from village your phone, the mistake wey I do, be
say I give one guy from Enugu my phone say if anybody call make he tell the person to call
back in the next 30minutes, the guy no know say phone get sweet melody, na so the guy
dance to twelve missed calls.

(Don’t ever make the mistake of giving someone that is from your village your phone. I once committed the
blunder, I gave one guy from Enugn my phone with the instruction that anyone who calls shonld call back in
30 minutes. The gny didn’t know that the ring tone of the phone is the sweet melody it makes, that is how be
danced to twelve missed calls) (William O. 3).

In some extreme cases the choice of delicacies of specific ethnic groups are
satirised. Ali Baba in one of his performances picked on dogs as pets and dogs as
delicacies:

Did you know that the people that went for Tu Face’s wedding; there was a dog show as
part of the show? You know, people went for boat ride, safari. (Laxgh.) And they bounced
three people. They didn’t allow them enter. I don’t know why. Kate Henshaw, Ini Edo and
Forester Giwa. They said we come to watch... (Laxgh.) They asked them, “What part of
Nigeria?” They said South East. They asked, “What part?” They said “Calabar”. They said
you can’t come in here; it’s a dog show not abattoir (Utube 13" Nov 2016).
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Poverty is a dominant theme which plays out in intriguing ways among stand-ups in
Nigeria. Almost every stand-up identifies with the poor and with those who used to be
poor but claim to have become wealthy celebrities. Poverty is an archetypal symbol that
is played recurrently and the emergent stereotypes from this theme earlier referred to is
the “Ajebd’( aje butter) and the ‘Pakd’( aje paki/pako) contextually gjebo refers to the
offspring of the sophisticated elite who is reared on butter and ‘paks refers to the
offspring of the poor or wretched, reared on cassava/ wood, one who has become
dynamic by being street wise and who struggles to fit into the upper class within the
social strata The paradigm of the rich and the poor is engaged in a pragmatic manner
that captures the hearts and subsequently the patronage of the audience. Basketmouth in
this excerpt portrays poverty as a symbol:

When we dey grow up things tough so te, things rough. My school dey Apapa and I dey trek
every day from Okoko to Apapa. I trek so te my shoes no road by themselves. During
weekend if dem send me to market, the shoe by itself go dey direct me go Apapa where my
school dey.

(When we were growing up things were so tough, things were rough. My school was in Apapa and 1 had to
trek daily from Okoko to Apapa. 1 trekked so much that my shoes could find their way to school. On
weekends when I am sent to the market, the shoes will by itself direct me to Apapa where my school is. )
(Okpocha B.2).

The Ajebo and the Pako have become recurrent character types and stereotypes in
the repertoire of the Nigerian stand-up comedy. Comedians and their audience no doubt
privilege the Pako because of the humour generated by the crudeness but practical
manner in which the Pako resolves issues and in recent times more jokes have been
shared on how the Pakos always emerge rulers and political leaders because of their
ruggedness.

Social stratification and the indices that distinguish the poor from the rich is also a
laughable constant thematic preoccupation in Nigerian stand-up comedy. Basketmouth
portrays the challenges of heavy traffic in metropolitan cities in Nigeria and the street
hawkers that take advantage of these queues to sell all sorts of items. He advances his
plot by insisting that the hawkers respond to types of vehicles as indices of wealth or
placement in the social strata and the owners of such vehicles are accorded
commensurate honour:

Because of the holdup wey dey Lagos, hawkers dey sell everything. Dem they sell plates,
spoon, knives, vegetable, and stove. You fit just park cook soup inside hold up. (The
recurrent traffic jam in Lagos makes it possible for hawkers to sell everything. They sell plates, spoon, knives,
vegetable, and stove. You might as well just park your vebicle and prepare soup in the traffic jam.) The
most annoying thing is that the kind of car you drive determines the kind of product they
sell to you. If you dey drive cars like Mazda 2.2, 404 dem go just come your car, Sir, sir, sir
recharge card, Five Alive’ but if you dey drive cars like V.Boot or all those bad, bad 504 dem
go just come your side say ‘Bros, buy your rat poison’ (If you drive cars like Mazda2.2, 404, they
will come by your car and advertise “Sir, sir, sir, recharge card, Five Alive”. But if you are driving cars like
V. Boot or a rickety 504 Peugeot they will just come near your vebicle and say Bros, buy your rat poison’ (
Okpocha B.2).

Nigerian stand-ups constantly compare happenings or fictional experiences they
claim to have had in other countries with their experiences in Nigeria. These jokes or
humour laden stories comparatively examine attitudes, and the sense of order that seems
to be lacking in Nigeria with the orderliness of other much more developed countries.

For instance, the search light is turned on the Nigerian Police Force in this manner:

Two weeks ago when a friend of mine went to London, he tell me say the Police, the way
them dey take (they will ask) ask for your papers they will stand beside your car and say ‘Sir
pull over’, they will talk to you kindly. They will say ‘Good afternoon sir, can I have your
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papers?’ But for Nigeria dem go first block half of the road with drums dem go come shout
‘Park! Park! Park here now!” and they are always drunk. For night dem go say ‘Inner light’
even for hot afternoon, ‘Inner light’. The day wey I know say dem drink too much na one
night when I dey drive comot for Victoria Island, naso dem stop me say ‘Park here! Inner
light!” Another guy come dey tell one okada (motorbike) man say ‘Park here! Inner light!’.
(But in Nigeria they would have initially blocked half of the road with drums and they will begin to shout
Park! park! Park here now!” and they are always drunk. In the night they will say put on your Tnner light,
even in the blaring afternoon sun Inner light!” The day 1 realised that they had too much to drink was one
night when 1 was driving out of Victoria Island. That is how they stopped me and yelled Park here! Inner
light!’ Another guy began to tell one bike man, ‘Park here! Inner light!’) ( Okpocha B.2).

De Don paints another scenario of a fellow, whose vehicle has just been stolen,

I dey London last week when my friend lost his car as he come out from the supermarket,
the guy no make one noise, he just comot him phone call police in another 20 minutes them
get the car back but in Nigeria here, if you lost your motor you go first craze for like one
hour before person go remind you make you make police report you go dey hear things like
‘But I park my car here. No, no, no, here...I pass through Wuse... traffic jam at Area 1.
People go think say the car owner dey mad, dem go carry am go psychiatric, before you
know dem no go see him car again.

I was in London last week when my friend lost his car as he came out from the supermarket, the guy didn’t
make a noise, he just pulled out his phone, called the police and in another 20 minutes the vebicle had been
recovered and restored. But in Nigeria here, lose your vebicle you will first run mad for about an hour before
someone reminds you to make a police report. You will begin to hear the owner say things like *...but 1
parked my car here. No, no, no, here...I passed through Wuse... traffic jam at Area 1. People will begin
to think that the car owner is mad, they will take him to psychiatric, hospital and before you realise it the
vehicle is gone for good.

(William O. 3).

In a domestic context Gbenga Adeyinka the 1% portrays two mother/daughter
interaction and the likely cultural responses to issues on mate selection from each region:

An American mother, if her daughter tells her, “You won’t believe, my boyfriend Brown. I
tried him with my friend Jane and they’re getting married next week.” The mother will say
“Oh my God! He did that to you? Oh my God! He broke your heart. You need to see a
therapist. You need to lie down.” Try that with a Yoruba mother; “You know my boyfriend
Kola? You know my best friend Rita? I tried Kola with Rita o. They’re getting married in
three months’ time.” “Kare, omo ‘re bi’'yan (Very good, a child as ‘good’ as pounded yam).
Tester, tester. That your Rita friend like this; you tried your boyfriend with her; they’re
getting married. Emi ko ni mo bi e (I definitely did not give birth to you). Omo ale ni e; mo
ti so tele (I've always said it, you are bastard). Sa lo gbomi ka’na mofe lo’'we (Go and put my
bath water to boil).” Till you get married and leave this house, what is your name? Tester! (U
Tube)

Here, Adeyinka portrays distinctly contrasting socio cultural and psychological
responses from the mothers. Other topical issues include the regular distractions that
members of the audience live with and which may not allow the audience to respond
appropriately to the show such as losing a girlfriend or being robbed prior to the show.

The ability to create national and ethnic stereotypes is the highpoint of the
characterisation of Nigerian stand-ups. Imitation, mimicry and expressive body language
are ingeniously engaged to portray character types. Politicians and the Nigerian political
scene, for instance, feature abundantly as objects of jokes. In recent years the body
language of former President Goodluck Jonathan as well as the choice of words of his
wife, then First Lady, Dame Patience, the looks of former President Olusegun Obasanjo,
as well as Governor Oshiomole of Edo State have been hatched and re-hatched
countless times in jokes and comic skits.

skokkskkok
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The Nigerian film industry and its stars constitute another class of character types replete
in stand-up comedies. The comics often underscore ludicrous absurdities and illogic in
the production of Nigerian home videos, known as Nollywood. According to Okpocha
(Basket Mouth),

Nigerian home videos no try (are szl behind times). Watch American movies listen to the
sound track, the sound track does not have anything to do with the title of the movie, ( in
Nigeria) the sound track and the name of the movies na (are) the same thing. Slow motion
for American movies na (75) for some kind bad place (a sort of terrifying scene) wey (#ha?)the
actor wan (wants to) shoot, fall, roll but Nigerian film even when ... they write the name of
the producers na (7 7s) with slow motion even when Ramsey Noah dey talk na (is falking, it
7s) with slow motion, the most annoying part na (7) their posters, from the poster you don
(have) understand the movie

Nigerian videos are still bebind in many things. If you watch an American movie and listen to the sound
track, it usnally has nothing to do with the title of the movie. In Nigeria, the soundtrack and the name of the
movies are the same! Slow motion in American movies are reserved for terrifying scenes, perhaps when an
actor wants to shoot, fall or roll, but in Nigerian films: when they write the name of producers, it is with
slow motion, when Ramsey Noabh speaks, it is in slow motion. The most annoying part is the posters made
Jor the films. Once you see the poster you have understood the film (Okpocha B.2).

Such friendly jibes thrown at Nollywood stars have helped improve the quality of
video productions in Nigeria in no small measure, especially in the areas of adverts and
voice over for the trailers that precede the film debuts, and the narrative and musical
animation in action films. There are also jokes on spousal communication and ridicule
that take place in public spaces particularly articulated with the use of dramatic irony.
Gandoki in a unique manner interrogates a man’s lack of sense of responsibility towards
his immediate family implying that it is synonymous to being dead. He says:

I dey church na him our pastor say make all widows come out for prayers, see as widows
dey come out, na him one lady come out too, na him her husband hold her, ‘Are you a
widow?” Na with tears the woman take reply am say ‘Out of the eight children wey we born
u no train anyone of them’ (I was in church and our pastor called widows out for a special ministration.
As they began filling out a woman joined them. Her husband pulled her and asked ‘Are you a widow?” The
woman tearfully replied Y ou have trained none of the eight children we have...’) (William O. 3).

In the final analysis, the themes range from anything to everything from domestic to
health issues even, family planning, and the use of condoms in prevention of STDs.

Irrespective of the thematic preoccupation, the success of the stand-up comedian is
determined by the versatility of his art. Stand-ups remarkably incorporate the solo-artist
and the many voices and body language of absent characters, whose momentary portraits
are nonetheless unmistakably vivid.  According to Oliver Double (2016), °... the
comedian appears on stage apparently as himself. But within gags and routines, comics
often briefly take on the voice and posture of the characters they describe’ (Double
2016). The rigour and intense rehearsals put into the development and scripting of the
jokes and other elements of the performance, as well as proper audience profiling help to
ensure the success of the comedian’s art. Ted Ray, a renowned European comic, wrote:

Every night, hour after hour, I would stand in front of the mirror in my bedroom,
grimacing, smiling, and winking, with the idea of getting the most effective expression for
putting over a joke...Every inflection of voice and every shade of emotion as reflected in a
comedian’s voice do count tremendously and I was determined that if hard work and

ceaseless rehearsal would help, no trouble on my part would be too much (Double,
2016:317).

The success of stand-up in Nigeria no doubt takes root in the proficiency of these
comics in communication, particularly verbal and nonverbal arts and body language. The
ability to convincingly, assume multiple personalities, including that of the opposite
gender, or adherents of other religions adds spice to the art of the comedian.
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Music comedy and Christian comedy as other
forms of Nigerian stand-up comedy

Nigerian stand-up comedy privileges the variety form as its programme. This consists of
mime, dance choreography, musical interludes, solo instrumentals. There are operatic
comedies where topical issues are re-enacted, others include humour-endowed by the
crass with legendary Gbenga Adeboye and contemporary Julius Agwu; stand-ups with
lengthy hours of comedy theatre.

Julius Agwu’s Different work dey o, is an extremely humorous type of this form, in a
tull-length song he juxtaposes the image of ‘work’, with the new meaning work assumes
in contemporary Nigeria. He uses Pidgin English to spice the song while national
characters, professions and settings feature prominently in this music comedy. He
portrays as well as satirises the Soldier, Gateman, the Honourable members in the House
of Assembly and men who ride the motorbike among others. He conclusively ridicules a
trend that became popular when mobile phones became a dominant form of
communication in Nigeria. He subtly implies that the annoying manner people adopt of
‘flashing’ numbers instead of making actual calls have also become a profession of sorts.

Stand-up comedy in Nigeria has also created room for itself in religious spaces and
among Christians and Muslims with the emergence of comics like Holy Mallam in the
Church and Funky Mallam in the Mosques. The quintessential prophet and his interpreter
is also excellently played by AY and Still Ringing. Tribal stereotypes found in the art and
characterisation Funky Mallam and LafUp are also examples of forms that celebrate
specific ethnic identities’.

