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Abstract

Humour studies in Nigeria have focused predominantly on stand-up comedy and situation comedy.
Little attention has been devoted to humour in skit comedy, especially Nigerian prank comedy skits
(NPCS). Therefore, this paper examines the construction of humour in NPCS, focusing on Zfancy
(Ubani Zion Chibuike), Kun Zlim (Jimoh Wasiu Olawale), MC Makopolo (Mbam Uche Henry) and
Teaser Prank (Emmanuel Okeke), with a view to determining the pragmatic features of their jokes
and the societal issues foregrounded. Thus, Jacob Mey’s Pragmatic Acts Theory, in addition to
Superiority Theory, was adopted for analysis. Data were collected from prank videos of the selected
prank comedians on their YouTube channels. This study found that Nigerian prank comedians
create humour for their audience through their targets’ reactions. Prank comedians trick their
targets in their conversations to act on false belief and react in amusing ways. They deploy the
pragmatic acts of threatening, requesting and implicating, in crime-related jokes, warning, in
religious jokes, investigating, in linguistic/educational jokes, and inviting, in sexual jokes. The
targets’ reactions to these pranks create humour for the audience who are aware that the targets’
reactions are based on misconception. Noticeably, crime, religion, education and sexuality are the
social themes highlighted in the jokes. The study corroborates the assertion of earlier studies that
humour revolves around societal issues.
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1. Introduction

Social media platforms such as Facebook, Tiktok and Instagram have become prominent avenues
through which humour is evoked to entertain and amuse users (Ali & Husain, 2024). Consequently,
internet-based humour has gained popularity and expanded the scope of humour research. Among
the common forms of comedy on social media are prank skits, in which comedians deliberately
deceive their targets to prompt reactions based on false beliefs (Tekena & Anyanwu, 2023).
Nigerian prank comedy skits, particularly, demonstrate how pragmatic and linguistic resources can
be strategically deployed in human interaction to produce humour (Ayinde, 2025). This aligns with
Ross’s (1998) postulation that the ability to appreciate and engage in humour is an intrinsic feature
of human linguistic behaviour.

A number of studies have examined humour, especially as a linguistic, cognitive and socio-
cultural phenomenon (Attardo, 1994; Billig, 2005; Dynel, 2016). However, most of the works in
this category focus primarily on particular genres of comedy, most notably stand-up and situation
comedy (sitcoms). Research on stand-up comedy has focused on joke structure, script opposition,
linguistic creativity and the negotiation of social norms through humour (Attardo, 2001, Messerli,
2025). Similarly, studies on situation comedy have treated humour as a scripted interaction, looking
at conversational humour, character-based incongruity, pragmatic strategies and the role of context
in meaning construction (Chovanec, 2011; Wieczorek, 2024). These genres are basically treated as
scripted or staged comedic forms where humour is institutionally framed in line with the audience’s
expectations. Prank comedy, on the other hand, has received little attention.

Humour studies in Nigeria (Azeez & Doghudje, 2015; Filani, 2016; Bamgbose, 2019 among
others) have also focused on stand-up and situation comedy. There is a dearth of research on
Nigerian prank comedy skits. The nature of humour in NPCS and its socio-political functions are
yet to be fully examined in the literature. Humour in NPCS is evoked through pragmatic resources.
Prank comedians deploy pragmatic acts and other contextual and textual devices to stimulate
reactions from their targets to entertain their audience who have prior knowledge of the situation in
the prank. These pragmatic features and how they are used to generate humour in NPCS have not
been researched adequately.

A pragmatic approach to the analysis of humour in prank comedy will contribute to discourse
on prank and humour studies generally from a fresh perspective. This is because pragmatics is a
field that accounts for language use beyond its form (Dynel, 2010). Examining the mechanism of
humour in NPCS, particularly, will fill the vacuum of the dearth of research on how certain social
themes are deployed contextually to entertain people while accentuating societal realities. This
study, therefore, examines how pragmatic resources are used to produce humour in NPCS.

2. Review of previous studies

Studies on comedy in Nigeria have focused mainly on stand-up comedians and Nigerian stand-up
comedy (NSC). Fadirepo (2023) notes that Nigerian stand-up comedians use humour to address
serious societal issues in a mild way. Filani (2021) sees Nigerian stand-up comedians as egocentric
communicators who utilise their shared experience with their audience to create humour. Filani &
Ajayi (2019) discuss ideologies related to the art of comedy performance and the country’s
sociocultural context evident in NSC. Shared cultural representations and stereotypes, which distort
collective knowledge and project personal beliefs, according to Sunday & Filani (2018), are
manipulated by comedians in NSC to create humour. These studies and others (Filani, 2018;
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Lamidi, 2017; Filani, 2016; Adetunji; 2013) point to the relationship between humour and society
using approaches other than pragmatics. Moreover, their findings have not been verified in the
context of an interactional joke such as prank comedy.

Nigerian studies on humour in situation comedy abound. Bamgbose & Ajayi (2022) investigate
the use of semiotic cues for generating humour in Jenifa'’s Diary, a situation comedy. They discover
that semiotic devices, such as dressing and gestures, are used to perform comic functions. Sunday
& Bamgbose (2021) look at humour strategies in Jenifa’s Diary and their functions. They postulate
that language in humour is used to perform discourse functions such as castigating and amusing.
Bamgbose (2019) avers that humour is strategically created in these situation comedies through
implicature and viewers’ familiarity with certain sociocultural representations and that jokes are
formed around textual manipulation and shared knowledge. Although these studies border on jokes
in conversational contexts, their focus is strictly on humour in a drama where all the characters act
according to script, unlike prank comedy in which its target might be unaware of the script.

