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COMEDYAS A DI SCURSI VE EXCHANGE FOR SOCI AL
CHANGE: A STUDY OF THE SOOI AL THEMES OF PAPA
AJASCO AND I TS | NTERPRETATI ON BY N GERI AN
AUDI ENCE

* Adesi na Lukuman AZEEZ
**Rosel yn Vona  DOGHUDJE

Aost ract

GQnedy is any formof social exchange that elicits laughter as
responses. Garacteristically, it generaes simit aneousl y bot h pl easure
and power. In other words, conedy as a formof funni ness invol ves
breaking of rules and naking the rues so that correct behaviour is
inplicitly instated (Rrde 2003). It is onthis besis that this study
i nvesti gat ed t he di scursi ve process through whi ch Papa A asco conedy
series condenm sone socia behaviour and signify themas bad or
inappropriate in funny but strong terns. Therefore, the study exanined
sone purposeful |y sel ected current series of Papa A asco on N gerian
television wth a viewto identifying and explaining the pattern of
condenmed soci al behaviours or affairs of this world in the conedy. it
al so determined the di scursive neans by which the socia behavi ours
are condenmed as transgressions. Essentially, the study sought to
under stand how randomy sel ected audi ence of 50 nenbers, who
regu arly viewPapa Aasco series ontelevision, interpret the d scursive
exchange and jokes in the comedy. This was done through an in-
depth interview that allowed the audience to air their views
spont aneousl y. The study found that Papa A asco seri es i ndeed appeal
toangjority of Ngerians wthits unique capecity toprovide high spirit
that rel axes their minds and provi de t hemwith escape val ves with whi ch
they relieve tensions of work and life. Bit, beyond this, the series, in
nel odranati c forns, condenms sone soci al vi ces and behavi ours t hat
are been deeply rooted as vays of life in Ngeria Mawhile, the
di scursive power of the conedy series in condemmi ng the behavi ours

*Adesi na Lukurman AZEEZ is of the Departnent of Miss Gonmuni cation, Uhiversity of
llain llain

**Rosel yn Vona DOGHUDJE is o the Bepartnent of Gonmuni cation Ats, Uiversity o
| badan, | badan

Enai | s: azeez_ogo_ol una@ahoo. com frukana2l@ahoo. com




EJOTMAS: EKPOMA JOURNAL CF THEATRE AND MEDI AARTS 254

isinterpreted by the aud ence nastly as jokes. S, the didactic benefit
of the series is mitigated by the agency of the aud ence wo interprets
the language, neaning and thenes of the conedy series as nothi ng
but just jokes ad relaxation. The introduction of the features of sit-
comdoes not even change the interpretation pattern; rather it attacks
audi ence attention nore to its funniness.

Keywor ds: Conmedy, Papa A asco, Social change, D scursive process,
Social behavi our, N gerian audi ence

I ntroduction

Onedy is any formof socia exchange that eicits laughter as
responses. Gharacteristically, it generaes sinlt aneousl y bot h pl easure
and power. In other words, conedy as a formof funniness invol ves
breaking of rules and naking the rues so that correct behaviour is
ingicitly imstated (Rrde 2003). It is onthis besis that this study
i nvesti gat ed the di scursive process t hrough wii ch Papa Al asco conedy
series condenm sone socia behaviour and signify themas bad or
inappropriate in funny but strong terns.

Papa A asco Comedy Series

Papa A asco conedy series started as far back as 1982 when
Wde Adenuga cane out wth afilmcalled PapaAasco. It vas Ngerid s
first conedy filmin Bnglish. Before then, we had Yoruba conedy by
dranati st s such as Adeyem A ol ayan (Ade Love), |-sho Repper (1shal a
Qyunsol a), Hiubert Qgunde, Baba Sal a (Mbses Adgunm). Bt the first
conedy filmin English cane fromAdenuga. It was PapaA asco. Adit
vas t aken throughout Ngeria, Wt Arica, and Brope. It dd very
vel. In 19% Adenuga cane out wth a hone video called Bria M/
Daught er . Papa A asco filmcane ot of the Ikebe Super Magazi ne
characters vhile B nta M Daughter cane out of the characters of
Brt a Magazi ne. 1n 1997, Ngerians st arted having Papa A asco conedy
saiesontdevision Adit hes beenlike that till dae