Conclusion

The emergence of the neo-cultural form of stand-up in Nigeria comedy has been the
focus of this paper. It examines the unanimous adoption of a multicultural posture
within the usually polemic Nigerian multi-ethnic space. It interrogates the influence of
traditional comedy, on the contemporary form of stand-up comedy in Nigeria. Evidently,
stand-up comedy in Nigeria has benefitted tremendously from professional travelling
theatres particularly the Awada Alarinjo Yoruba tradition. Navigating through times and
themes by eclectic neo-cultural modifications, the current form has achieved an
intercultural balance to the extent that a new culture has emerged. Critically chronicling
professional contexts of humour in Nigeria, the trends reveal features of traditional
forms of comedy that are sustained as well as contemporary and syncretic forms that
have emerged. Dramatic and theatrical elements such as actors/caricaturists, props,
stage, music, mime are implements that are thematically engaged in satirising and for
creating humour in Nigeria. While stand-up theatres seem to have ‘plateaued’ in some
parts of the world (King, 2014:59), contemporary Nigerian stand-up theatres thrive and
narrate the Nigerian story with humour-coated lips to audiences 7z sitn and in the
Diaspora. Indeed the audience is part of the dramatis personae in live shows and in
absentia on social media and other media as they burst out in boisterous laughter at the
tolly of their very lives as humorously depicted by the multi-faceted stand-up comedian.
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“N1’jo a ba ki la n d’ére, ¢niyan o sunwon laa’ye”
[No one is worth anything while alive; we are only deified after death]
— Yoruba proverb

[A] critical theory of society not only diagnoses the pathologies of modernity, reflecting
upon the experiences of injustice motivating various social movements, but also attempts to
offer a positive alternative to prevailing forms of social domination and political injustice.

— Robert Sinnerbrink et al (2000)

This essay situates the under-theorised comic-critical oeuvre of the late Nigerian
comedian and social critic, Gbenga Adeboye, within the context of social critique in
Nigeria. As the legitimate precursor of stand-up comedy in Nigeria, Gbenga Adeboye
combined satire and comedy into a powerful social criticism of the social foundation of
the Nigerian state. Through his songs, comedies, satires and social homilies, Gbenga
Adeboye was a formidable subaltern voice who not only spoke for the masses, but was
tirmly situated within the cracks of subaltern existence. In this essay, I made a distinction
between the comic art of Adeboye and his critical oeuvre. But, there is also a case to be
made for what I call the comic-critical efforts of Adeboye that enabled him to speak
truth to power and its misuse in Nigeria. This makes him different from most of his
successors whose comedies were caught up in the allure of commercialism. However, 1
argue that Gbenga Adeboye’s subaltern position constitutes a critical limitation of his
significance as a critic of the Nigerian predicament. This is because while he committed
his entire comic-critical art to understanding Nigeria’s plural challenge, he was also
caught up in the ethnic chauvinism that was at the very heart of that unruly plurality.

Keywords: Social criticism; Gbenga Adeboye; Fela; Comedy; comic-critical; Subalternity;
Nigeria; Satire; Postcolonial
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Introduction

It will not be apt to say that Gbenga Adeboye (1959-2003), the late Nigerian ace
comedian, satirist, musician and social critic, has been under-theorised. He has not been
theorised at all in the same manner that the full weight of theory has been brought to
bear on the social-critical oeuvre of, say, Fela Anikulapo-Kuti. Since his death on April
30, 2003, the memory of the late comedian has been preserved only by fellow
entertainers rather than intellectuals. Social criticism in Nigeria is usually associated with
notable names like Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, the late eccentric Afrobeat maestro; Gani
Fawehinmi, the late legal luminary and social crusader; Wole Soyinka, and so on. Yet,
there are so many critical others who have remained incognito in intellectual circle but
have also uniquely contributed to unearthing the cracks in Nigeria’s social foundation.
We have in mind folk musicians like Ayinla Omowura, Yusuf Olatunji, as well as some of
the stand-up comedians who are now flourishing after the demise of Adeboye. This essay
will argue, on the contrary, that Gbenga Adeboye not only occupies the same social-
critical context that threw up those Nigerian intellectuals have decided to study; his
comic-critical oeuvre provides a critical compass by which we can understand that
postcolonial context.

As a satirist, musician and comedian, Gbenga Adeboye constitutes a unique case
study because he combined in himself two formidable components of social criticism—
music and comedy—mixed with an incredible linguistic dexterity with words, knowledge
of the Yoruba culture and a mimic mastery of almost all Nigerian languages. This alone
gives him a wide base with the subaltern population in Nigeria than any other social critic
who either appeals to the intelligentsia or achieves a larger-than-life, but distanced, status.
Wole Soyinka and Gani Fawehinmi would be critics like that. Both seem to champion
the cause of the subaltern but in ways, and with a language, that go right over the heads
of the masses. In other words, Fawehinmi and Soyinka speak for them. Gbenga Adeboye
communicated in the subaltern voice because he was arguably one himself in spite of his
fame.

And this, we will argue, constitutes his basic critical limitation. Gbenga Adeboye
makes more impact in social criticism with the obviously comic dimension of his oeuvre
than those in which he actually went out of his way to intervene in Nigeria’s
predicament. In the latter, he betrays a crude, almost infantile, and even prejudiced
understanding that eventually undermined the breath of his native intelligence and
insight—guarded by a beautiful semantic acrobatic—into the Nigerian situation.

The idea and context of social critique

The objective of any social criticism is usually the attempt to interrogate and correct a
practice, belief or idea that seems to have some form of harmful effects on the
administration of the human society. Thus, for instance, we can critique a piece of music
or literature or fashion or social practice that contains negative messages inimical to the
wellbeing of the society. In other words, social critique aims at the uncovering or
diagnosis of social pathologies and consequently marshal “a reflexively redeemable norm
(or series of norms) against which the validity of a given social practice can be assessed”
(Sinnerbrink et al, 20006: 4).

Consider Plato and the organisation of the ancient Athenian society. As at the time
he wrote the Republic, Plato had already abandoned the hope of a political life for
philosophy. This disillusionment with politics was borne out of the death of Socrates, his
teacher, at the hand of the Athenian government. The Republic, in this sense, can be taken
to be a form of critique levelled against the Athenian state and its declining ethos.
Socrates was accused of polluting the minds of the youth who were being challenged,
through the famous Socratic interlocution, to rethink their ideas and ideals. The end of
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the existential drama was that Socrates was forced to drink the poisonous hemlock. Plato
was devastated.

At his trial, Socrates made the famous “gadfly argument™

And now, Athenians, I am not going for my own sake, as you may think, but for yours, that
you may not sin against God by condemning me, who am his gift to you....I am that gadfly
which God has attached to the state and all day long and in all place am always fastening
upon you, arousing and persuading and reproaching you. You will not find another like me,
and therefore I would advise you to spare me.

When Socrates ended his rhetorically outstanding speech to the Athenian jurors, he
had established his reputation as a social critic. Josiah Ober sums up Socrates’ credential:

But by [the end of his speech, and in spite of his knowledge of the rhetorical conventions of
Athens and the audience expectations,] he has not aligned himself with the democratic
norms embraced by his fellow citizens. Instead, he has proved that his own political
convictions are drastically at odds with popular views, and that his irritating, idiosyncratic
everyday practice of examining his fellow Athenians (and finding them painfully wanting in
wisdom), followed necessarily from his convictions. He has demonstrated that he is, by his
own lights, a patriotic citizen who cares deeply about the good of his po/is and one who
consistently acts in what he sees as his city’s best interests; but he has also shown that, in
light of his own definition of patriotism, Socrates must be regarded as a uniquely patriotic
Athenian. Moreover, given the problematic current condition of the po/is, for Socrates
“doing good” means acting as a social critic: questioning fundamental Athenian beliefs in
conversations held in public and private spaces of the city (2003: 5).

Socrates’ case, as Ober argues, could be taken as establishing an “ethics of social
criticism” because Socrates considered his task, though contrary to the popular
expectation, as a dimension of doing good for his fellow Athenians and for the state. Social
criticism is therefore sustained by the ideal of social hope or of social salvation in spite of
the dangers of suppurating pathologies (Kern, Laux and Pruisken, 2017). Social critique
confronts the present and its predicament in order to envision an “emancipated future”
(Sinnerbrink et al, 2006: 7).

This connection between social criticism and the notions of the good and of hope
immediately places the idea of critique right in the midst of the age-long task of practical
philosophy saddled with the responsibility of fashioning a socio-political arrangement
around which the good life can be provided for the people. Social critique is therefore
always in search of means, mores and methods to push forward the frontiers of
meaningful existence in the society. For Jeffrey di Leo, it is essentially “an optimistic, life-
affirming approach” (2019: 8). It signals the possibility of politics in its true classical
sense as the art of good government (Viroli, 1992). Indeed, we can elaborate the idea of
social critique as having its provenance in the transformation of the language of politics,
between 1250 and 1600 in Europe, from politics as the art of good government to
politics as the reason of state. When this language changed, subtly at first and then later
brazenly, government was no longer concerned with ruling the state according to reason
and with justice. Rather, it became a study in how to successfully police and dominate a
people. This transformation reached its most frightening apogee with the reproduction
of the idea of the modern state in Africa.

It should be noted here, parenthetically, that social critique—the intellectual child of
social theory and political philosophy—had and still has a lot to engage with. This is
because the transformation of the language of politics to raison d'état was a theoretico-
practical move made ready for the widespread transformation of modern society via
industrialisation, the emergence of the nation-state, capitalist transformation of social
relations, and the realighment between state and civil society, all in the nineteenth century
(Rundell, 2003: 13). It is in this sense that social critique becomes a form of revolutionary
framework for redirecting the trajectory of society back to the art of good government.
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In this sense, social critique shares in the two senses of a revolution, both as a longing for
a past form of social organisation (a4 /a the 1776 American Revolution) and a desire to
rebuild the society anew (4 /a the 1789 French Revolution).

To achieve its practical purpose, social critique must necessarily surmount the
barriers of negative social manifestations that defy normative expectations about the
progress of society. It does this primarily through dissent and contestation clothed in
anger and outrage (Macamo, 2011). Anger and outrage are emotions which become
socially meaningful within the context of the violation of normative expectations existing
within what Macamo calls the “moral frames” of society. In other words, “this
framework binds the actions of different individuals into amoral frame that enables them
to interpret whatever occurs in interaction approvingly or disapprovingly” (ibid: 45). This
recognition of a moral framework allows Macamo to elaborate the collective nature of
social criticism or contention around the activities of social groups rather than individual
critics. In other words, his elaboration of social criticism, within the space of contention,
makes it a species of what MacAdam et al call “contentious politics” (2004: 4). Although
he articulates a critique of the western notion of protest within the theoretical ambit of
social movements, his objective is not to enunciate the place and role of an individual
critic vis-a-vis that of a social group in the restoration of social order. Yet, his critique of
the idea of social movement and its provenance in Africa offers us a neat heuristic
tramework to interrogate the utility of social criticism in Nigeria.

A social critic occupies an unenviable site in the social context. She, like Socrates,
may decide to stand alone and face the wrath of a social framework already
compromised. She may also be recognised as someone with the capacity to speak for or
re-present the claims of those under the chains of domination. Finally, such a social critic
may speak right from within the subaltern base itself. In this case, her voice is
coextensive with that of the subordinated. But then, how does a social critic achieve this
normative desideratum? What, within Macamo’s register of social movement, makes an
act of social contestation an act of social criticism? Where is the social critic coming
tfrom? Where is she going? How does she stand with respect to others? To answer these
questions, we will appropriate Michael Walzer’s insight into the condition for the
possibility of social criticism, and then move on from there.

The significance of Walzer’s contribution lies in his understanding of the
relationship of social criticism to morality or moral argument within a society and the
interpretative framework by which individuals come to the understanding of their society
and to the idea of the right thing to do. Or, the implication we can draw from the theory
that social criticism derives its critical edges from the condition motivating moral assent
or disapproval. A social critic approaches her task from the perspective of interpretation.
In other words, for the social critic, the interpretive path to criticism is much more
adequate, rather than the need to discover the moral world. This is because interpretation
allows us to judge what is already there—the social practice and the moral arrangement
waiting to be interrogated. Interpretation becomes necessary in this context because the
moral world, according to Walzer, lacks a design procedure:

Morality, unlike politics, does not require executive authority or systematic legislation. We
don’t have to discover the moral world because we have always lived there. We don’t have
to invent it because it has already been invented — though not in accordance with any
philosophical method. No design procedure has governed its design, and the result no
doubt is disorganized and uncertain. It is also very dense: the moral world has a lived-in
quality, like a home occupied by a single family over many generations, with unplanned
additions here and there, and all the available space filled with memory-laden objects and
artifacts. The whole thing, taken as a whole, lends itself less to abstract modeling than to
thick description. Moral argument in such a setting is interpretive in character, closely
resembling the work of a lawyer or judge who struggles to find meaning in a morass of
conflicting laws and precedents (1985: 19).
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It is this moral morass that the social critic confronts; it is what turns contestation into
social criticism. Put in other words, when we do social critique, we are attempting to
confront actually existing morality. Or, as Walzer puts it: “The critique of existence
begins or can begin from principles internal to existence itself” (1985: 20).

Moral argument originates from the question: What is the right thing to do? This
question is not as straightforward as it appears. This is because it calls our attention to
the relationship between a global, thin morality that associates us with other humans by
the fact of their humanity, and a local, thick morality which binds us with particular
nation, culture or situation. However, as Walzer has argued, the force of that question
resonates more within the local context of morality than the global. In other words, the
right wording for that question is: What is the right thing for #s to do? This question
serves as the occasion for us to step into the untidy moral context and initiate a moral
discourse which requires interpretation. According to Macamo,

Moral argument addresses the question concerning what the right thing to do may be. In
order to answer this question individuals have to consider the society in which they live, the
means individuals have at hand, the opportunities open to them and many other structural
aspects that constrain or enable action. According to Walzer, the answer has to do with the
meaning which the way of life of a given community has to individuals. At the end of the
deliberations individuals have to be able to say what the right thing to do is as far as they are
concerned.... Social criticism, therefore, represents the different positions which individuals
articulate and express in moral debate. Such positions reflect different understandings and
interpretations of social order and the place which different individuals should have in it
(2011: 54).