With the advent of social media comedy, humour scholarship in Nigeria shifts focus to skit
comedy. Okhuosi (2023) examines Maryam Apaokagi’s (Taaooma) comedy skits from the point of
view of phonology. Taaooma, according to Okhuosi, utilises processes such as minimal pair,
phonological restructuring, phonological ambiguity and phonological extension to generate humour
in her jokes. Ojomo & Sodeinde (2021) evaluate the role of social media skits in redefining what
audiences consume, engage with and expect in the name of entertainment. He observes that the
audience is a strong stakeholder in the online entertainment industry. Adenusi & Onifade (2020)
explore how the stereotype of the African parent is projected in selected Nigerian comic skits. They
observe that skit comedians entertain their audience by bringing back the memories of their
upbringing through skits that border on parenting. Although these studies focus on online humour,
their approach to analysis is largely sociological.

Noticeably, few of the studies on online pranks are from a linguistic perspective (Jarrar et al.,
2020; Amrul Haq & Rosyidi, 2021; Tekena & Anyanwu, 2023; Ayih & Shem, 2023). These studies
commonly assert that pranks, as a form of social media comedy, entertain people online. However,
pranks may have far-reaching negative effects on the individuals that become their targets. These
include low self-esteem in the case of spousal pranks, or physical injury and mental health problems
in pranks on people who are unacquainted with the pranksters. They opine that, though pranks are
a viable means of entertainment on the Internet, negative consequences for the targets abound. If
the nature of humour in prank comedy is not fully understood, regulating pranks through
governmental policies, as suggested by these studies, will be difficult.

In summary, the pragmatic approach to the study of humour has been confined mainly to other
genres of comedy while the studies available on pranking and skit comedy generally are largely
sociological. Consequently, this study investigates prank comedy by examining the pragmatic
features of humour creation in NPCS.

3. Theoretical framework

Jacob Mey’s (2001) Pragmatic Acts Theory (PAT) emphasises the significance of context in the
determination of meaning in human communication. It does not treat meaning in language as
something that can be accounted for only on the basis of the lexical choices of a speaker; rather, it
sees language as something that happens in real-life situations, where both speakers and hearers
work together to achieve their goals. This means that the idea that meaning is context-bound is
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central to PAT (Mey, 2009; Sunday & Adebayo, 2019; Oyeleye et al., 2024). Below is the
representation of Mey’s (2001) model of PAT.

PRAGMEME
ACTIVITY PART TEXTUAL PART
(INTERACTANTS) (CO(N)TEXT)

T

SPEECH ACTS INF REF REL VCE SSK MPH ‘M'...

INDIRECT SPEECH ACTS
CONVERSATIONAL (‘DIALOGUE’) ACTS
PSYCHOLOGICAL ACTS (EMOTIONS)
PROSODY (INTONATION, STRESS)
PHYSICAL ACTS:
BODY MOVES (INCL. GESTURES)
PHYSIOGNOMY (FACIAL EXPRESSIONS)
(BODILY EXPRESSIONS OF) EMOTIONS

@ (NULL)
PRACT
ALLOPRACT

Figure 1. Jacob Mey’s Model of Pragmatic Acts. Source: (Mey, 2009, p. 222)

The abbreviations to the right of the diagram are the textual features: INF for ‘inferencing,” REF
for ‘establishing reference,” REL for ‘relevance,” VCE for ‘voice,” SSK for ‘shared situation
knowledge,” and MPH (for ‘metaphor’). The symbol ‘M’ denotes a ‘metapragmatic joker.” A
metapragmatic joker is any element that directs attention to something happening on the
metapragmatic level (Mey, 2001). INF (inferencing) accounts for meaning deduced from what is
said and its interpretation. Similarly, REF (reference) has to do with what is said in relation to a
particular thing. REL (relevance) refers to the context or condition that determines a linguistic code.
Also, VCE (voice) is determined by turn taking or voice switch changes due to mood and emotions.
In addition, SSK (shared situational knowledge) borders on the mutual understanding between
participants based on their common past experience and MPH (metaphor) simply foregrounds
literary style.

On the activity part, Mey (2001) observes that the tools under it can be read as a feature matrix
whose cells can be filled or empty, and if the latter is the case for all of the cells, the matrix renders
the value zero (). The conversational acts include at least two people in a dialogue while the
psychological act refers to the emotions brought into the pragmeme. A pragmeme is a prototype of
a pragmatic act (Mey, 2001). A pragmatic act is a communicative act whose meaning is determined
not just by the words used, but by the interactional context and the practical purposes of the speakers
and hearers (Capone, 2005).