Pr oducer / Manuf act ur er

Wde Adenuga, MR 65, is the chairnan of Wde Adenuga
Productions (WAP and producer of Papa A asco conedy series. He
is afoner cartoonist/pudisher, ad curetly a TV series producer,
wth sizzlers such as Super Stay, Nnena and Friends, Tis Life, under
his belt. Bfore the energence of the Nol | ywood il mindustry, Adenuga
had rel eased the celluloid novie, Papa A asco, which was based on
the nain character in lkebe Super in 1983 Papa A asco nade history
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as the first English conedy in an industry which had been domnat ed
by Yoruba productions. Then a filmversion of Bnt g reeatitled Bri a
M Daughter was released in 1995. A year laer, the tdevision series
Papa A asco (fonerly The Aasco Family) was aired on Ngerian
Tel evision Network (NTA for the viewng pleasure of Ngerians. Wth
the burning desire to provide qual it ative education, Adenuga and his
wfe, Eninnenna founded B nta International School in Lagos. He al so
opened the Pencil Flmand Television Institute (FEFT) nowa | eadi ng
institute inthe art of filmproduction, drecting, and ci nenat ography.

Characteri zati on
There are six nain characters in the sitcom Papa A asco, and

they are

1 Papa A asco:
Heis considered the head of the famly. He nixes a great sense
of hunour wth bonfoasti c diction and usage of English. He runs
into troudle aways. Hs bald head, big tummy and stylishly tied
wapper are his nost unique features.

2 Mama A asco:
Se is the wfe of Papa Aasco and a sem-literate womnan who
can barely speak good English. She is as troubl esone as she is
nmeddl esone.

3 A asco:
A dullard whose sense of mischief is |egendary, he perforns
abysnal | y a ways i n school and nest often cones | ast inthe cl ass.
Hs fez cgp is his dstinguishing characteristic.

4  Boy Ainco:
Boy Alincois the skinny dude wth |ong head whose penchant for
speaking rawridd es is | egendary. Heis well known for hi s nonkey
j acket.

5 Pa Janes:
Pa Janes is theilliterate poor o d nan whose foolishness is his
nost striking feature. He runs into trouble aways and speaks
pidgnwth dexterity.

6 Mss Pepeiye:
Mss Repeiye is another skinny lady who [ures neninto her traps
to extort them She aso runs into troud es soneti nes, too.

The Cast

In Juy 2006, there was no doubt that lovers of the popular weekly
tel evi sion conedy, Papa A asco and Conpany were shocked that the
original cast were changed. M Wle Adenuga, Producer and (hi ef
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Executive of Wde Adenuga Productions- creators of the conedy, hes
listed reasons for asking najority of the cast to leave, adding that he
neant no harmw th the deci si on.

Before February 2006, the original cast vere

- Abi odun Ayoyi nka (Papa A asco);

- Bayo Bankol e (Boy Ainco);

- Junoke Monoh ( Manma A asco);

- Mss Pepei ye;

- M Ji noh Q asehi nde( Pa Janes) and;
- the naugnty kid, A asco ( Bbunsayo).

But suddenly, sone stopped featuring inthe TV series. Qily M.
Q asehi nde Ji noh (Pa Janes) was retared Ironcdly, virtidlydl these
actors have becong household nanes wth their individua roes, in
addition to creating large fdlonership for the show, which nade its
debut on tel evi sion nine years ago. However, the artistes vere rep aced
by axather set of artistes includ ng,

- Fem Qgunronbi (Papa A asco)

- Victor Gebode (Boy Ainco),

- Patrici a Mkwnye (Mana A asco) and
- Bol a Sowunm as M ss Pepei ye.

I ssues Treated/ Thenes Addressed in Papa A asco

The television sitcomhas over the years addressed soci et al
i ssues through the use of hunour and it has tried to effect changes in
peopl € s psyche and their conception of certain societa redities.