No doubt, this understanding of moral argument as interpretation raises a serious
problem of how to agree on a theory which we take to be better than others. If there are
several interpretations of a given moral order, which constitutes the correct one? We may
not be able to answer this question, if by “correct” we mean a definitive interpretation to
which everyone will assent. What differentiates one interpretation from another, says
Walzer, is the guality of that interpretation, not its kind. We want to argue that the task of
social critique is to hold up an interpretation of a moral order that is qualitatively
compelling to other interpreters. However, there is a condition for the possibility of
social critique that must give us pause. Social critique requires a measure of distance that
makes such criticism possible in the first place. How then does the critic achieve that
distance given that she is equally part of the “social” that invites criticism? Can she find a
social Archimedean point? The figure of the critic that appeals to our expectation is that
of the dispassionate, detached social critic that stands in judgmental distance to the rot in
the society and unleashes her strictures without let. However, Walzer sketches a model of
the social critic that is consistent not only with his understanding of “thick morality” but
also his idea of moral argument. This more familiar social critic is, for Walzer,

the local judge, the connected critic, who earns his authority, or fails to do so, by arguing
with his fellows — who, angrily and insistently, sometimes at considerable personal risk (he
can be a hero too), objects, protests, and remonstrates. This critic is one of us. Perhaps he
has traveled and studied abroad, but his appeal is to local or localized principles; if he has
picked up new ideas on his travels, he tries to connect them to the local culture, building on
his own intimate knowledge; he is not intellectually detached. Nor is he emotionally
detached; he doesn’t wish the natives well, he seeks the success of their common enterprise.
This is the style of Alexander Herzen among nineteenth-century Russians (despite Herzen’s
long exile from Russia), of Ahad Ha-am among East European Jews, of Gandhi in India, of
Tawney and Orwell in Britain. Social criticism, for such people, is an internal argument. The
outsider can become a socia/ critic only if he manages to get himself inside, enters
imaginatively into local practices and arrangements. But these critics are already inside. They
see no advantage in radical detachment. If it suits their purposes, they can play at
detachment, pretend to see their own society through the eyes of a stranger... (1985: 33-34).
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The pertinent question now is how this connected critic would encounter the
postcolonial Nigerian state and its social pathologies. How do we situate the connected
social critic within the unique social pathologies that define postcoloniality in Nigeria?

Encountering the Nigerian State

When we encounter the Nigerian State, in the real sense, we are encountering an
absentee state that is simultaneously present and absent in our daily lives. The state’s
omnipresence derives from its inaugural imperative of order and domination,
necessitated, as we noted eatlier, by the transformation of the language of politics away
from the art of good government to the science of domination. In Africa, this
subjugating imperative became essential not only in the colonial geometry of power, but
also in what Clapham calls “the policy of state preservation” (1985: 114) by African
national leaders who were desperately bent on inheriting the colonial state structures
rather than interrogating its provenance and value vis-a-vis the legitimate agitation of the
people for socio-economic meaningfulness. Thus, the national question, rather than the
social one,

...provides the raison d’étre of governing elites and the base from which their power
derives. The more successful they can establish their position as gatekeepers...the stronger
is their brokerage position, the better are the bargains they can strike on the one side or the
other, and the greater the ‘commission’ they can extract in terms of personal benefits or
freedom of political action (Clapham, 1985: 114).

The absence of the Nigerian state is an absence of responsibility and responsiveness
arising from the state’s loss of legitimation which usually stems from an internal
dynamics mediated by what has been called a “normative condition of reconciliation”
(Menkiti, 2002: 36) that propels the people to an unforced loyalty to the state. However,
in the case of the Nigerian state, as well as most other states in Africa, its pursuit of the
policy of state preservation promotes an external requirement by which a form of
mechanical unity is imposed on the heterogeneous but unyielding constituents in Nigeria.
This essentially constitutes the Nigerian state as “a space devoid of normative meaning”
(ibid: 37). The policy of state preservation is a ploy to deny politics to Africans. Yet,
existential dynamics of living in Africa gives the people the necessary motivation to
encounter the state from various perspectives.

The interesting thing about the encounter is its paradoxical nature. In other words,
the people find various means and ways to confront the Nigerian state, yet the modes of
confrontation are conditioned by the Nigerian state itself. In the introduction to their
book, Encountering the Nigerian State, Obadare and Adebanwi raise a poser:

If the state is constituted as the ultimate power in society, how, following
Foucault’s...insight, do we understand the processes by which this power itself also
constitutes, or forms, its subjects, providing the very conditions of the existence of the
subjects and the trajectories of their desires and aspirations? If the state as the ultimate
power forms its subjects, then the state is not merely what is opposed by elements, say in
civil or political society, but strongly what they also depend on to authorize and actualize
their existence.... What do people think of the state, and how do they act out their
imagining of the state in their everyday existential materialities? (2010: 2)

Ekeh and Mbembe popularised the idea of the “publics” as a unique reaction to the
dominance of the state in Africa. From the primordial public of Ekeh which is involved
in a dynamic game of undermining the civic public which the state attempts to build, we
come to the more robust “publics” involved in continuous efforts to “rewrite the
mythologies of power” within a context where the postcolonial subject bargain with state
power in a “conceptual marketplace” (Mbembe, 2001: 108).
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What Mbembe calls “the commandement’—a specitic imaginary of state power as an
instrument of subjugation—generates excesses and magnificence. It is around these two
tactors that corruption and the personal appropriation of public offices obtain their
rationality. To escape the permanent possibility of poverty in the postcolony, both the
government functionaries and the masses become part of a framework of meaning that
allows them to come to grip with their existential condition. How does this work,
especially for the generality of the people? How do they come to term with the
normative and developmental absence of the Nigerian state?

Nigerians operate within what Geertz calls culture as a web of significance which
they have spun themselves and which helps them discover “who they think they are,
what they think they are doing, and to what end they think they are doing it” (1999: 13).
It is therefore within this meaning-making framework of culture—conditioned by
religion and commonsense—that Nigerians attempt to make sense of the Nigerian
society and its vicissitudes. In a broad term, we can argue that the Nigerian predicament
generates for an average Nigerian a fundamental problem of suffering which is, from a
perspective, unjustified. For Geertz,

The vexation here is the gap between things as they are and as they ought to be if our
conceptions of right and wrong make sense, the gap between what we deem various
individuals deserve and what we see that they get... (1973: 100).

Thus, within their religious and commonsense perspective, the first order of
business for Nigerians is not to deny their suffering, but to make it sufferable. Making it
sufferable obviously cannot be within their original normative structures and guidelines
which had been challenged. Therefore, second, they use their commonsense. This
concept, within the Geertzian theoretical model, involves not only using one’s senses,
but “keeping them open [and] using them judiciously, intelligently, perceptively,
reflectively [especially in| coping with everyday problems in an everyday way with some effectiveness”
(1992: 224. Emphasis added).

Thus, when confronted with the suffering the Nigerian state inflicts on its citizens,
the average Nigerian wises up and takes “sensible” decisions and steps on the basis of
the realities s/he is facing! (Adebanwi, 2017). It is within the complex dynamics of
existence that Nigerians can speak harshly to the corrupt officials in the corridors of
power while at the same time partaking of the social pathologies thrown up by the
dynamics of corruption and suffering. It is also this context that motivates social
criticism in Nigeria and the comic and critical oeuvre of Gbenga Adeboye.

Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, Gbenga Adeboye
and subaltern criticism

For us, Gbenga Adeboye and Fela Anikulapo-Kuti both represent the model of an
insider critic proposed by Walzer. Furthermore, as we will later argue, especially with
regards to Gbenga Adeboye, both of them manifest the complex and contradictory
dynamics involved in social criticism from the inside. Of the two, Fela has a larger-than-
life status basically because of the uniqueness of his militant and ritualised music. This
militant tonality, and the accompanying recalcitrant exertions of signposting it, brings
home sharply and irritatingly the message so well that Fela and his music were arrested
incessantly (Afolayan and Falola, 2022: 15 - 16).

Fela’s stature as a social critic 1s much more interesting. In Arrest the Music!, Olaniyan
outlines the relationship between that strange order issued by an army officer to his men
at Fela’s shrine in one of the musician’s several confrontations with the government, and
the political nature of his music: “a suggestive conceptual key to approaching the music
of Fela and the contexts of its production, circulation, and consumption. It reveals, for
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example, the peculiar character of the relations between art, specifically oppositional
music, and a postcolonial African state. It is also an inadvertent homage to that part of
Fela’s image as a musician that is most familiar to the world: the ‘political” (2004: 1-2).
Fela’s response to what Olaniyan calls the “postcolonial incredible” stems from a

complicated response to the social anomie which gave his virulent critique its sense.
Thus,

That response appears to most people to be utterly peculiar and paradoxical. On the one
hand is his irreproachable feat of a comprehensive venomous critique of both institutions
and individuals he sees as causes and perpetuators of the reigning incredible social anomie.
On the other hand is his far more reproachable cultivation of an antisocial counterculture of
drugs and sex and a flamboyant cult of charisma that both fed on and were part and parcel
of the anomie that Fela condemned. The one, in the extensive garish tableau of the
postcolonial incredible it dramatizes with all its attendant social and psychological costs,
brooks no notion of the incredible present that is not a transition. The other, in its indulgent
countercultural pleasures irrespective of the social cost, already implicitly votes for its
enabling order. The one is transcendentalist in aspiration—a powerful exploration of the
wherewithal to surmount the incredible and its rule—while the other wallows in a sustaining
relationship with it (ibid: 2).

Beyond this, we want to contend that his social critique serves an elitist purpose in
the sense of presenting the voice of the people to power in manners and modes that they
may not be familiar with. This elitism derives from the inauguration of Fela’s music in
what Olaniyan calls avant-pop and the highlife and jazz genre that supported it. The
argument is that Fela never successfully transited to a more popular genre, in spite of the
popularity of Afrobeat.

In an attempt to give the subaltern an occasion to speak, the intellectual, or our own
social critic, ends up muffling that voice (Spivak, 1995: 28; Bhagwat and Arekar, 2018).
By this fact, Fela and his music and lifestyle compromise the people’s subalternity. On
the contrary, we want to argue that Gbenga Adeboye inscribes himself in the context
where the subaltern voice is to be heard. His comic-critical oeuvres are cast in the fissure
and social specificities where the people ply their trade—as workers, loafers, touts,
teachers, singers, prostitutes, artisans, healers, artists, and the like, and attempt mightily to
project their voice to power. His subaltern criticism resonates right within the context of
what Mbembe calls the conviviality that brings the oppressor and the oppressed together
within the same power configuration and the same episteme (2001: 110).

According to Chow, the attempt by the subaltern to speak is doomed since the act
of speaking itself is already a part of “an already well-defined structure and history of
domination” (2003: 128). Thus, within the Nigerian postcolony and the convivial logic
that ropes an average Nigerian and the government official into the same rapacious
pursuit that decimates the state, the subaltern suppresses her own voice. Gbenga
Adeboye’s subaltern criticism can be situated within the deep realm of the moral foray,
querying, urging, remonstrating, judging, objecting, protesting, warning, sighing. ..

Both Fela and Gbenga Adeboye, in spite of the differences between them, can be
located within the context of what has been called transformative politics that impinges
critically on “the wvalues, processes, and institutions associated with ‘conventional
politics”™” (Olarinmoye, 2010: 141). Their arts give them the opportunity for
transformative resistance. In this transformative politics and resistance, comedy and the
comic arts fare less significantly than music in the consideration of critical tools. It has
been given less than serious attention, if they have been attended to at all. Obadare
confirms that “the literature on laughter in Africa [is] marked by its distinctive rarity”
(2009: 224; 2010: 4). The critical attention to the significance of Gbenga Adeboye’s

oeuvre is the worse for it.
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Gbenga Adeboye and the comic-critical art

The interest in Gbenga Adeboye derives most significantly from the relegation of
comedy and the comic art to the lowest rung of interest in popular culture studies.
Indeed, we can say that comedy is the subaltern art par excellence. In other words,

Comedy has been judged as a form of low art, as a genre inferior to tragedy, as appropriate
only to the trials and tribulations of the lower classes, whereas the comic has likewise been
condemned for expressing taste base enough to warrant the recommendation of abstinence

(Trahair, 2007: 15).

This summation of the supposed irrelevance of comic art could have been penned
by Plato. In his reckoning, the laughter that is generated by comedy is a manifestation of
the irrational, and hence to be discouraged everywhere in his Republic. Yet, as Lisa
Trahair further argues, “...lack of attention to the theoretical basis for understanding the
comic has meant that the effects of its operations remain unacknowledged and
unknown” (ibid: 2). In other words, still following Plato’s aversion, Nigeria is far from
being Plato’s envisioned Republic, and comedy is critical to our understanding of the
postcolonial dynamics of Nigeria.

In Adeboye’s oeuvres, we are forced to come to terms with the potential
relationship between comedies, social criticism and socio-national existence and meaning
(see Otiono, 2011). We therefore hope to exhume what can be called his comic-critical
tramework on the cusp of several questions: In what ways does the comic-critical emerge
from within the interstice between reason and unreason; between the civil and the
(c)rude? How does the comic-critical enjoin discourse as well as subversion? Or, how
does it relate laughter to the buffoonery of the political machinery of domination? And
how does it contest the conviviality between the oppressed and the oppressor? What
roles can comedy, and Gbenga Adeboye’s comic-critical art, play in the reawakening of
the subaltern? What makes his comic-critical oeuvre a self-reflexive philosophy?