This theory is considered relevant to this study because it offers analytical tools that aid the
understanding of the communication going on between the prank comedian and his targets,
especially how contextual clues are deployed by the former to get humorous reactions from the
latter with a view to entertaining the audience. Therefore, since PAT accounts for meaning in
context (Mey, 2001; Sunday, 2020), it promises to explain how humour is invoked through
pragmatic acts in different contexts in Nigerian prank comedy adequately.
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3.1. Superiority theory

The Superiority Theory of humour posits that laughter arises from a sense of triumph (Morreall,
1982). Thus, a basic tenet of the theory is that “the humour we find in comedy and in life is based
on ridicule, wherein we regard the object of amusement as inferior and/or ourselves as superior.”
(Bardon, 2005, p. 463). Just as the word superiority implies, those who are in on the joke see
themselves as greater than whomever is laughed at. Keith-Spiegel (1972) notes that the principle of
superiority theory maintains that mocking, ridicule, and laughter at foolish actions of others are
central to humour experience. In other words, laughter is always associated with derision, ridicule,
and mockery, which makes it a way of asserting power or dominance. Therefore, Superiority Theory
accounts for the kind of humour that is generated from ridicule, especially where the object of
amusement is regarded as inferior (Bardon, 2005). In other words, the central idea in the theory is
that ridicule and feelings of relative superiority are essential properties of humour.

The theory is relevant to the analysis of humour in Nigerian prank comedy skits because prank
comedians and their audience feel superior due to their awareness that the targets are acting based
on false beliefs. Thus, amusement in prank comedy is usually based on the embarrassment,
gullibility or discomfort of the prank targets. Therefore, utilising this theory allows this study to
demonstrate how prank comedy is built on targets’ gullibility to create amusement for the audience
through the manifestation of ridicule in the jokes which engenders the feelings of dominance in the
latter who are aware that the former is only being fooled.

4. Methodology

The data used for this study were obtained from prank skits uploaded on YouTube. The prank skits
of many Nigerian pranksters on YouTube were examined. However, four comedians —Zfancy
(Ubani Zion Chibuike), Kun Zlim (Jimoh Wasiu Olawale), MC Makopolo (Mbam Uche Henry)
and Teaser Prank (Emmanuel Okeke) —were selected purposively due to their consistency in doing
comic pranks because others were observed to involve in other kinds of pranks such as those that
test targets’ loyalty to their spouses, kindness to beggars and so on. Comic pranks differ from these
pranks because they are basically aimed at evoking laughter. The YouTube channels of the selected
prank comedians are Zfancytv, Kun Zlim Tv, Pranks Nigeria and Teaser Prank, respectively. A
total of 40 videos were selected due to their relevance to this study and 6 out of these videos were
transcribed and used for analysis. Because each prank video had multiple instances, a particular
instance of each was chosen for analysis. This selection was based on audibility, completeness, and
reactions of the targets. The URLs and timestamps of excerpts were provided. Each video was
transcribed and the excerpts were analysed based on Pragmatic Acts Theory. The analysis describes
how humour is produced in NPCS through pragma-linguistic resources in interactional activities
between prank comedians and their targets. The pragmatic mechanisms used in each excerpt by the
prank comedian to deceive the target are highlighted and the explanation of how these pragmatic
devices are deployed follows with the justification of each claim with relevant utterances in each
excerpt. The understanding that the prank comedians and their targets have of the situation in the
joke and the outcome of an act in each of the jokes are used to determine the pragmatic acts. Also,
the effects of the identified pragmatic resources on the targets’ reactions are considered. The
pragmatic act that is used in the punchline in each joke is emphasised.
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5. Data Analysis

Jokes in NPCS are anchored on four identified social themes: criminal acts, religious alertness,
linguistic/educational deficiency and sexual advances. Each of these themes constitute the
contextual background against which the selected prank comedians trick their targets, devising
different pragmatic resources to create humour through the targets’ responses, actions and reactions.

5.1. Criminal acts as humour

Humour is created through simulated criminal acts; particularly death threat, request for body parts
and committing of murder. The prank comedians exploit the fear and assumptions of the targets on
these crimes to stir them into reactions that the audience find amusing. This is however achieved
through the utilisation of different pragmatic resources in their interactions.

Excerpt 1: You want dye prank (Hair dye)’

Zfancy: ((walks up to a man seated on the street)) Bro, how far?
How you dey now? (how are you?)

Target: )

Zfancy: Hold on (.) Emmm, I hear say you dey fuck up now.
(I heard you are misbehaving) ((looks solemn))

Target: Wetin I do? (what is my offence?)

Zfancy: Calm down (.) calm down (.) calm down

Target: Wetin [ do?

Zfancy: Calm down, calm down <I want to ask you just one question>
you wan dye (you want to dye?)

Target: I no wan die. (I don’t want to die)

Zfancy: Ehn (.) you wan dye? (you want to dye?)

Target: ((stands up)) Nah you wan kill me? (are you the one to kill me?)

Zfancy: I dey ask you <you wan dye>

Target: I say nah you wan kill me?

Zfancy: You know whether na me wan kill you

Target: Ehn now (yes now)

Zfancy: You wan dye

Target: Okay, show yourself now

Zfancy: May I show myself?

Target: Ehn show yourself!