Issues treated in the tel evision series over the years incl ude

- Mrriage and narital conflicts

- corruption

- honesty and other virtues

- poverty and enpower nent

- education and its val ues

- Vénen and Identity fornation

- The N gerian police and security concerns anongst ot hers.

Probl em St at enent

The study examined sone purposeful |y selected current series
d Papa Aasco on Ngerian television wth a viewto identifying and
explaining the pattern of condenmed social behaviours or affairs of
thisworldrepresented in the conedy. It a so deternined the di scursive
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neans by which the social behaviours are condemed as
transgressions. Essentially, the study sought to underst and how
randonhy sel ected audi ence, who regul arly watch Papa A asco series
on television, interpreted the discursive exchange and jokes in the
conedy.

Resear ch Questi ons

1 Wt are the najor social issues that Papa A asco re-presert s
or condenms in its series?

2 Wat is the discursive neans through which Papa Aasco series
re-presents or condenms the social issues?

3 Hwdo the audiences or regular viewers of Papa A asco seies
interpret its re-presentations or condenmati on of the (negative)
soci a i ssues?

Literature Review

Qnedy is aninterpretative device through vhich insight is nade into
thelives of pegdeas afomd cdtud criticism((koziski, 1997). It is,
i ndeed, a social commentary (Mntz, 1985) and conmunal revel ation
(Krby, 1974). It is what Caniel Sath (2014) cal |l ed conedi ¢ soci ol ogy,
whi ch consists in observing, recording and dranatising the
contradi ctions, asurdities and incongruities of socid |ife (Koziski,
1997). As a conedi c soci ol ogy, conedy rest s upon the comc’ sdility
to provide soci d ogica doservations vhichillustrate wder soci o-cu turd
redities. In aher vords, the cotents of conedy, just like ay aher
forns of arts, mrror theredities fodinthe oganisation o socid life
(Wtkin, 2003). Thisis to say that conedy uses jest toillustrate the
realities of the sociad life. Dawng fromKng s (2004) herneneutic
critique of life, conedy draws out the linnts of our understandi ng and
conprehension of life. So, to nake fun is to have understood the
contents of socia life and showtheir |innted conceptions, their internd
contradictions and i nadequacy through hunour .

Thus, a conedian and his or her thenes night appear silly and
funny, yet, he o she passes across a nessage about the situation of
our |ived experiences which require achange. Tothis end, Swth (2014)
gives a succinct description of the roe and function of conedy in
soci ety as thus: conedy can highlight the hidden narratives of life It is
the ogportunity for allind connc to covey aunifying piece of storyte ling
to aroomfull of randonhy assentl ed peopl e and bring themt oget her
in enpathy, ineest ad firdly, hopefuly, laugter o recogition for
narrative, wilst enabling the audi ence to enjoy the perspective of the
Qher, alifeviewd the seeningy dien, can paradoxically show the
hunanness, the saneness, the ordinariness of this world view
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Mearvhi | e, conedy i s di scursive. As adiscursive exchange, it present s
aternatives that the audiences are called to consider. However,
because it presents the dternative desired through jest or joke it hes
been establ i shed that conedy i s | esser and | ess effective formof soci &
change. This, accordng to Turner (1988), night be because conedy,
like the &t and- up conedy, is aways subversive of society.

Met hodol ogy

This study adopted narrative analysis to examine and explain the
pattern of condenmed socia behaviours or af fairs in Ngerian sociey.
Hve series of the conedy were randonhy sel ected for the narrative
analysis. Q1 the other hand, in-depth interview was adopted to
under st and how vievers interpret Papa A asco conedy series. Hfty
respondents that cut across various levels of education, ethnicities,
soci al economic status and religion were purposively recruited or
sel ected for the in-depth interview

Anal ysi s

At islife at nirras lifead thisis evidet innany varks o at the
litter the pdic space today. The content s therein mirror the soci ety
together wth its failings;, its dynanics; its beauty; its inperfections
and so on. @ course, certain socio-cultural constructs that give the
siey its shape are a so explored. Invariably, we cannot doubt the
fact that the essence of art — any work of art —is to deconstruct and
give neaning to cert ain conpl ex issues in society. Papa A asco st-
comis, thus, not an exception.