Specifically, the comic-critical art is located within the context of a self-reflexive
philosophy within which the citizens as subalterns can challenge not only their
oppressors but also their own complicity in the oppression. This, I argue, is the truly
liberatory significance of comedy. To liberate, I argue that Gbenga Adeboye’s comic-
critical art employs an enthymematic capacity that leads inexorably from the pre-knowledge
of the audience about their context and its dynamics to another realm of “unstated
information, evidences, ‘theories,” critiques, lamentations, assumptions and
presuppositions” about that context (Afolayan, 2013: 168). Put in other words, comedies
not only produce pleasurable feelings, they equally possess the capacity to jolt painful
memories. However, the enthymematic character of the comic-critical art of Gbenga
Adeboye, specifically its comic dimension, constitutes its greatest advantage as a form of
social criticism in Nigeria. His jokes and social commentaries not only delight and
censure, they also produce unexpected outcome that strengthens his original intention as
a subaltern social critic.! It is however the critical component of the comic-critical, on the
other hand, that undermines Gbenga Adeboye’s stature as a social critic. This is because
his political commentaries abandoned the enthymematic capacity for a frontal attack on
the social pathologies in Nigeria. But Gbenga Adeboye was not intellectually prepared to
make this confrontation; he was not able to achieve the internal coherence that would
have made his comedy complements and supplements his critique of the Nigerian state.

Until his death, Adeboye was an enduring presence on the comedy and music circuit
in Nigeria, and more so in the social and political imagination of (South-western)
Nigerians. His comedies, which began in the 80s, became the inaugural forerunner to the
contemporary stand up comedies dotting the Nigerian popular culture scene. He was a

I Indeed, the word “delight” has a double entendre here. It derives from the Latin delectare, meaning to entice ironically
into some unexpected outcomes.
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lone and lonely ranger at commencement. But the then Radio Lagos offered him a
unique opportunity to offer the urban populace a regular subaltern staple that stave
socio-economic depression off a bit. Since the word “comic” derives from the Greek
komikos—translated as “revel’—comedy and the comic art provide one last point by
which the subalterns can stay in touch with their besieged humanity.

The significance of Adeboye lies in the two dimensions of his comic-critical
oeuvres: first, comedy serves an entertainment function; yet, second, this entertainment
tunction is also inherently a political agenda that serves to confront the state formation
and what Mbembe calls the commandement. In Adeboye’s oeuvres, we hear the resonance
of the subaltern’s groaning as well as an incessant and locally powered diatribe against the
banalities of power. His enduring popularity is a function of his deep mastery of not only
the tenets of the three religions in Nigeria (Christianity, Islam and tradition African
religion) as well as their scriptural tonalities, but also an in-depth understanding of the
Yoruba cultural heritage (especially Yoruba oral aesthetics), and dexterity with the
linguistic mimicry of the various Nigerian languages and attitudes. All these give him a
serious purchase on the consciousness of the subaltern as well as enabling him to grasp
the issues involved in socio-cultural and political happenings in Nigeria. This insinuates
his oeuvres into a deeper task of what Walzer calls cultural elaboration and affirmation
(1985: 34). Consider, for instance, a typical way he introduces himself: Prince Gbenga
Adeboye—Funwontan (literally: “dazzle them”); Alhaji Pastor Oliwo (traditional priest);
MC Wonder; ]engbetiélé I; Apa’gun p’dté of Yorubaland (grand pacifist of Yorubaland);
Abefe? Amuluudun of London? Great Grandfather for Oduology (GGFO);*
International Outstanding Comedian and Classical Musician IOACCM), and so on.

In this study, we will be confronting Gbenga Adeboye’s mature composition. This
requires an explanation. He began his career in the early 80s as a comedian at a time
when stand-up comedy was far from the social consciousness. In fact, Gbenga Adeboye,
we argue, inaugurated stand-up comedy in Nigeria and heralded the coming of the more
contemporary comedians like Ali Baba, Basket Mouth, I Go Die, Julius Agwu, AY and
others. Gbenga Adeboye’s unique status straddles the interregnum between the old non-
stand-up comedians like Jaguar, Baba Suw¢, Lukuluka, Alawe, Chief Zebrudaya, and the
more contemporary ones. That status gives him not only a comparative importance but
also a theoretical significance into the imperative of comedy beyond its obvious
entertainment value. Beyond the Radio Lagos beginning, Gbenga Adeboye matured
steadily in the consciousness of his mainly south-western audience in Nigeria.

A critical analysis of his oeuvre reveals a three-fold framework made up of the
strictly comedic (found variously in albums like Different Strokes, Versatility, Stand Up
Comedy Extravaganza 1, Asdnlayé, London Yabis, and Exposure—these comedies consist of
the regular one-off jokes and the extended, episodic narratives built around the
characters of “Itu Baba Ita: the exploits of a rascally dandy” and “Laisi Abesupmle :
(“Lalsl who shares a plot of land with Est” ); the social homilies (Stand Up Coweaj/
Extravaganza 2, Supremacy, Pasi Padro, and Aye Této); and the political commentaries (I]m/e
0r0 Lati Ori Ite Mimo, Qro Simnikin 1¢>2). This framework also essentially demonstrates
a gradual but steady progression, even enrichment, from pure entertainment to engaged
socio-political commentary. This progression encompasses a singular socio-political
agenda with a two-fold projection possessing an internal coherence: Nigerians are
responsible for the Nigerian predicament. Nigerians, in this context, appropriately refer
to the citizens in their social environment and the government. The comic-critical
framework therefore serves to bring both under stricture.

To do this, Gbenga Adeboye deployed an awesome knowledge not only of the
traditional belief system represented especially by the Ifé corpus, but also a deep

2 Abefe is literally “the one you beg to love.”
3 Amuluudun translates as merrymaker
4 “Odulology” is a play on “odu” or fable.
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knowledge of the Christian and Islamic scriptures, as well as a working acquaintance with
Nigerian history. Religion and religious intolerance play a serious role in his diagnosis of
the Nigerian situation and the parochialism of an average Nigerian. Thus, if this religious
parochialism and intolerance, resulting from an absolutist appropriation of God and
salvation, could be undermined, then we would have achieved much in dislodging the
albatross of disunity. On the other hand, there is, as should be expected, an elite-
leadership dimension to his diagnosis of the problem.

Gbenga Adeboye’s take-off point for social criticism can be located in the Yoruba
ethical discourse concerning /wa (character), 0m0/kiwabi (a good person) and specifically,
aiaib_d _0‘7()‘ (few words). The latter intersects the former in the Yoruba aphorism: dabo 01 la
a so fin omolriabi, bo ba de iin re aa di odidi (few words are sufficient for the wise). Michael
Afolayan argues that the abbreviated phrase, 4abo or, is a multidisciplinary concept that
straddles education, oral tradition and sociolinguistics (2005: 166). He however
emphasises the educational utility of the word and its place in the sustenance of a unique
Yoruba educational system as well. According to him,

This form of education is better depicted in the traditional philosophical cliché, dabo 010, or
its correspondent synonymic phrase, eli lpro, that is, words in all ramifications, are puzzles
and mysteries that must be unravelled in order for them to convey the desired semantic
effect. The outcome of this unravelling is brevity. In essence, brevity of utterances is the
theoretical framework on which the idea of Yoruba education is anchored (ibid: 168).

In this sense, Gbenga Adeboye becomes an educator whose entire oeuvre
constitutes an dabo oro comically and critically hurled at the rot not only in the Yoruba
societies in the South-west, but also in the entire Nigerian state. Thus, these ethically-
charged words are not only evocative; they equally possess a compelling force. They are
meant to consistently harangue us back to good character (zwa rere). /idbd 070 is supposed
to lead to some deep and troubling reflection (m’o]m/e) that would gradually and
eventually lead to the moral rehabilitation of the society.

In Gbenga Adeboye’s comic-critical oeuvre, the comedy sketches take on the form
of dd[o,d Oro that self-reflexively engages the minds of the listeners while also entertaining
them. In these comedies, we are shown several pictures of our uncouthness,
compromises, illiteracy, arrogance, cruelty, contradictions, other social complexities and
practices as well as the panoply of human foibles. Let us consider, for instance, two of
what we can call his diasporic jokes, “Kasiimu” and “Mr Linkoln”. These two jokes are
contrasts in the sense that “Kasfimu” narrates the bumbling awkwardness of a gluttonous
Nigerian who visits America for the first time. “Mr Linkoln”, on the other hand, tells of a
Nigerian who has been in America for so long that he hardly remembers what “home” is
like. Consider “Kasfimu” first. Gbenga Adeboye narrates that he goes for an outing in
America with Kasfimu, with the knowledge that the latter is a glutton. But on this
particular occasion, even Gbenga Adeboye himself is surprised to the point of comic
excess. He is asked to pray by the white hosts, and as they all closed their eyes, Gbenga
sights Kasiimu rearranging the cutleries to give himself eating advantage especially with
the bigger spoons! As usual, the comic muse comes straight to Gbenga Adeboye’s rescue:

“I will like to pray in my mothet’s tongue.”

“You’re welcome Benga. Go on!” One of the hosts replies, with all eyes closes.
“Kasfimu! Kasfimu!! Kasfimul!!

“E’me'lc;o' ni mo pé (_5?

[“How many times did I call you?”— Kasfimu signals three]

“Ko nf daa fun el
[1t will not be well with youl]
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“Ounje ti b’aye e je!
[You are so gluttonousl]

“S(; o rn(j pé béé naa lo Se ni MacDonald lainéz{, toon je pizza rn(.)' burger; ti de ni sé ajo wa ni,
ti mo ni mi o 1f 0 1i. T6 0 A k6 creamu won s’apo. O tun dé I'onif?

[You did a similar thing at MacDonald yesterday; mixing pizza with burger and stealing the creams
so much so that I had to deny knowing you! You have started again today?]

“Woo, a popo on r'owo ro’ri o, tue ol

[Incantation in the next four lines]

“S(_)”ara e o. Sé o fé te gbogbo Yoruba lc;’jli éw(_)n O‘y‘inbc; ni? Won a si ni gbogbo Yoruba lala
je’ju.
[Do you want to shame the Yoruba, and make us a race of gluttons in front of the whites?]

, NN n roN 7 ’ \ DT W U Ny ’ { ’ ’ nooroN
“Eni o mu koopu tii metadinlogbon, o si n ja ran-in-ran-in lara won. Iwo o tun da’mii si’le.
[The person that drank twenty-seven cups of tea is still battling with the stigma. Do you want to
complicate the issue?]’

“O daa, ti wOon o ba wa di’ju faduura n ko nisinyii?
[Now, imagine they didn’t close their eyes in prayer!]

“Woo, Kasiimu, o o ni bami jade I’ Amerika yii mo ol
[Look, Kasimu, I will refuse to go out with you any longerl]

“Ju sibi OwO re ni sile kia, ki n ma summarise epe s’ori €l
[Drop those spoons immediately before I begin cursing youl]

“In Jesus name I pray.... Amen!”

The resounding “Amen” that followed the “prayer” demonstrates that those at the
table had no clue whatsoever about what just happened. It is almost certain that they
were lost in the exotic spiritual prayer, and thought all was well. And all was really well
when they eventually opened their eyes, and probably burst into applause at such a
wonderful invocation!

The other diasporic joke—"“Mr Linkoln”—narrates the pathetic story of a Nigerian
practically lost abroad. His inability to come to term with his birth name antedates the
contemporary identity problem amongst Nigerian youths. Gbenga Adeboye met “Mr
Linkoln” several times, and according to him, “Linkoln” is taken by his—again—exotic
appearance (and definitely by the faint memories of “home” and what used to be). Thus,
this particular day, there is another encounter:

“Hey man! You bad, man! I love your attire! Oh guy, how’re doing?”
“Not bad! And you?”

“Oh, I'm fine boy!”

“My name is Gbenga; I’'m from Africa.”

“Oh yeah? I’'m from Africa too. My name is ‘Linkoln’.”
“’Linkoln’? You mean ‘Abraham Lincoln’?”

“No. I mean ‘Linkoln.” ‘Linkoln’.”

“Can you spell it?”

“Oh sure. L-E-K-A-N”

“Oh God! That is LEKAN!”

“Yeah! Linkoln Orimogeje.”

“’Ori...” what? Can you please spell that surname?”
“Yeah! O-R-I-M-O-O-G-U-N-J-E.”

5>'This is a sly anecdotal reference to Sir Tafawa Balewa, first and only Nigerian Prime Minister (1957-1966), who
allegedly drank 27 cups of tea because he was unaware of the table etiquette of tuning the cup face down after drinking
a cup of tea.
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“That is ORIMOOGUNJE! You are LEKAN ORIMOOGUNJE!”

“Oh boy! You bet, man! You stupid dawg! You got it right, man! You still have that accent! You
drive me crazy!”

“Mr Lekan Orimc;dgﬁnjé, how long you been here?”

“Thirty-four, thirty-five years.”

“Thirty-four, thirty-five?”

“Yeah.”

“You built any house back home?”

“No.”

“Your parents still alive?”

“I don’t know.”

“You plan to go back home?”

“I can’t say, Gbenga, I can’t say!”

“You can’t say? Well, Mr Lékan, from which of the states are you from?”

“’Scuse me? What do you mean ‘state’?”

“[I mean] Your state; state of origin?”

“Cmon, c’mon, Gbengal You’re kidding me, you’re kidding me! You think I forgot home?
Nothing like that, man! I still remember vividly. 'm from Western region.”

“Western region, ke?!” [Western region?]

In both jokes, Adeboye was critically concerned with the idea of “home” and the
protection of its boundaries. Of course, within the context of the diaspora, “home” is the
African homeland; and more specifically, “home” is the Yoruba sociocultural territory
and its signifiers everywhere across the globe. This understanding of home becomes a
significant item in Gbenga Adeboye’s understanding of the world, and the relationship of
the Yoruba to the larger national space in Nigeria.

The framework for the social homilies is equally comic-critical, with a bit of an
emphasis on the critical dimension which would get more severe by the time we arrive at
the political commentaries. Yet, the comedy is still not missing. In Stand Up Comedy
Extravaganza 2, we have two representative social homilies that do justice to the multi-
talented status of Gbenga Adeboye. The first is titled “Some Minutes with God”, and it
is a dramatised sermon combined with a translator that provides the comic relief with his
atrocious and ingenious (mis)translation, code-mixing and switching, and murderous but
hilarious transliteration. The translator is not only the comedian, but also the tongue of
the subaltern. There are several interjections even from the “preacher” himself—
represented by the exclamation, “Ehn?” and chuckles arising from the subaltern
translation.