Zfancy: ((deeps his hand into his suit as if he is going to bring out a weapon))
Make I show myself (I should show myself)

Target: ((runs away))

Zfancy: @@@@

(Source: Zfancytv, YouTube: 2017, December 16)
https://youtu.be/EPfvAdtQDEU?si=QoTM2QPipghUx0eG/
Timestamp: 0:00 — 0:39

! Transcription conventions: Boldface indicates utterances selected for analyses. Parentheses () provide English
translations of Nigerian Pidgin or Yoruba expressions, while double parentheses (( )) indicate the transcriber’s
description of non-verbal and paralinguistic features. The conventions are adapted from Jeffersonian transcription
practices.
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Pragmatic resources such as referencing, contextual ambiguity, shared situational knowledge,
relevance and multimodal clues deployed together with the pragmatic act of threatening are used to
generate humour in Excerpt 1.

Referencing functions as a pragmatic resource in prank comedy deployed to get a target into
psychological states that the audience, who possess prior knowledge of the prank, find humorous.
The audience, being aware of the deceptive frame, occupy a position of interpretive superiority,
while the target sees the interaction as genuine. Particularly, targets become vulnerable to deception
due to deep anxiety and curiosity that prank targets experience. In Excerpt 1, ‘I hear say you dey
fuck up (I learnt you are misbehaving)’ made by the prank comedian is a reference to the target’s
past action. In essence, it serves as an accusatory pract that implicitly attributes misconduct to the
target. This utterance has an illocutionary force that is likely to engender a defensive or panicked
reaction, availing the prank comedian with the chance to escalate the interaction and elicit additional
reactions from the target. Accordingly, the target’s solemn response “wetin I do?” (what is my
offence?) signals his nervousness and consent to the accusation. Humour begins to emerge from the
emotional contrast in the prank. While the prank comedian is playful, the target responds with
genuine seriousness.

As the interaction continues and tension heightens, the prank reaches its climax through the
pragmatic act of threatening. This act proves effective in prank comedy because it has a marked
tendency to stimulate a panic flight from the target. Reactions such as self-defence or running away
out of fear or confusion becomes a major source of humour for the audience. Significantly, the
prank comedian achieves this effect largely through linguistic and contextual ambiguity. Studies
such as Attardo (1994), Raskin (1985) & Charina (2017) have highlighted how humour often arises
from competing interpretations activated by ambiguous linguistic forms. However, in prank
comedy, linguistic ambiguity is complemented with contextual ambiguity to create humour through
opposing interpretations. In Excerpt 1, this mechanism is evident in the ambiguous question “You
wan dye?” (Do you wish to dye?). In producing this utterance, the prank comedian performs a
threatening prank that leaves the target both frightened and confused. His reply “Nah you wan kill
me?” (Are the one to kill me?) indicates that he has misinterpreted the question, which borders on
colouring, as a threat to his life. Moreover, this response shows how context operates as a key
interpretive factor in prank comedy. This is because in addition to the homophonous nature of ‘dye’
and ‘die’ which has caused ambiguity, the interactional context of the prank which is based on
accusation (I heard you are misbehaving) leads the target to infer that the prank comedian might be
intending to kill him. Therefore, context is remarkably used in prank comedy to fool targets.
Heywins & Heywins (2005) describe this particular context as a local linguistic context: a situation
whereby what has been said previously in a conversation is used to determine the meaning of what
is said currently. Also, from the perspective of phonology, Okhuosi (2023) underscores the
effectiveness of the phonological features of language, such as the homophony of ‘dye’ and ‘die’
in creating humour in Nigerian comedy skits.

Additionally, the shared situational knowledge between prank comedians and their targets
plays a crucial role in the success of the prank. In Excerpt 1, both participants are aware that public
accusations, like the one made in this joke, can escalate to violent confrontation or retribution,
particularly within the Nigerian context. By imitating such familiar social scripts, prank comedians
exploit target’s expectations and create scenarios that replicate common criminal incidents to
generate humour. Thus, shared situational knowledge functions as a manipulative pragmatic device,
propelling the target’s gullibility and preparing the stage for subsequent humorous outcomes.
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Moreover, the audience’s amusement is embedded in superiority. They have been briefed by
the prank comedian; therefore, they know that the target’s fear is based on a false belief and that
the threatening act is simulated. The target’s anxiety becomes laughable particularly because it
arises from misrecognition of the prank comedian’s communicative intent. Consequently, in prank
comedy, the audience’s laughter is not merely a reaction to the prank comedian’s playful framing,
but also to the interpretive failure of the target.

Excerpt 2: I need your head

Kun Zlim: Good afternoon.

Target: Good afternoon.

Kun Zlim: Abeg, I need something from you
(Please, I need something from you)

Target: Like what?
Kun Zlim: I need your head
Target: Which my head?
Kun Zlim: Your head (.) your head (.) I need your head.
Target: My head for wetin? (my head for what)
Kun Zlim: I wan use am > I go return am < I just wan sharply use am.
(I want to use it; I will return it)
Target: Se eleyi o ma ya were? (is this one insane?) which head?
Kun Zlim: Egbon wait (sir, wait) why you dey tell me say I go ya were now?

Abeg now (.) Just your head now. (why are you saying I am insane?
Please, just your head)
Target: Ki lo se eleyi (what’s wrong with this one) which head (.) abi se
eleyi o mo nkan to n so ni (doesn’t he know what he is saying)
Kun Zlim: Alaye, give me the head.

Target: Which head? ((tries to leave))
Kun Zlim: Where you dey go (where are you going?) ((blocks him))
Target: Ewo ni gbogbo were gan (what’s this madness?)