Novadays, one can find as nany |ove affairs-turned-i nto-narriages
and an equal nunier of narriages turned sour as well. So nany factors
codd be responsible for the destruction of the love that fluttersin any
rdaioshipnarriage. My atine, inthe later, it cadd be firadd
trobes, iniddity, and i nconpdiblity, to nention a few, but can one
rue out influence or interference of influences (both internal and
etend) adits attendant probl ens? Such is the case of Papa A asco
inthe series “The Rdlygamist.” In “The Rolygamist”, Papa Aasco s
not her, Mam, threatens to narry another wfe for her son, Papa
Aasco. This, she clains, is due to Mina Aasco s falueto gve her
nore grandchildren. She even brings a concoction fromthe vill age
and clains it would increase Mana A asco s chances of getting
pregnant. As expected, Mana Aasco refuses to drink the concoction
nade froma bizarre assortnent of ingredients and this causes an
i ssue. Papa Aasco who does not see that as a big deal takes asip.
Shortly after this, he becones unconsci ous.
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Bventual |y, Papa A asco succunibs to Maani’ s directive to narry
another wife vhen he learns of their royal lineage. By right, he would
be the next king of their comunity and to qualify for this, he nust
have at least three children. Qe fatefu day, Mam arrives, al ongsi de
her best friend s daughter as Papa Aasco s neww fe. Mich to Mana
Aasco s chagrin, Papa Aasco could not resist the *gorgeous beauty
gueen — Repeiye. That very point narks the genesis of the intrigues
around which the drama revol ves — how Papa A asco would |ater
net anor phose into a pol ygamist and howhe would find it difficut to
contain the excesses of his two wves.

Papa A asco becones a pol ygamst, owng to the pressure from
his nother for nore children. This is hovever the beginning of troubl e
in Papa A asco s househol d. Because of the nany troubl es under his
roof, Papa A asco seeks the advice of Pa Janes, an “experienced
pol ygamist” who advises himthat if the situation does not get any
better, he shoud narry yet another wfe, a 3d wfe, a 4th, 5h 6th
7th and as nany as possible till peace wll be restoredin his hone. In
the neantine, the quarrel s between Mama A asco and Pepei ye aren’ t
over yet. Mina A asco who has been busy wth house chores while
Pepei ye does nothing, finally confronts her on this and wat happens?
A fight ensues; Papa A asco who tries to stop themget s beaten up as
vell. Wth the duo of Mna A asco and Pepei ye under the sane roof,
Papa Aasco is only beginning to get nore than wat he bargai ned
fo. Ad as is typicd o the rictous famly, the intrigues, conmation,
kerfu fle and drana drags on and on, wth Papa A asco beconing
confused at every point intine in the house.

D scussi on

Qe core issue the sit-com treats is the conplex and often
controversy-laden issue of polygany. Folygany is one of the nost
conpl i cated famly set-upsin Arican societies. Interestingy, wet the
producer of this sit-comtries toachieveistolook a theintrigesina
pol yganous set-up, especialy wthin the context of the inplication it
has on peaceful co-existence anong nenbers of the |arge,
pol yganous fanmly. As expected, all of these were delivered wth
hunour .

Inthe series, we see PapaAascotryingtostrikeabdaceinhs
interactionwth the two wves — Mina A asco and Mss Fei peye - while
desperately avoiding actions that nmay create fracas anong them
However, therival ry betveenthe wves is so intense that Papa Ay asco s
noves are not enough to nake peace reign and it is rancour through
and through. Another thene explored in the sit-comis the pecuiarity
o the Arican royaty system In the series, Papa A asco was pushed



EJOTMAS: EKPOVA JOURNAL CF THEATRE AND MEDI A ARTS 260

into polygany because of the dictate of his people’s cuture which
nakes it nandatory for himto give birth to at least three children
before he can becone king. This, qite inerestingy, cotrasts wth
vwhat obtains el sewhere, especialy in Europe and Awricas. Thus,
beyond the laughter and the sardonic humour, what the novie al so
shoncases is the pecuiarity of Arican traditiona kingship systemand
how it can shape the life of a heir apparent —even to the point of
acting against his own desires, wins and capri ces.