Iseju die pelu Olorun

Some minutes with God

A dupe 'owo Olorun ti o muwa i 0j0 oni
We thank God who let us see today.

Lc;nii, ohun toun o ba e s’(_;rd I¢ loti ni nini talaka lara
[My sermon concerns the poor and the wretched]

My sermon for you today is the pursue of a poor man
[“Ehn?”—*“Sorri, giving masses problem”]

Tani talaka?
[Who is the poor?]
Who is the suffers man?

Eni ti OjL{ n pdn
[The person that is afflicted]
The man with red face
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[“Ehn?”—“Go on, go on...]

Alufia 4 san’ra, 0omo fjonaru
[The cleric enjoys while the members grow lean]
The pastor belleful, member is HIV virus

Gbogbo eni t6 A ni talaka lara
Anybody that is giving masses problem

Egin Olawa fi be '61f yin

[The curses of the Lord rest on you]

E no go better for them!
[“Ehn?”—Sorri; God curses are on you]

Ditaronomi 24, ese 14 si 15, o ni iwQ ko gb0odo ni alagbasSe lara ti n Se talaka ati alaini
[Don’t afflict the poor and the afflicted]
E say don’t hammer your worker, the poor man and the empty handed

Suratul dhuha na sQ bee ninu Korani
Suratul mention by the pastor also say it

Sura 93 ni kialog
Sura chapter 93 [verse 6 to 11]

Ese ikefa si ikankola, o ni: Alam yegi dika faa wa
[verses 6 to 11: Did he not find you an orphan and give you shelter and care?]
Koran!

Wawa jada ka dola faa daa
[And he found you wandering and gave you guidance]
Koran again!

Wawa ja da ka ai lan fa ji naa
[And he found you in need and made you independent]
Koran still waxing strong in pastor’s mouth

Wa mo sai la fa la teni yar
[Therefore, treat not the orphan with harshness, nor repulse him who asks; but the bounty of your
Lord rehearse and proclaiml]

Koran landed safely and finally

In a similar track titled “Waasi 1]1nle (Dandan ni Esan)” (Profound Sermon—
Retribution is certain), Gbenga Adeboye takes on the persona of a stern, non-comic
Islamic cleric with all the inflection, aggressive posturing and Koranic interjections to
turther address social ills.

With the political commentaries, Gbenga Adeboye enters a complex territory that
challenges his reputation as a social critic. This will appear surprising since the political
would seem to be just a logical step away from the social. As it were, most of the social
homilies were already pregnant with political intimations. Yet, it is at this political
juncture that Gbenga Adeboye’s comic-critical framework abandons the enthymematic
capacity of comedies and becomes blatantly confrontational. This is because these
commentaries themselves undermined the objectives they were meant to achieve.

Earlier on, we made the point that Gbenga Adeboye was a patriot of some sort. His
entire oeuvre is addressed to Nigerians, and his Ze/os is the unity of Nigeria. He had two
rallying points for achieving that: religion and ethnicity. His appellation as “Alhaji Pastor
Oluwo” as well as his scriptural understanding of the three religions, is meant to signal
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the possibility of their commensurability and hence mutual relationship. His home video,
Omni ni (It is Today), preaches the same message of religious ecumenism. However, his
attempt to address the ethnic dimension of Nigeria’s predicament ensnares him in the
same issue. This is because Gbenga Adeboye comes to the national reconciliation table
with a Yoruba ethnic agenda that is partially responsible for that predicament in the first
place. For instance, in the diasporan joke, “Kasfimu”, Gbenga Adeboye chastises
“Kasfimu” not because of the danger of putting Nigeria in a bad light, but for the
possible embarrassment to the Yoruba race. And he does that with a poke at a Hausa
who was alleged to have drunk twenty-seven cups of tea because he supposedly lacked
the knowledge of British tea etiquette.

This tension between the Yoruba agenda and the unity of Nigeria as a nation
essentially defines the political commentaries of Gbenga Adeboye. We will interrogate
Oro Sunnukun and Ijinle Om Lati Ori I‘z‘,e, Mzmo He commenced 070 Sunnufnn 1 with a
newspaper report from one Alhaji Abdul Késimu from Ilorin calling for the dethroning
of two Yoruba monarchs—Ooni of Ilé—Ifé and Ogunsua of Modékéké—over their
failure to put an end to the Ifé—Modzikéké crisis (1997-2000). This conflict between the
two erstwhile ethnic neighbours, as well as the many others then, was a constant
testimony to the conflicted nature of postcolonial Nigeria. Gbenga Adeboye therefore
offers a critique of Nigerian politicians and government, using the Ife‘—Modzikéké crisis as
a foil. He begins with a subtle castigation of the Yoruba elders and leaders:

Mo koko ki gbogbo eni to ti dasi ija naa lati eyin wa pe, “E ku atunto o”.
[I salute all those that have been involved in resolving the conflict]

Mo ki Qlola wa to s’0r0 pe, “E ku abi.”
[I also greet our honourable who initiated the discourse]

Mo si ki ilu méeeji pé, “E ku laasigho.”
[I salute the two towns on the crisis]

Mo ki Old-ayé Adimdla pé, “E ki b’Qlorun ti pe ori.”
[I greet the Ooni of Ife]

Mo ki Kabiyesi Ogunsua pe, “E ku igba kadara.”
[I greet King Ogunsua of Modakeke]

Olorun yoo bawa f’opin si ritiriti hun lati oni 10 ati titi lailai
[The owner of heaven will help put an end to the crisis from now and forever]

Sé éyin baba wa ti ya gbz‘lgbe’ OrO égbzi té efi b(5 a ni?
[Have you our fathers forgotten the words of the elders that you fed us with?]

Pé: B’'ina o ’'awo, ko l¢ g’oke odo.
[That: If fire does not have a secret ally, it cannot cross a rivet]

Ina ija yif ti 'awo 16 se m’6ke odo gun tf 6 re yii.
[This conflict sure has a secret ally, and that is why it is soaring]

Ahaha, se b’9mode I'eyin ni i wo'waju to ba su’bu?
[Ah! Didn’t you say the child looks forward when s/he falls?]

Kil6 wa dé ta 1 soro bi ewe?
[Why then are we behaving like children?]

Tiaatie weyin wo nigha kankan?
[And we refuse at any time to look backward as elders?]

Yooba, a si f’ina s’6rf orulé sun gbaal
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[And the Yoruba practically went to bed with their house ablaze!]

Olorun ma’je k’ogun o wo’lu ni o.
[May the owner of heaven forbid wat]

Awon ibon ti i mu ni gun keke ina d’0do Olodumare, ti eniyan o fi nii saare n be ’'owo Ibo;
t’le to’na kun kekel!
[The Igbo possess terrifying armament that can destroy without a trace]

Orun ati ofa t6 1 ké ifun ind eni mi bii kiniun 6 ti A retf {ja 'akata omQ Gambati.
[Bow and arrow are also at the ready among the Hausa]

Omo Yooba o nf apdla igi lasan o.
[The Yoruba do not even have a mere piece of wood]

Kaka kaa si fI'mo s’0kan, ara wa la tun n pa.
[And rather than unite, we have turned on one another]

Won wa £0wo I'eran, won n ba wa bu’po s’ina wa—1Iailai!
[The others are now waiting and watching, and provoking the in-fighting]

We have here the Yoruba agenda and the ethnic comparative framework by which
Gbenga Adeboye meant to pursue it. The Yoruba are either vilified or praised based on
their perceived assertiveness or lukewarmness vis-a-vis other ethnic groups in Nigeria.
Gbenga Adeboye was essentially held captive by the stereotypical ethnic discourse in the
popular consciousness of Nigerians. “Gambati” or “Mola” (a corruption of “mallam”—
the Hausa word for a teacher) is a synecdochic but pejorative reference to the Hausa, just
as “omo nna” refers to the Igbo.

He identified three reasons for the Nigerian crises:

Ote ati 1ja ti i n w’aye kaakiri yii o dede ri bee
[The crises around are not arbitrary]|

1di kin-in ni I’ebi ti A pa wa;
[The first cause for these crises is hunger that afflicts us]

Idi keji ni pe o P'Ow0 ij0ba ori oye ninu ni;
[The second cause is the complicity of government]

Idi keta l’épé ti won ni Kzibiyési kan gbe gbogbo Yooba se!

[The third is the alleged curse inflicted on the Yoruba by an ancient King]
Ebi ti ‘ij(_)ba fin pzi’hi ni o ]e ziw(_)n onija‘l o d’éwd ogun duro.....

[The pervasive hunger has stalled the end of the crisis]

E je ati e pe 100 million ni wa l'orile ede yii,
[Let us even assume we are just 100 million in population]

T°enli kokan ba gba 10 million, ka pin-in kari; sengi ti yoo ku kole tan
[If each of us is given 10 million, we’ll still have more than enough]

Eyi ohun ninu owo 0mo Abacha lasan to ni baba oun maa n fun oun 'owo ounje osu kan
[And I'm even referring to what Abacha gives his son as monthly allowance]

Ojulowo akebaje 0omo olope—lahilal
[A thoroughly spoilt child, indeed!]
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Sebi e si ti gb’owo Ohun; t'ebi tun Se wha je o?
[Now that we have recovered the money, we are we still hungry?]

Note two immediate things. The first is the presumption that an ancient curse on
the Yoruba race constitutes part of the Nigerian predicament. Second, the primitive
economics that would enrich all Nigerians with enough monies left for some other
national expenses! The second reason he gave for the turmoil in the land is, again, the
tamiliar trajectory of government, and politicians’, complicity in bad governance. Here,
Gbenga Adeboye was at his acerbic best. He inveighed against the politicians and their
excesses, using the combined invective strength of the three religions at his command.
He especially singled out the lawmakers and the billions of naira that went into servicing
their greed. They got allowances for furniture, reading, phone calls, entertainment, sitting,
severance and life allowances, and even burials and religious celebrations! Gbenga
Adeboye singled out Chuba Okadigbo, the late former President of the Nigerian Senate
(1999-2000), for serious invective, especially for the alleged N78 million supposedly
expended on Salah celebration. Here again, like the economic recommendation, we are
taced with another political solution to the predicament:

B’inu ijoba ba yo si ija Modakeke ati Ife ni,
[If the government is indeed disposed to ending the Ife-Modakeke crisis]

Kilo buru ninu pé, “Ok, éyin Ife: local government yin re ¢, E koo’bi yi; 35 million re, € wa
sfi.”

[There is nothing amiss in saying: “Ife, this is your local government, and here is 35 million
naira. Look for more to sustain it’]

“Modakeke: local government yin re €; 35 million ree , € wa sii.”
[The same goes for Modakeke]

Sebi yoB ku 8 million fun olokele bi oti abiku ko fi j’z{gbo’ m’}o kan soso.
[That would still leave the glutton with N8 million to expend on eating a sheep in just a day]

Won o se’yun o; épapin owo ni won n ba kiri.
[They refused to do this; rather, they greedily shared money]

Olorun yoo je gbogbo won ni’ya £o gh’ona,
[The owner of heaven will make them suffer]

Afaimo bi n ba fi nnkan bi agba{ra ba’nu ni épé yn o fi ni mu won.
[And this curse will surely affect them!]

At this juncture of his comic-critical oeuvre, Gbenga Adeboye had left the safe
cultural turf of ddb,d 070 for the complex political landscape where more is needed for
effective criticism especially in terms of adequate political knowledge. The primitive
economics of the preceding narrative thus combined a ludicrous knowledge of realpolitik
to portray him as an ineffectual subaltern critic. When we eventually arrive at the third
reason for the crisis in Nigeria, Gbenga Adeboye the patriot is no longer recognisable; we
now have a stark and outright Yoruba ethnic jingoist:

Eyin baba mi n’Ile Ife, ni Modakeke, jake jado ile Oodua ol

[All my fathers at Ile-Ife, Modakeke, and all over Yorubaland]

Monf idi keta t’6gun o fi da6—epe ni!

[The third reason for this crisis is the cursel]

E ¢bo, se ooto ni Oba kan buu jo iran Yooba I’aye atijo wipe enu wa o ni ko lailai; Ota la 0 maa
b’ara wa Se?
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[Is it true that a certain ancient king placed a curse of disunity on the Yoruba race?|

Emi o ba’tan, mi o si ti i ba’roba re o.
[I certainly didn’t know history, and I am not certain of the narration]

AmO, bo ba je be e ni, € je a ro’nu, ka wa nnkan Se si ni i.
[But if it is true, then we ought to reflect and find a solution]

Bi Modakeke lo ba renti Hausa olofa lati k’oju Ife;
[Is Modakeke renting Hausa archers to confront Ife?]

Bi Ife Io ba renti Hausa 0lofa lati k’oju Modaele. ..
[Is Ife doing a similar thing?]

Sebi awon fe gbe wa jo’na tele ni, k’ato maa tun fepo rara duro t’ina?
[Don’t forget these people are already plotting our downfall]

Owo billions ti Abacha ko pamo, eyin se b’ fe fi di’bo ni?
[The billions of naira Abacha stashed away is not meant for election...]

Ofefi ja’gun ni, ori lo yO wal

[It is meant for the prosecution of war against us; we were just so luckyl!]
Ewa ti n pa gbogbo Ibo ati Yooba nijg oni i,

[The killer beans that ravaged both the Igbo and Yoruba the other time...]

S¢ e mo awé oni tiréla t6 ké o wa bi?
[Don’t you know the trailer magnate that imported it?]°

Won ti po nnkan moQ 0n ni! Sebi oun nikan lo ghodo ko rice wo’lu.
[Don’t forget he’s the only one with the import license; so he took dangerous liberty with the
beansl]

Hausa kan o kuku éw.’;l Poke Oya o!
[No Hausa died of beans poisoning in the North!]