Ogbeni ori wa nita jare (.) o mo eni to n ba soroni ... o le lo ori
e ni? (Mr, there is head out there; ...can’t you use your head?
Kun Zlim: Oya give me your charger head ((smiles))
Target: ((hisses))

(Source: Kun Zlim, 2022, August 9)

https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1CuqVznhyi/
Timestamp: 0:00 — 1 :09

In addition to the foregoing pragmatic devices, Excerpt 2 depicts how politeness, linguistic
ambiguity, local linguistic context, implicature and shared cultural knowledge are used to invoke
humour in prank comedy while performing the pragmatic act of requesting.

Prank comedy generates humour from an unexpected turn of events which tricks the target to
react based on a false belief. In the light of this, politeness allows prank comedians to feign
seriousness while performing the pragmatic act of requesting. Through politeness, the target is
usually prepared for an ordinary request, but the prank comedian does otherwise by making a
request that is capable of provoking surprise or shock. In Excerpt 2, the utterance “Abeg, I need
something from you” (Please, I need something from you) exemplifies the pragmatic act of
requesting whose illocutionary force primes the target for an ordinary request. Precisely, ‘please’ is
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a politeness marker which tends to soften the forthcoming request, while ‘something’ a semantic
prime suggests that what is being requested is delicate or potentially embarrassing, leading to
curiosity and anticipation by the target. Therefore, an otherwise action can spring surprise and leave
the target stunned. Accordingly, the prank comedian follows the request with another request “I
need your head” which can possibly make the target to stagger. Humour arises through the
unexpected turn amplified by the prank comedian’s audacity in making a criminal or outrageous
request.

Furthermore, the wider linguistic context of language usage is exploited in prank comedy.
Specifically, in Excerpt 2, the prank comedian withholds contextual specification of the polysemous
word ‘head’ in his request, producing deliberate semantic underdetermination. The wider linguistic
context according to Heywins & Heywins (2005) is a context that aids the interpretation of a lexical
item based on our previous experiences of other texts. For instance, one of the popular meanings of
‘head’ is the human body part. However, in Nigeria, the meaning of the word ‘head’ has been
extended to include the detachable part of a phone charger known as ‘a brick’ in Standard English;
a charger brick is commonly called a charger head. Therefore, the ambiguous nature of the word
‘head’ and deliberate erasure of the word charger are deployed as humour mechanisms used to
intentionally withhold clarity in order to confuse the prank target. This justifies Ma’yuuf &
Nashaat’s (2023) finding, regarding newspaper headlines, puzzles, jokes, that polysemous and
homonymous words are used to create puns that invoke humour through ambiguity.

Also, humour in prank comedy is sometimes built on potential reactions of prank targets to
myths or sociocultural beliefs. This aligns with Tekena & Anyanwu (2023) who opine that testing
people’s reactions to superstitious or certain sociocultural beliefs is a source of humour in Nigerian
prank comedy. However, humour itself is not just created through the violation or manifestation of
superstitious beliefs; rather it is the shared social cultural knowledge that exists between the prank
comedians and their targets that engenders funny reactions. Odebunmi (2006) explains that
common background which affects meaning in interaction can sometimes be based on cultural
knowledge and not shared situational knowledge as categorised by Mey (2001). Thus, the Nigerian
cultural belief that body parts can be used to seek financial fortune seems to be unfolding in the
joke. In fact, this is the background against which the joke is made, and the target is fooled to believe
he might be falling victim to rituals. Therefore, the target’s show of resistance signals to the
audience that he has been fooled and his actions which are based on a false belief can turn into a
means of amusement for the audience who have an epistemic and interpretive advantage over him.

Additionally, incongruity as a humour device applies when the pragmatics of borrowing to an
inalienable body part is made as part of the joke. The utterance “I go return am (I will return it)”
violates common sense assumptions about ownership, reversibility and bodily integrity. Raskin’s
(1985) postulation that humour can be generated through an incongruity between expectation and
outcome manifests here. In prank comedy, the humour is built on incongruity as the target may
eventually find it amusing when the resolution that reconciles the unexpected elements with a
comprehensible interpretation finally occurs. Just as the prank comedian later declares “O ya give
me your charger head” in Excerpt 2. Similarly, regarding pranks generally, Ayih & Shem (2023)
confirm that high tension leads to release-inclined humour in prank comedy through the target’s
relief after realising he is only being pranked. However, they observe that this can lead to health
complications on the target.

Importantly, from the perspective of Superiority Theory, the viewer’s awareness of the fact that
the prank target is reacting on a wrong assumption makes the scenario funny. The audience, who
are in on the joke, are superior because they have prior-knowledge advantage. The conviction that
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no harm will occur to the target contrasts sharply with target’s visible distress and verbal
expressions of disbelief. Laughter is thus generated not at the ambiguity itself, but at the target’s
reactions based on his understanding of the prank comedian’s expression.

Excerpt 3: Calling SARS with stranger’s phone — Part 2

Zfancy: Bro, sorry o, I came to see my girlfriend here, but my phone just died
now and don’t really know the particular place again.
Can you just help me with your phone?

Target: You can call your girlfriend

Zfancy: Yes, [ want to make a call; [ will like to know how she is doing
((target hands over the phone))

Zfancy: I did not kill the girl <I am not running out of Lagos>.