Another issue addressed in the sit-comis the issue of crises ad
controversies portrayed as being integral pat s of a pol yganous famly.
Inthe series, we can see that as nuch as PapaAascotriestonaint an
equilibriumanidst his tw rancorous wves, he is aways beaten to
pul p by both wves whenever disagreenent ensues. It gets to its
crescendo when he fails to get a reasonabl e advi ce fromPa Janes,
his confidant and an experienced pol yganist. \\hen Pa Janes
advises hhmto pick a third wfe and if the controversies continue, he
shoud pick the fourth, the fifth, and the sixth and so on, it vas an
unconsci ous indictrment of the association of polygany. He
unconsci ously brings to the fore, the sinple fact that controversy can
never be divorced fromany narriage out si de nonogany.

Audi ence Interpretation

Iraicdly, the vievers of the sitcominterviened did not underst and
it beyod its hunour and conedy. In other words, the Ngerian
audi ences of the sitcomdo not derive any neani ng fromthe conedy
except the hunour and | aughter it provides. The strong neani ng woven
around the socia issues the conedy attenpts to condenm is lost to
the audi ences who prioritize the channel of hunour through which the
conedy passes its neanings. As it is encgpsulated by one of the
inervienees, “Papa Aasco is nothing but a conedy to nany of its
fans like ng; it does not have neaning beyond the | aughter it provides.”
Another intervienee, who put this opinion nore depth asserted that:
Papa A asco is a conedy and nothing nore. It is a farication of the
producer whose nain intention is to nake peopl e laugh and he does
it reguarly and conmendably. So when | watch Papa A asco, as | i
not miss it every week, ny nain purpose is to laugh and not to be
evangel ized. As anatter of fact, thereis noany redity in the conedy
and nany viewers do not watch it for any purpose other than hunour .
Ay socia issue the conedy tries to condenm or val orise does not
sink wththevieverslikene | takeit as anenterta nnent that provi des
relaxation and good |aughter to take off stress of the day fromne. |
think any nedia content that aspires to change the soci ety nust not
cone like jokes or hunour as Papa A asco does;, aherwse it wll na
sink —its neaning wll be msinterpreted
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It isnot surprising that the interviewee quated above vas quite
reveal ing because he was an elite- a university lecturer.
Notw t hstandi ng, he represents the viewof nost of the regul ar viewers
d Papa A asco irrespective of their educational level. The opinion
touches on the kernel of the uses and gratification that asserts that
audi ence consune di fferent nedia content for different purposes (Katz,
1978). The interviewee al so knowngly or unknow ngly touched on
Hall's (1982) encoding and decoding nodel that establishes that
audi ences of nedia nessages do nost tines re-appropriate the
neani ngs of nedia nessages to the extent that they do sonetines
reject the preferred neanings intended by the producer of the
nessages.

The nost striking point inthe above quote is the reconmendati on
that “any nedia content that aspires to change the soci ety nust not
cone like jokes, otherwse it wll not sink or its neaning wll be
msinterpreted”. This is in line wth the proposition of nessage
production theorists (Geene, 1997).

Concl usi on

The study found that Papa A asco series appeal to a najority of
Ngerians wth its unique capacity to provide high spirit that rel axes
their mnds and provide themwth escape val ves fromthe tension of
vwork and life. Buit, nore than this, the series, in a nal odranatic form
condenms sone soci al vices and behaviours that are deeply rooted
as vays of life in Ngeria Mawhile, the discursive pover of the
conedy series in condenming the behaviours is interpreted by the
audi ence nostly as jokes. S the didactic benefit of the series is
nmitigated by the agency of the audience wo interprets the | anguage,
neani ng and thenes of the conedy series as nothing but just jokes
and relaxation. The introduction of the features of sitcomdoes not
even change the interpretative pattern; rather it attracts audience
attention nore to its funniness.
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