E e je aronul
[It is time for us to deeply reflect!]

Omo Ibo, won ni egbé aj éﬂgbara ti won o. Hausa ni ti € o.
[The Igbo and the Hausa have their militant groups]

\X/Q'n wa mba éw(_)n OPC jé, inu Yooba tun n dun
[Yet, when O[odua] Pleople] Clongress] is castigated, the Yoruba rejoice]

Awolow0 ti 1o, Abiola ti ku, Qbasanjo j’'oko 1¢ owu ikorun.
[Awolowo is gone; Abiola is dead; and Obasanjo is sitting complacent]

In Oro Sunnukun 2, he celebrated the end of the Ife-Modakeke crisis, as well as other
ethnic clashes that dominated the Nigerian political space then. He also celebrated the
impeachment of Chuba Okadigbo. Yet, Nigeria is a crisis template that is emblematic of
a permanent possibility of problems. Thus, Gbenga Adeboye had to again confront, in
narration, the emergence of democracy and the MKO Abiola “June 12 political saga.
Again, the tension between the national and the ethnic reared its head as Gbenga
Adeboye congratulated Nigerians on the nascent democracy. His commentary on the

6 This is a straight reference to Alhaji Aliko Dangote, the business mogul.
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conflict, expectedly, could only be meaningful for him within the ethnic framework.
Abiola was, for him, largely a Yoruba hero compromised by an ethno-national conspiracy
against the Yoruba. In a song refrain preceding his narration of the Nigerian democracy,
Gbenga Adeboye commented:

Yoruba nif kif fe b’ina
[The Yoruba do not get angry]

Yoruba nii kii fe o yi’'w0

[The Yoruba do not disrupt]

Eya kan n duro de wa sa

[Yet, one race is lying in ambush]

Won 6 ko’hun té6 maa da o.
[Not minding the outcome]

Awon 16 10 b’6yinbé so,
[It is that race that conspired with the whites|

Ti’ka MK fi do’hun.
[And sealed the death of MKO)]

Won pa wa ’Abigla tan, a de tun jo n so’kun.
[They killed Abiola, yet we mourned him together|

Be o ba fe K’ile yi pin,
[If you do not want this land to fragment]

E teté fi'nu ko’nu;
[Then you better get into conference]

Biao ri bee, an tan’ra wa ni.
[If we don’t, then we are deceiving one another]

A fi sin wahala stwaja.
[We are only postponing the doomsday]

Awa lo fe ki Naija gb’eri;
[We—the Yoruba—desire that Nigeria will rise]

Awon kan i be won o ran’yan ol
[Yet there are some who just do not carel]

Won ta wa ’eru foyinbo,
[They sold us into slavery to the whites]

Kan le durd si’po ni
[Just to satisfy their yearning for power]

And then, he followed right immediately with an exhortation on why the nascent
democracy cannot afford to be aborted, especially by legislators and politicians who are
concerned only with their own greed and parochial desires.

Eyin adaluru, € maa Se o.
[You that disrupt the nation; watch it]

E ma ge’jo democracy ni’re, ki o ma f’eyin sa’gi o.
[Beware about truncating the nascent democracy]
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Se e mo pe igi ti 0 ba feyin san naa kii je’aaye mo.
[Once it is truncated, we are done for]

Awon asiwaju t'0lorun ba yonda fun wa, adura ni o.
[The leaders we get is the result of prayers]

Ohun ti o to I'onii, n bo wa po '0la,
[What seems difficult today foretells abundance tomorrow...]

Ti Nigeria y6o pada di il t6 A san fin wara ati fan oyin.
[When Nigeria becomes the land flowing with milk and honey]

E ko o’le ki e ko’ruko mi ti n di...
[Note these words, and affix my signature to it]

E fI’tan Nigeria atehinwa k0’gbon o, taa gb’ohun adura s’oke le Shagari;
[Remember the Nigerian past, and our supplication against Shagari]

L’Olidwa ba fin wa ni Buhari ati Idiagbon.
[And then the Lord answered us, and gave us Buhari and Idiagbon]

L’awon yen n bo’lu yo, ni won tun n san gbese ti a je...
[These ones fed us and paid our debts...]

L’a tun kigbe, “Oluwa, nooooo. Eleyii ti ndi’ju moQ’ri tun lee; fun wa lelerin-in eye! Kanju fo yii o
Se e sunmo0.” Lahilal
[But we again cried out: “We want a smiling leader! These ones are too stern!]

Clearly, the theme of disintegration can be read as a subtle subtext in Gbenga
Adeboye’s ethnic chauvinism. In the political commentaries, the Yoruba are romanticised
on the one hand, and on the other, he is surprised at the reality of the divisiveness that
characterised ethnic politics even amongst Yoruba politicians. Not surprisingly, he
contributed in no small measure to the divisiveness when he narrated, for instance, the
“achievements” of Lam Adesina, the erstwhile governor of (jyd State in Ayé Toto. This
was done to negate the other Yoruba politicians—and, of course, their Northern
collaboratorsl—who attempted to undermine them. So much then for the romantic
vision of the patriotic Yoruba race that is much sinned against!

Conclusion

To return to Walzer, a successful social critic can only hope to be effective only if she is
an insider that rails against her society from within the conventional confine of that
society. No Archimedean disinterestedness will guide her strictures to the heart of the
matter than her own embeddedness in the social milieu. However, as we have seen with
Gbenga Adeboye, being a subaltern social critic also comes with its own price. A social
critic must not only be embedded to be effective, but they must also always operate with
a deep suspicion of that social encumbrance that constantly threaten to swallow her in
the rot of conventional corruption. Gbenga Adeboye was not that careful.

In the final analysis, it may become inevitable to conclude that Gbenga Adeboye
was a veritable multi-talented social critic who gave a subaltern perspective on the
calamity of governance in Nigeria. Yet, paradoxically, as a subaltern critic his social
barometer only succeeds in giving us a parochial reading of the Nigerian condition that is
far from enlightening. He ultimately failed to transform the subaltern position into an
epistemic standpoint that drives a constructive alternative to the Nigerian predicament.
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Comedy at the Junction of
Popular and Political

Cultures in Guinea:
The Cases of Geéeto,
Tyoptyop, and L’Homme

Mohamed Saliou Camara

This study examines the role that stand-up comedy has played in empowering popular
culture, influencing political culture, and limiting the impact of censorship of artistic
creativity in Guinea. It explores ways in which public humor, as a distinctive genre of
expression, mitigates the effects of Guinea’s low literacy rate while optimizing the
informational, educational, and recreational potency of orature. It does this through a
topical analysis of the works of three comedians who evolved outside the mainstream
mass media and developed steady grassroots platforms and loyal audiences while
exposing social injustice and moral flaws within their society. The study concludes that,
paradoxically, the fact that the state denied them the status of bona fide artists enabled
these comedians to remain free from political co-optation, scrutinize societal taboos, and
expose the truth in ways that recognized artists could not under the prevailing political
circumstances.

Keywords: Cultural policy; Gender relations; Humor; Oral literature; Political culture;
Political censorship; Popular culture; Stand-up comedy.

Introduction

This article explores major ways in which comedy exemplifies the power of popular
culture to defy political censorship, advance freedom of expression, and contribute to the
democratization of political culture in contemporary Africa. It uses the case studies of
three popular comedians with distinctive performance styles and attempts to show how
each style attracts audiences and how they promote free speech in the West African



64 Nokoko 10 2022

country of Guinea-Conakry. The article does so from the combined perspectives of
political history and social philosophy. The latter perspective refers to the comedians’
conjuring up of Islamic and West African religious creeds to fustigate particular social
flaws and moral deviancies that affect their society. In a broader context, the article
posits stand-up comedy as an integral component of West Africa’s enduring tradition of
orature or oral literature, wherein masters of the spoken word provide captivating
entertainment and engaging reflections on the issues of the day.

We identify the three comedians here by their stage names of Geeto, Tyoptyop, and
’Homme, respectively. Geeto performs in improvised neighborhood soirées because he
has been denied access to state-controlled media for decades; Tyoptyop performs in
established urban clubs; and I’Homme is essentially a street performer. Furthermore, the
article addresses the economic aspect of the comedians’ career. In doing so, it
emphasizes the roles that ‘parallel publicists’ and ‘container music merchants’ play in
disseminating the comedians’ works in the absence of intellectual property rights
protection.!

The article stems from the study of audiotapes and CDs obtained from Conakry
‘container music merchants’ and supplemented with the few relevant clips available on
YouTube. It also incorporates inputs from Guineans familiar with the influence that
these comedians have had on generations of their compatriots longing for engaging
entertainment. The inputs were obtained over the past three decades through informal
conversations and questionnaire-based interviews that were part of research on projects
published subsequently in various formats. The author’s personal and professional
experience as a former Guinean journalist provided an understanding of the mechanisms
that state media employed to censor the art in general. This background proved useful,
especially when it came to putting the study in the proper context of Guinea’s political
and cultural history. The underlying objective of the study is to shed light on the
historical evolution of freedom of comedic speech under the major political regimes that
have ruled Guinea since independence in 1958: Sékou Touré’s single-party regime (1958-
1984), General Lansana Conté’s military junta (1984-2008), and Alpha Condé’s
multiparty civilian regime (2010 to present).

In this article, we understand comedy as an art form in which performers utilize
humor to entertain while conveying serious messages and, in doing so, brave societal
taboos to reach and expose the truth. Moreover, we understand comedy once and at the
same time as a universal and culture-centric genre of social expression. Accordingly, the
central premise of the article is that the comedians studied here perfected their art by
drawing content from the prevailing prepossessions of Guinean society while
incorporating aspects of the universal potency of humor, as they exist in Guinean
tolklore. As such, these comedians represent a microcosm of Guinean popular culture,
even though all three are from one of Guinea’s many ethnic groups. To be sure, all of
them are ethnic Fulani; that is, members of the country’s largest ethnic group—40 percent
of its 10.5 million inhabitants by the 2014 estimate of the Institut National de la
Statistique (2014). These comedians stand also as an embodiment of their generations’
quest for social change and freedom of expression in a society grappling with the vestiges
of social inequalities and a state that has long practiced political censorship of the art.
The place of these comedians’ work in the interplay of popular culture and political
culture in Guinea can be better appreciated when considered in conjunction with the
evolutionary transformation of the Guinean state’s official cultural policy and that of the
national political culture in which the policy was couched. Hence, the article opens with a
brief historical overview aimed at putting Guinean public humor in general, and stand-up
comedy in particular, in the proper context. The overview is followed by a thematic study

1 In this context the term ‘parallel publicists’ refers to individuals who contribute to the propagation of a performer’s
works outside the formal, mainstream media system. ‘Container music merchants’ are so called because they sell
musical artifacts (videos, CDs, and DVDs) in shipment containers skillfully turned into secure kiosks placed along
sidewalks and other such accessible places.
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of the works of the three comedians with an emphasis on their respective discursive
techniques and artistic styles through which they each confront eminently controversial
issues in seamless and entertaining ways. Lastly, the article contrasts the proven ability of
stand-up comedy to defy political censorship with the uncertain economics of it in
contemporary Guinea.

Guinean Public Humor in Historical Context

Contemporary Guinean society is the product of the amalgamation of several major
ethnic groups and numerous smaller ones based on treaties that colonial France, Britain
and Portugal, and the Republic of Liberia made in the late nineteenth-eatly twentieth
centuries.” The major groups are the Fulani or Peuhl, Mandeka or Malinké, Soso, Kissi,
Loma or Toma, and Kpele or Guerzé. The smaller ones include, but are not limited to,
the Jallonka, Koniagui, Bassari, Badiaranke, Mano, Lele, Landouma, and Baga. Prior to
European colonial occupation, the Fulani and Mande in particular, had established
centralized state systems with discernible aristocratic classes, bureaucracies, standing
armies and, most importantly for the present study, a class of professional storytellers
and entertainers known as jeli, jali or griots.” 'The other ethnic groups were mostly
organized into smaller political entities encompassing a few villages each.

Irrespective of their internal political organization and the size of their polities, these
communities shared two characteristics that are particularly relevant to this study: they all
developed compelling art forms that included comedy and storytelling; and they all had a
wortldview according to which it is undignified to satirize and mock the state ruler. Doing
so is bound to undermine the ruler’s power, and influence and weaken state authority. In
a 1993 interview, Guinean dramaturge Wolibo Doukouré expounded the traditional
worldview in these terms:

In traditional West Africa, griots played roles akin to those of modern-day journalists,
diplomats, advisors to rulers, storytellers, and archivists. As such, they had the power, the
right, the duty, and the skills to speak truth to authority and hold it to account. They were
the voice of the voiceless and ensured that rulers served the legitimate interests of the
nation. The je/iba or master griots (who were closer to the rulers) could discharge this
paramount duty safely and effectively because they maintained all along a high degree of
decorum toward the dignity of the ruler and the authority of the state. In other words, rulers
and jeliba operated under an unwritten contract of mutual trust and respect, which allowed
them to setve the superior interests of the nation confidently and dutifully.*

Sékouba Bambino Diabaté, a musical star and a descendent of a respected grio?
tamily, corroborated Doukouré’s analysis, adding that the Western idea of freedom of
expression involving intrusive criticism of the private lives of public officials is alien to
griots’ concept of duty. Diabaté argued that one major reason why contemporary African
states censor the media and the arts is that too many African journalists and artists
behave in ways that cause governments to perceive them as adversaries. He was quick to
clarify, though, that his view on the matter is not an endorsement of any sort of cult of
personality that tends to portray political leaders as infallible. Between the two extremes,
he insisted, “there must be a reasonable middle ground where leaders can be compelled
to be accountable to the people without infringing the core African values.”