My phone died, this is my... I didn’t call her with my number.
This is my second line.

Target: This is not your second line! Don’t say this is your second line
better clarify that... don’t try to rope anybody, anything here...
you asked for my help... don’t try to rope anything here,
this is Alpha base, I am going to take you to the Alpha Base now...
you better tell the truth, if anything is happening there

Zfancy: We did not scan anybody sir [this is not... see give me my phone]
((tries to collect his phone)) Don’t trace it
Target: You collected my phone; this is not your second line don’t try to rope me
Zfancy: He is saying he will trace it
Target: This is not your second line, don’t try to rope anybody

with any line if someone is now calling me back nko?

(Source: Zfancytv, YouTube: 2018, August 14)
https://youtu.be/ujid0a782NY ?si=31jLhcvpPb740tsk/
Timestamp: 3:15 —4: 43

In Excerpt 3, humour is created through referencing, voice, emotional stance-taking, relevance,
inference, metaphor and the reporting pract. The target is successfully fooled through these
pragmatic mechanisms.

Crucially, reference is also used in Excerpt 3 as a pragmatic resource to ignite the target’s
reaction. Importantly, a disclaiming pract is performed by the prank comedian to give the prank
target the impression that he is a potential criminal. While faking a call with the target’s phone, the
disclaiming pract (I did not kill the girl) is enacted. This disclaimer carries a strong pragmatic force
that can trigger fear and anxiety due to the reference that is falsely made to the murder of a girl.
Thus, the prank target is deceived by the emotional stance of the prank comedian which appears
innocent through his tone and gesture. Consequently, the prank target is puzzled and perplexed and
made to infer that he might be assisting a criminal with his phone. Relevance is further applied as
another statement that strengthens the illocutionary force of the existing one (I am not running out
of Lagos) is made, confirming the target’s assumption. The effect of this assumption has the
potential of making the target uneasy as he will not want to be implicated. Humour, therefore, is
likely to arise for the target through relief when he eventually realises that he is being tricked while
the audience who can see his anxiety may find his reaction amusing, knowing that he is only being
teased. Therefore, manipulation of expectation through pragmatic devices is a major humour
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strategy in prank comedy, justifying Dynel’s (2018) assertion that humour often involves a
deliberate manipulation of expectations, where the speaker’s expressed stance and the audience
inferences about sincerity or intent plays a central role. However, in prank comedy, the target’s
expectation is manipulated, and not the audience’s.

Furthermore, the punchline of the joke lies in the pract of implicating being performed by the
prank comedian in the course of the joke. This prank is expected to stimulate a physical reaction
from the prank target whose reaction forms a cardinal aspect of humour creation in prank comedy.
in Excerpt 3, “This is my second line” is not just an ordinary declaration, the prank comedian is
performing the pragmatic act of implicating because he is referring to his target’s line as his, having
a shared situational knowledge with the latter that the line can be traced by (security) agents that
are being called in an ideal situation. Thus, the target is compelled to immediately make a disclaimer
(this is not your second line), or force a retrieval of his phone as seen in the prank. The physical act
of struggling to collect his phone makes it evident that prank target is highly bothered. This act
creates humour as it shows that the prank target is no longer comfortable with the prank comedian’s
usage of his phone, showing that he has been fooled to believe that he is being implicated. However,
humour arises for the target through release of tension when he realises the prank comedian has
been making a fake call, while humour is invoked for the audience who have prior knowledge of
the situation. This prank foregrounds the sensitivity of Nigerians to issues of crimes, such as murder
and how prank comedians turn them to jokes.

Within the purview of Superiority Theory, the audience’s humour is grounded in their
conviction that prank comedian is only faking a call; therefore, no real follow up or arrest will be
made. This prior knowledge puts them in a superior interpretive stance compared to the target,
whose fear is rendered funny because it is disproportionate to the actual risk. Laughter is thus
induced by the target’s repeated attempt to establish his innocence and fear of being “roped” into a
crime. This reaction is amusing because the audience can safely reframe the interaction as staged
and see that the target has been successfully tricked.

In conclusion, this excerpt shows that humour in prank comedy is produced through the
mobilisation of institutional discourse, rather than overt joking. By embedding a deceptive prank
within the highly sensitive frame of police surveillance, and by sustaining inferential and emotional
asymmetry, a serious criminal case and how people react to it into entertainment for viewers. The
humour thus resides in the audience’s ability to rekey the interaction from a criminal investigation
frame to a playful deception frame, confirming that prank humour is an emergent effect of pragmatic
misalignment rather than a property of individual utterances.

5.2. Religious alertness as humour

Humour in religious jokes focuses on the strong faith and people’s conviction on the potency of
their religious beliefs in spiritually-dangerous situations. Humour is invoked for the audience
through the reaction of the target who is tricked to believe that his religious invocations and beliefs
are at play. This is however achieved through certain pragmatic resources highlighted below:

Excerpt 4: The African invisible man prank @Pranks Nigeria

Mc Makopolo: ((faces the driver who tries to enter his car and blocks him))
Don’t go (.) There is a problem somewhere.

Target: Excuse me. No problem for me.