To the question of whether cult of personality was not exactly what griots created
around traditional African rulers, Mamady Goblo Dioubaté responded with a thought-
provoking explanation. According to this descendant of a griof lineage, when traditional

2 On the formation of French Guinea, see Riviere (1971); De Benoist (1979); Camara (2007).

3 For more information on the role and status of the griofs in West African history and cultures see Hale (1990); and
Camara (2010).

4 Wolibo Doukouré is a Guinean writer and dramaturge. He is the author of numerous writings on Guinean art during
the Socialist Cultural Revolution (see Works Cited under Doukouré).

5> Sékouba Bambino Diabaté is a Guinean griof and musician (see Works Cited under Diabaté).
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griots chanted the praises of a king in public, they executed two intersecting tasks at once.
On one hand, they accomplished an exclusive public-relations mission on behalf of the
state (embodied in the king) by reassuring the king’s subjects that they had every reason
to trust and be loyal to their ruler, because he had their interests and well-being at heart.
On the other hand, the griots held the ruler to account by reminding him that he owed his
throne to the people because a leader without followers is a lonely wanderer. Dioubaté
explained that this is the reason why griots generally couched their praises of a ruler in his
genealogy. In doing so, they reminded the ruler that he was the heir to a family of
dedicated servants of the people and the continuator of the family’s noble deeds.*
Doukouré explained that we could better understand the evolution of cultural
policy and political culture in Guinea by examining it with the preceding in mind. He
further explained that considering this evolution would help bring to light the
significance of comedy at the junction of popular and political cultures in Guinea,
especially for readers who are not familiar with the country’s cultural and political history.
Doukouré was alluding to the fact that during the first decades of Guinea’s independence
(1958-1984), the ruling Democratic Party of Guinea (Parti Démocratigne de Guinée — PDG)
was the force that determined state cultural policy. So much so that Guinea’s political
culture conformed to the populist political program that the party articulated in a
movement referred to as the Socialist Cultural Revolution (Révolution Culturelle Socialiste —
RCS). Although the PDG only officially proclaimed the RCS in 1968, the beginnings of
the movement go back to 1964 when President Sékou Touré announced the official
adoption of a socialist path inspired by Marxism-Leninism, Maoism, and Castroism.

One of the main official objectives of the RCS, as stated in the charter that was
proclaimed in August 1968, was the “rehabilitation and decolonization of African cultural
values and artistic genius” in accordance with the political ideology of the PDG.’
Consequently, artistic creativity was regimented to conform to the bottom-up structural
organization of the PDG youth movement known as the Youth of the African
Democratic Revolution (Jeunesse de la  Révolution Démocratigue Africaine — JRDA).
Performers of all fields were to belong to JRDA artistic groups or musical bands and
periodically compete in artistic festivals at the local, district, provincial, and national
levels, respectively. Comedy was an integral part of JRDA artistic creation often enacted
in the form of stage plays in strict accordance with party norms. The other national
platform available to comedians was the national radio station officially called Voice of
the Revolution (Ivozx de la Révolution) which broadcast weekly storytelling programs in
Guinea’s six major native languages. Cultural policy relegated independent or ‘freelance
comedians’ like Geetd, L’Homme and, to a limited extent, Tyoptyop to the rank of
‘underground troubadours’ and confined them to whatever platforms and audiences they
could garner.

Paradoxically, the implicit ostracism (no written rules sanctioned the practice) gave
these ‘freelancers’ more freedom of expression among grassroots audiences. To be sure,
unlike JRDA artists and performers, they were under no obligation to serve as echo
chambers for the single-party regime in relaying its political rhetoric. This is not to say
that they had the freedom to disregard underlying party norms, if only because the party
could plant informants in their audiences. After all, as popular culture had it, ‘walls have
ears, windows have eyes’. In fact, according to Thierno Dyaaka Souaré, a former host of
cultural programs in the Fulani language for the Voix de la Révolution, the main reason
why he never invited Geeté on his programs was that Geetd’s stories and jokes we
riddled with profanities. Souaré further explained that although the works of Geeté and
other ‘underground troubadours’ were not necessarily subversive toward the PDG, they

6 Mamady Dioubaté AKA Goblo is a Guinean griof and art critique (see Works Cited under Dioubaté).
7 For more information on this pronouncement, see Touré (1968, 1972, 1977, and 1982).
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did not adhere to the core mission of the RCS. For that reason, he, an employee of the
state radio station, was not at liberty to air Géeto’s comedy.®

At any rate, during the PDG era, the themes of the three comedians studied here
intersected on different levels. The themes included the following: Islamic ethics; trust
and moral self-worth/self-discipline; material wealth and power; love, marriage, fidelity,
and infidelity; friendship and betrayal; family values; and gender relations. As a matter of
general practice, they would embed political opinions and criticism in the comedic
narrative centered on these themes. Geeto and L’Homme skillfully incorporated riddles
and proverbs, a method central to African oral literature. In general, all three used the
proverbial iron fist in a velvet glove by resorting to social fiction by way of addressing
real-life societal problems that they would not otherwise openly touch under the
prevailing political circumstances.

Since the downfall of the PDG regime in 1984, the political environment has
become progressively propitious to freedom of expression, including through the arts.
During the reign of General Lansana Conté (1984-2008), particularly after the
introduction of political pluralism in the early 1990s, the state relaxed its grip on the arts
and, at a slower pace, on traditional mass media (the print media, radio, and television, in
that order). As a result, competition intensified as a newer generation of performers
emerged with a different stylistic trend. Unemployed college graduates formed
independent networks of art promoters, just as established foreign comedians, such as
Jean Miché Kankan (whose real name is Jean-Michel) of Cameroon, loomed large on the
African arena. In this changing environment, veteran comedian Sow Bailo Tyoptyop and
newcomer Tonto Kendeka became national stars for a brief period from the late 1980s
to the early 1990s. The constant competition for power and influence that the
introduction of multiparty politics made possible and the multifaceted culture of intrigue
that ensued provided much-needed material, and so did the birth of Le Lynx, a nationally
acclaimed satirical weekly newspaper. With the preceding in mind, I focus in the next
pages on some of the creative ways in which Geeto, Tyoptyop, and L’Homme perfected
techniques borrowed from West African popular culture to address issues in Guinea’s
political culture.

Geetd: Comedic Activism for Change

Geeto is a tailor by trade and a comedian by vocation. He hails from Timbi Madina, an
ancient town in the highlands of Futa Jallon, home to the deeply religious Fulani of
central and northern Guinea. He does not have formal Western education but has gone
through the traditional Koranic education that consists mainly of learning to read and
write using the Arabic alphabet and memorizing the holy book of Islam. This aspect of
Geetd’s background is significant because early on in his career as a comedian, he made
the social inequality upon which the old Fulani order was based the prime target of his
comedic activism. The goal, as he put it back in the late 1970s, was to compel his people
to restore “the divinely ordained natural equality among the sons and daughters of
Adam.”” He thus framed his natrative at a dark period for the Fulani elite, a sizeable
number of whom became political prisoners on suspicion of taking part in what the
PDG leadership termed in 1976 the Fulani Plot against the Guinean Revolution.

8 Thierno Dyaaka Souaré is a former political commentator and cultural program host for the Voice of the Revolution
in Fulani (see Works Cited under Souaré).

 Excerpt from a live performance that Geetd gave in Kenyen, Conakry, in April 1979 (see Works Cited under Geetd,
1979).
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On Social Inequality and Injustice

Geetd’s philosophy of the divine right of all to equality is antithetical to the highly
stratified socio-political system that his ancestors instituted in eighteenth-century Futa
Jallon under the guise of spreading Allah’s message and following His will. In effect, the
quasi-theocratic polity that Fulani proselytizers created in the 1700s rested on the
supremacy of a few clans of immigrant pastoralists and the subjugation of native
agriculturalists.'” The natives opposed the annexation of their land by the newcomers and
resisted conversion to Islam, which they saw as an instrument of domination. Thus, by
denouncing the regime of inequality created in the name of Allah, Géeto confronts a key
facet of his own upbringing, which is what enlightened disruptors have often done in
history.

Upon defeating the fragmented communities of natives in their so-called jihad, the
Fulani instituted a quasi-theocratic federation with nine provinces where Fulani self-
proclaimed nobles subjected the natives to serfdom, alleging that Allah had willed His
‘noble’ servants to subjugate the infidels they converted. Geeto confronts the injustice
head on and underscores its absurdity by pointing out that the Prophet Muhammad and
his warriors did not subjugate the Meccan idolaters upon defeating them. What they did,
instead, was free the vanquished Meccans from idolatry by destroying the numerous
tribal idols that they worshiped and compelling them to accept Allah as the only deity
and Islam as their religion. The point here is that from the example of the Prophet, one
learns that converting a populace to Islam does not give proselytizers the right to enslave
the neophytes. Geeto punctuates the story with utterances such as, “there is no bigger
sinner than he who falsely accuses Allah of willing the subjugation of one people by
another in His name” (Idem). He counters the old claim that ‘noble’ Fulani rightfully
owned their serfs, saying: “the only way you could rightfully own your so-called serfs
would be if you created one half of their being while Allah created the other half” (Ibid ).
Lastly, he confronts corrupt Fulani clerics with the following question: “How can you
claim to hold your neophytes’ key to Heaven when you don’t even understand that your
blasphemous claims and misguided behaviors actually destine you to the eternal fires of
Hell?” (Ibid) Geetd backs his harsh objections and questions with selected Koranic
verses that he recites with strong conviction, albeit with minor mispronunciations. A
loose analogy to Geetd’s stance on this issue would be that of an American descendent
of former slave owners citing the Bible to fustigate the long-abolished institution of
slavery, but also racial discrimination against African Americans, which is very much
alive.

On Gender Inequality

Another sensitive issue that Geeto tackles is gender inequality. He does this in an
unconventional and quite provocative way by opposing male domination and female ruse
in stories that require a deep understanding of Fulani culture and Guinean society to
grasp. One such story is about the tangled web of a young couple undermined by greed
and infidelity and terminated in due course thanks to the ruse of an older woman. In this
story, the young husband is the only child of a wealthy man. He marries a young woman
after rejecting several others without realizing that his bride is only interested in stealing
two boxes of gold and diamonds that his late father left him. She plans the theft with the
help of another young man whom she seduced into becoming her boyfriend for that sole
purpose. In addition, she gets the unsolicited help of an elderly female neighbor who,

10 On this see also William Derman (1973). Serfs, Peasants, and Socialists: A Former Serf Village in the Republic of Guinea.
Berkeley: University of California Press; Boubacar Barry (1976). Bokar Biro: le dernier grand almamy dn Fouta Djallon. Patis:
ABC; and Maladho Diallo (2002). Histoire du Fonta Djallon. Paris: 1I’Harmattan.
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unbeknown to her, is on a benevolent mission to protect the interests of the gullible
young heir. The elderly woman convinces the young husband to take a short trip, come
back earlier than promised, hide in a room adjacent to their conjugal bedroom and listen.
Then she arranges a date for the young lovers. In the heat of the pillow talk that followed
their lavish dinner, the woman reveals that she has stolen her husband’s most precious
inheritance (the gold and diamonds) and is now looking for a pretext to divorce him and
get away with the fortune. She tries hard to convince the boyfriend to marry her once she
has divorced. However, the elderly neighbor had warned him against going too far, so he
rejects the offer and leaves in the middle of the night. The next day the husband
confronts his adulterous and thieving wife, takes back his fortune and divorces her.

The lesson here is that the benevolent ruse of the elderly woman defeats the
treacherous behavior of the greedy and unfaithful bride and saves the wealth and social
standing of the betrayed husband, using the naive romantic adventure of the boyfriend.
The elderly woman does this for three reasons: first, because the young husband’s late
father had been her benefactor in times of need; second, because she sees it as her
womanly duty to save the young bride from herself and her dishonorable behavior that is
a disgrace to womanhood; and three, because she can. In this latter reason resides the
most powerful message of Geetd’s social philosophy regarding the balance of power
between the genders. That message draws from a saying attributed to the Prophet
Muhammad according to which men are superior to women in 50 percent of life’s scope
and inferior to them in the other 50 percent. Hence, both genders need one another
equally in order to fulfil 100 percent their human raison d’étre. In this story, the
underlying idea is that by enduring arbitrary gender inequality throughout most of human
history women have developed survival mechanisms that are poised to manifest
themselves in the form of something that men are quick to interpret as female innate
treachery, especially when they feel threatened in their social manhood. Those survival
mechanisms become more sophisticated as a woman matures. Their manifestations also
become increasingly effective and puzzling to men stuck in their virtual universe of male
superiority.

Geetd’s forceful evocation of the example of the Prophet Muhammad as the
righteous path does not amount to some Salafist call for a blind return to seventh-
century Islamic practices, however. On the contrary, Geeto calls for progress and justice.
He wants his Muslim society to modernize and advance with the rest of the world while
remaining true to its authentic self, which includes ridding itself of the anachronistic
mentality that brought about the baseless social injustices fustigated in the comedian’s
stories.

Interestingly, on both issues, social injustice in Fulani society and gender bias,
Geetd’s social philosophy seems to converge with the political ideology of the PDG
regime. In effect, the regime put much emphasis upon the abolishment of all forms of
social inequality and social injustice, including the subjugation of women through
polygamy, among other things. The PDG pursued, rather aggressively, a dual program of
women’s liberation and youth empowerment, which yielded tangible results in crucial
areas such as academic education and professional training, equal opportunity in
employment, and political participation. In a sense, then, the evidence contradicts the
argument of Thierno Dyaaka Souaré cited earlier alleging that Geetd’s work did not
adhere to the core mission of the RCS. The contradiction begs the question whether, in
fact, the state media’s ostracizing of Geetd did not emanate from the Fulani
establishment (his own people) who may have viewed him as a renegade activist out to
sink their boat from within.