Mc Makopolo: Your life is in danger.
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Target: No >I reject that in the name of Jesus Christ<
Mc Makopolo: Listen to me (.) I came here to give you this message
<your life is in danger>

Target: NO >my life cannot be in danger< because I am hidden inside Christ
Actor 2: ((pretends as if they cannot see Mc Makopolo))
Sir, who are you talking to?
Actor 1: What’s that?
Mc Makopolo: Listen to me <your life is in danger>
Target: My life is in Christ (.) hidden in Christ (.) I return the danger

to you in the name of Jesus.
Mc Makopolo: Listen to me <if you leave here>

Actor 1: Are you alright?

Target: Yes, I am ((faces Mc Makopolo)) please, excuse me!

Mc Makopolo: They can’t see me <they can’t hear me>

Actor: Are you okay, sir?

Mc Makopolo: I am here to help <your life is in danger>

Target: Please, go away (.) [ want to enter my car.

Mc Makopolo: They can’t see me.

Target: In the name of JESUS CHRIST, I COMMAND you now
to disappear from me no::::inw

Mc Makopolo: ((screams))

(Source: Pranks Nigeria, YouTube: 2023, 8 August)
https://youtu.be/2TqV1Ald9147si=Xsi_ 6GCIEOQ9s15f/
Timestamp: 2:06 — 8:12

Humour in Excerpt 4 is invoked through shared cultural knowledge, emotional stance-taking, voice,
metaphor, relevance, reference and the pragmatic act of warning.

People’s reaction to occultic events and their strong belief in religious faith as an efficacious
defence mechanism is used to generate humour in prank comedy. Specifically, the prank comedian
positions himself as a spiritual being making his target react by making religious invocations.
Humour arises through layered pragmatic acts and multimodal coordination deployed by the prank
comedian to make the target act on a false belief that his invocations are effective while the prank
comedian is only joking. In Excerpt 4, the pragmatic act of warning is performed by the prank
comedian through his utterance, “Don’t go...your life is in danger,” pretending to be invisible. This
prank of warning catches the target’s attention and compels immediate action because it assertively
prophesises danger. This prophecy is deliberately made by the prank comedian because it is liable
to generate strong rejection by the target due to the shared cultural belief that bad prophecies can
come to pass if not rebuked. Thus, the target performs the pragmatic act of rejecting “I reject that
in the name of Jesus Christ”. In this prank, the target is most likely not going to bother if it were a
prank or not as bad prophecies are usually strongly rejected in the Nigerian culture whether it is
made in the context of a joke or not.

Furthermore, in order to reinforce the ontological frame that the prank comedian is invisible to
others except the prank target, other actors at the scene intervene by denying the prank comedian’s
perceptibility affirmatively (“Sir, who are you talking to?”’). This is a mutual deception which gives
the target the impression that he might be seeing a ghost or an evil spirit. The audience, already
aware of the staged nature of the prank, rekeys the interaction as playful deception, whereas the
target experiences escalating uncertainty regarding the reality of the encounter and relies on the
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potency of his faith. Humour thus arises from the sustained contradiction between the target’s
sensory experience and the socially ratified denial of that experience by others.

Furthermore, the prank target signals to have been successfully deceived and keyed into the
playful frame which is built on religious alertness when he makes a reference to a biblical verse,
“My life cannot be in danger because I am hidden in Christ.” His life is not hidden physically but
spiritually. This is a biblical allusion to the book of Colossians 3 verse 3: ‘...and your life is now
hidden with Christ in God’ (New International Version of the Bible). This verse of the Bible which
is metaphorical accentuates religious alertness creating humour through emotional stance-taking;
while the prank comedian is only joking, the target is serious. Also, the mentioning of ‘Jesus’
integrates relevance into the conversation which portrays Jesus as a name to ward off evil. The
name of Jesus is relevant because it is believed to be potent in seeking protection from evil by the
target.

In addition, voice and psychological acts are crucial to humour in prank comedy, especially in
religious jokes. There is an escalation of emotional stance through verbal rejection to spiritual
display by the prank comedian. This solemn spiritual display generates humour, especially for the
audience, knowing that the target is only being fooled. Precisely, in Excerpt 4, pragmatic actions
such as raised intonation, repetition, and performative prayer (“I COMMAND you now to
disappear”) done by the target engender humour because they are triggered through a false
assumption. Moreover, the prank comedian’s physical acts such as shouting as if he is being terrified
by the prayer and itching his body continuously, are used to aggravate the target’s reaction by
making him believe wrongly that his prayer is efficacious. This action and reaction activate humour
for the audience who are aware that the prank comedian is not a spiritual being or invincible.

From the perspective of Superiority Theory, humour is grounded in the audience’s interpretive
and epistemic dominance. Viewers are aware that the prank comedian is physically present and that
the invisibility claim is fictive. This privileged knowledge positions the audience as superior to the
target, whose sincere invocation of spiritual warfare is rendered excessive within the prank frame.
The target’s intense religio-emotional investment becomes a site of amusement because the
audience can safely reframe his fear as misdirected rather than justified.

Importantly, this excerpt shows that prank comedy elicits humour through the strategic
collision of beliefs. The humour does not reside in mockery of religion per se, but in the interactional
exploitation of epistemic imbalance and frame instability. The prank’s comic force thus emerges
from the audience’s ability to connect multiple interpretive layers such as threat, faith, invisibility,
and deception, while the target remains trapped within a single, literal interpretive trajectory.