Mouctar Pilimini Diallo, a host of cultural programs for Radio Rurale L.abé
(Community Radio of the city of Labé) gave this question serious thought during our
conversation on media, culture, and politics in Guinea. He cautioned researchers against
rushing to judgment by making too much of the seeming convergence between Geeto’s
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advocacy for social justice and the PDG political ideology. Diallo argued that to draw
conclusions on Geetd’s stand on issues from his words alone is to miss the point of his
narrative.'! His argument recalls that of Karin Barber (1987: 1-78) who writes that in
many African art forms “meaning cannot be extrapolated from the words alone but is
conveyed by all the elements in combination.” This is so, Barber explains, because these
art forms “make their effects through a combination of music, dance, costume, mime,
song, and speech.” So, what value does music add to Geetd’s comedic activism?

Music as Added Mystic to the Story

Diallo suggested that music adds enigma to GeetS’s story telling. He insisted that unless
scholars consider this factor, they might not fully grasp the many subtleties of the
comedian’s masterful castigation of real-life flaws. In effect, on several of his available
tapes, talented female singers accompany Geetd, with instrumental support from the
equally talented guitarist Jeli Sayon Kouyaté. The suave melody of Kouyaté’s guitar
provides a soothing background against which the singers render heartening lyrics that
help put the stories in the proper historical and/or mythical and cultural context. A case
in point would be the incorporation in Gecetd’s criticism of Fulani quasi-theocracy
discussed earlier of four legendary Mande songs: Duga or The Vulture, Fama Denke or
Prince, Alalake or 1t is God’s Will, and Saya Many: or Death Is Terrible. Each of these
iconic songs conveys a message of considerable moral and emotional profundity. Sung in
this exact order in the background of the story summarized above, they give it new
literary and philosophical dimensions. Consider these excerpts from two of these songs:

Duga and Fama Denke.

From Duga'”

Mawula, Mawula, Karadige!

No man speaks against the vulture
When the eagle is not on wing.

The beer drinkers behind the river
And bitterness never meet.

Ah Karadige!

The brave is a man of the moment
But where are the braves of yesteryear?
No matter how good a man may be,
Words will be said behind his back.

O Vulture of majestic flight!

Vulture of beautiful flight!

One bird, four wings.

O bird who floats in the skies

Yet can scratch the ground.

When the bird lands

He gouges a well

A well of God

Like a well in the Mande mountains.
Ah Mawula! The offering of white cola by evil
Is not new to the Vulture.

Who would speak against the Vulture?
Samanyana Basi spoke against him
And his head was cut off

And his great throat was cut open.

1 Mouctar Pilimini Diallo was a former schoolmate of mine. He became a program host and, then, an administrator
for Radio Rurale Labé (see Works Cited under Diallo). Radio Rurale Labé is part of a network of provincial radio stations
that were established in the late 1980s in the regional capitals of Labé, Kankan, Kindia, and N’Zérékoré.

12.0n this version and more on Duga in general, also see Ministére de I’information du Mali, 1971, BM 30L 2505, and
BM 30L 2506, and Bird 441-477.
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Ah Bajubanen!

You might say a sacrificial bull of a Mande brave.
It is said that the poor man,

If he should speak of the affairs of kings

Will be given away as a gift by the king.

As one may suspect, the mythology behind the song Duga is a tragic one. It pertains
to the tyrannical behavior of a Mande despot whose ruling style consisted of instilling
fear into the populace through intimidation, violence, and manipulation. The authors of
this epic followed a long-standing Mande tradition, which is to associate a ruler with a
given animal whose overarching characteristics match, in the griofs’ imagination, those of
the ruler in question. Thus, despite the occasional flatteries injected in Duwga, the
reference to the vulture as the central character is fully expressive of the disreputability of
the ruler fictionalized in the song.

From Fama Dénké"

Don’t weep, Prince

Weeping is not good.

Don’t weep, Prince

You are the son of a lion

You are a Great Prince

Yours is not mere earthly greatness
Itis from God

God blessed you with greatness.
Don’t weep, son of a lion

Calm down, Great Prince.

Do not weep

Great Princes do not weep.
Please, calm down, Great Prince.

In contrast with the ruler associated with the vulture in Duga, the prince in Fama
Denke is referred to as son of a lion for a reason: the lion is a symbol of gentle strength
and protective power. In fact, the lion is perceived as such throughout Africa, and the
perception is eloquently expressed in the saying, “The lion need not proclaim its lion-
ness; it just needs to be itself.” In the figurative context of Fama Denke, however, being
the son of a lion is not enough to make one a lion, for it is incumbent upon a prince to
earn the crown of his father in good time or else fall into disgrace and oblivion. Such was
the case of Dyaulé Karamogho, a son of nineteenth-century West African ruler Samory
Touré, to whom Fama Denke was originally dedicated. The background to the song is as
tfollows: as part of the peace treaty that Samory Touré and the French reached in March
1886 in accordance with which the French recognized his authority under their
protectorate, Samory sent Karamogho on a state visit to France. The ruler later suspected
his son of conspiring with the French and had him sentenced to death in disgrace. Fama
Denke is reportedly a homage to Karamogho, the son of a lion who never got to became
one.

Mouctar Pilimini Diallo and Justin Morel Junior seemed to concur with one another
that when analyzed together as one compact artistic performance, Gectd’s retroactive
criticism of Fulani social stratification and the songs Duga and Fama Dénké may reveal a
veiled denunciation of the PDG dictatorship as well. Morel pointed out that other artists
have modified the same songs into flattering hymns to President Sékou Touré in the
height of the RCS.! In Geetd’s case, however, as Morel opined, one ought to contrast

3 Fame Denfké, translated from a French version by the author.

4 Justin Morel is a former cultural journalist at the Radio Television Network of Guinea whose director he later
became. He is also a former administrator for UNICEF’s Conakry bureau and a former minister of Information (see
Works Cited under Morel). Although ‘Juniot” has become a de facto integral part of his name, it is a nickname that was
given him when, as a high school student, he began broadcasting for the Voice of the Revolution in the 1970s.
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the flattery of a Mande prince in Fama Deénké with the ominous depiction of the “Vulture
King’ in Duga. He further suggested that the contrast between the two musical narratives
might well be applicable to the discrepancy between Sékou Touré’s populist discourse
and the oppressive nature of his regime. Incidentally, it is worth noting that Sékou Touré
was a descendant of Samory Touré on his mother’s side. Morel, a seasoned cultural
journalist and a musical analyst, pointed at the chronological succession of the four songs
in Geetd’s performance and suggested that the crescendo is a compelling subtle
indictment of injustice. To be sure, the crescendo goes from the hymn to an honorable
prince to the sarcastic laudation of a tyrannical king, and from there to the quasi-liturgical
invocation of God’s inescapable will and to the sad evocation of death as the
unavoidable end to all lives, including those of the rich and powerful.

In the final analysis, as Diallo and Souaré averred, whatever may have caused the
national media to ostracize Geeté was ultimately irrelevant because the comedian
developed a strong attachment to the freedom of expression that he and his audience
had built outside the official sphere of mass media. With powerful discursive techniques
available to him and with the existence of equally marginalized, though talented,
musicians like Jeli Sayon Kouyaté and his singers, Geetd could happily forgo the
straitjacket of the Socialist Cultural Revolution. Diallo explained that he understood
Geetd’s free spiritedness when, years after the fall of the PDG regime and the relative
relaxing of political censorship, the comedian repeatedly declined invitations to perform
on his program. As explained later in the article, the bond thus created between
ostracized performers and their grassroots audiences represented a tacit breach into the
citadel of state censorship, and Geeto is one of its architects.

Tyoptyop: Raising the Stakes without Breaking
the Bank

Commonly known as Sow Bailo, Tyoptyop’s real name is Amadou Bailo Sow.
Incidentally, he is known to dislike the nickname Tyoptyop, even though he may have
used it as an adolescent already doing comedy and music in his hometown of Labé. He is
a college graduate with a degree in meteorology and works for the Guinean National
Meteorological Agency. No wonder, then, his fans also refer to him as the ‘intello’ (slang
for ‘intellectual’). Tyoptyop’s level of education does transpire in his comedy, particularly
from the philosophical depth of his narrative contained in the prologues and epilogues to
his stories. In fact, one would argue that from a literary standpoint, Tyoptyop is not as
good a storyteller as Geeté and L’Homme. His strength rather resides partly in the
richness of those prologues and epilogues and partly in the hilariousness of his jokes. In
addition, unlike Geeté and I’Homme who use the Fulani language with Broken-French
expressions here and there, Tyoptyop does most of his stand-up performances in French
with a heavy Fulani accent. Sometimes he deliberately exaggerates the accent to make fun
of specific characters in specific scenarios.

On Human Nature and the Power
of Upbringing

In the prologue to a story that he tells on the origins of Fulani cattle breeding and the
ensuing social division of labor between pastoralist Fulani, cobblers, and griozs Tyoptyop
says that a human being is a fusion of a thing made and a thing created. By this, he means
that humans make the body through procreation while God creates the soul and injects it
into the body. This makes every human being an innate combination of natural and
supernatural existence, an ever-evolving nexus of terrestrial and celestial force, wherein
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the soul constitutes the source of life, consciousness, and moral values. Tyoptyop goes
on to explain that the human soul is incapable of containing or conveying innate evilness
because it is of divine origin: “nothing from God can be naturally evil,” he emphatically
affirms.” He further expounds the approach, arguing that because each human being is
an ever-evolving nexus of terrestrial and celestial force, the social community in which
the evolution of that nexus happens is fundamentally responsible for molding its earthly
character. At the same time, though, evil exists on its own, independently from society’s
will, and lurks around us in attempts at penetrating our inner self every time we take a
breath. Family upbringing, societal education and grooming, and personal maturity shield
each soul from the relentless assaults of evil. Tyoptyop concludes his Rousseauean
reasoning by challenging extreme individualism and invoking the well-known African
adage according to which it takes a village to raise a child.

Fast-forwarding, we catch up with our ‘intello’ comedian in the epilogue to the
story. There, he discusses another equally philosophical theme central to what Kenyan
philosopher Henry Odera Oruka (1990) has termed African sage philosophy. That theme
pertains to the age-experience-wisdom triad. Tyoptyop introduces the discussion with
this riddle: “Have you ever wondered why young people are always in a hurry even
though they have a whole life ahead of them, and why old people always take their time
even though they have little time left?”’'® His theory is that the former are chasing time,
which they will never catch, and the latter are dragging time knowing well that they will
leave it behind, just as their progenitors did and just as their progeny will do. The former
has little to no idea what they are after, the latter know too well the consequences of
chasing time while under the spell of youth’s innocent naivety.

The good thing about all this, as Tyoptyop infers, is that time is tolerant, generous,
and nurturing: time begets age, age provides experience, age and experience together
reward their holder with wisdom. He insists, nonetheless, that the reward of wisdom
does not come automatically to individuals just because they are old and experienced. To
these attributes, one must add a crucial asset: trustworthiness. Fulani speakers express the
distinction as follows: the difference between a mawdho (a wise elder) and a kizkalaadyo (an
old man) is mokobaakn (trustworthiness). The notions of trust and trustworthiness are
paramount in traditional West African cultures. Hence, the dearth of it is widely believed
to be at the heart of the region’s long-standing socio-political crisis. According to this
view, the prevalence of political corruption has created a heightened deficit of trust
between the state and the ordinary citizenry in neatly every country in post-colonial West
Africa. The deficit has resulted in widespread political instability and violence, including
tull-fledged civil wars in at least five of the region’s fifteen nation-states, as the
proponents of the view suggest.

Joking Kinship or ‘Sanakuyaagal’ as a Form of
Free Speech

Joking kinship is not a stand-alone theme in Tyoptyop’s comedic narrative. It,
nonetheless, plays a significant supporting role therein. It enables him to make powerful
statements without appearing to be unduly judgmental. Thus, every now and then during
a performance, he can be heard referring to questionable deeds as the works of ‘Yersze
Bariibhe’; that is, people of the Barry lineage. The latter is one of the four constituent
clans of the Fulani ethnic group of Futa Jallon, the others being the Sow, Diallo, and Bah
or Baldé. Tyoptyop’s reference to Yesze Bariibhe as the authors of questionable deeds
excoriated in his narrative comes from a traditional West African social institution known

1> An excerpt from a tape titled “Sow Bailo au Palais du Peuple” (Sow Bailo at the People’s Palace). Conakry, ¢.1989
(see Works Cited under Sow, c.1989).

16 Jdem



74 Nokoko 10 2022

in the region as sanakuya, sanakuyaagal, or sanaweyaa and to English-speaking researchers
as ‘joking kinships’ or joking relationships’.

Historians, sociologists, and other social scientists have studied the institution from
several perspectives. According to Camara, sanakuya rests on a pact that establishes a
privileged relationship of solidarity among specific lineages through a system of friendly
teud. The founders of the Mali Empire instituted the sanakuya system in conjunction with
the Charter of Kurukanfuga created in 1236 to govern the nascent Empire following the
victory of its first ruler, Sunjata Kéita. For example, in accordance with the alliances that
stemmed from the Charter, the Camara are sanakx to the Sylla in the Soso ethnic group;
the Diallo are sanaku to the Bah or Baldé, and the Sow to the Barry in the Fulani ethnic
group. Camara further explains that in the Madenka ethnic group, where the
phenomenon originated, the system is a bit more complex. Thus, “the Kéita are sanaku to
the Bérété and Kouyaté, who are also sanakn to one another (thus forming a sanakuya
triangle). In the same community, the Camara are once and at the same time sanakn to
the Fulani lineages of Diallo, Diakité, Sidibé, and Sangaré of Wasolon who are also
sanaku to one another (thus forming a sanaknya pentagon), as well as to the Kuruma,
Fofana, and Sylla, who are also sanaku to one another (thus forming a separate sanakuya
square)” (Camara 2010: 110-111).

Arguably, no other West African traditional social institution has empowered so
many communities in such a complex web of mutual recognition and self-valuation,
which, as Mark Davidheiser points out, includes the critical field of conflict resolution.
Davidheiser writes, “Joking relationships are arguably the most effective institution used
by mediators in that manner. Joking bonds are particularly intriguing because i