5.3. Linguistic/educational deficiency as humour

Linguistic jokes are commonly done through the use of ambiguity that arise from polysemous or
homophonous words. However, linguistic joke in prank comedy is different as it uses pragmatic
acts to project words that are complimentary as debasing. Thus, prank targets are easily fooled and
confused when they try to decode the meaning of such words by relying on the pragmatic acts of
the prank comedian, creating humour for the audience.
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Excerpt 5: Who said I’'m photogenic

Zfancy: Who said it? ((looks infuriated))
Actor: I know (.) I remember the face now.
Target 1: Where? He knows me (.) for where
Target 2: Wetin happen (.) for where (what happened?)
Zfancy: You said that I am photogenic.
Target 3: Haa... Oga no be him o (sir, he is not the one)
Target 2: Haa (.) somebody wey just come back from Akwa Ibom yesterday.
Target 1: I just come back.
Target 2: He go ...he just come back. Going to a month now he no dey
Target 3: Oga, no be him o, somebody wey just return (sir, he is not the one)
Zfancy: He say I dey photogenic. ((faces, the actor)) WHO said it?
Targets: Wetin happen (what happened)
Actor: Oga calm down [ am trying to remember his face
((pretends to be panicky))
Target 2: He no dey he just come back.
Zfancy: They said me I am photogenic.
Target 1: I swear Oga.
Target 2: Somebody wey no dey here since last month he just come back he o dey
Zfancy: WHO said that I am photogenic WHO said it ((locks the actor))
Actor: Please, I remember you ((faces Target 1))
Target 1: Oga no tell me that kind thing o ((infuriated))

(Source: Zfancytv, YouTube: 2022, March 12)
https://www.facebook.com/share/v/1535NeEFfR/
Timestamp: 0:05 — 0:49

Humour in this excerpt emerges through the use of facial expression (physiognomy), body moves
(gesture), prosody (stress), voice, reference, and incongruity, metapragmatic joker and emotional
stance which are used to perform the mocking pract.

Psychological and physical acts are effectively used to generate humour in linguistic jokes in
prank comedy. Humour often emerges from conflicting frames. This is a situation whereby the
prank comedian intentionally treats a positive word as an insult and accuses his target to have
described him with such a word, creating confusion and anxiety for the target who does not
understand the word but clues on the prank comedian’s reaction to assume wrongly that the word
must be abusive. This is similar to Raskin’s (1985) explanation of humour through script opposition.
Importantly, the prank comedian is able to fool his target through purposeful pragmatic acts. In
Excerpt 5, the question “Who said it?” functions as an accusatory pract which creates suspense.
Precisely, the absence of referential clarity creates immediate pragmatic pressure and primes the
targets for defensive alignment. This creates curiosity and makes the atmosphere tense for the target
considering the prank comedian’s gesture and voice which are capable of compelling interlocutors
to search for an offence that has not yet been specified.

The humorous mechanism is activated when the fake allegation is finally made. Notably,
linguistic complexity is used to trigger fear and anxiety because the targets in reality do not
understand what they are being accused of; they only react based on the actions of the prank
comedian. This is portrayed in the accusatory statement “You said that [ am photogenic” in Excerpt
5. There is a use of vocabulary complexity to trigger curiosity and deepen the target’s fear. This is
because the targets do not know the meaning of the word ‘photogenic.” Though ‘photogenic’ is a
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complimentary word, but the prank comedian strategically rekeys the adjective within a hostile
affective frame, transforming praise into provocation. This inversion produces pragmatic
incongruity: an utterance that should mitigate face threat is reframed as a face-aggravating act. The
targets’ confusion “wetin happen?” reflects a failure to reconcile the lexical positivity of the term
with the speaker’s aggressive emotional stance. This contradiction creates humour because the
targets are deceived by the prank comedian’s physical and psychological acts to assume that the
word photogenic connotes something bad.

Furthermore, there is a use of metapragmatic joker. Mey (2001) explains that beyond the lexical
representation of ideas in what is said, any element that directs our attention to something happening
on the metapragmatic level is a metapragmatic joker. The prank comedian uses metapragmatic joker
to sustain the tension that the unreal accusation has generated by repeating and stressing the word
‘who’ emphatically in “WHO said it?”. Together, these moves constitute a collaborative deceptive
prank that charges the targets with the responsibility of disclaiming what has been said. While the
audience recognises the staged nature of the accusation, the targets interpret the interaction within
a serious blame frame, prompting collective defence strategies. The repeated assertions of Target 1
“just came back” function as alibi-building pract, demonstrating how ordinary conversational
resources are mobilised under perceived threat.

Emotional stance is central to the prank’s comic effect. This becomes evident in the joke as
repetition, raised pitch, and physical proximity (“locks the actor”) occur in the course of the joke.
By locking the actor, the prank comedian projects authority and volatility. The targets, on the other
hand, display anxiety, which is evident in their overlapping talk, oath-taking (“I swear Oga”), and
visible agitation. This affective mismatch, that is being angry over a compliment, is not only
effective in causing chaos and unrest, it enforces the targets to rely on inferential meaning that
‘photogenic’ must be a bad word to describe people. Humour thus arises from the audience’s ability
to detach the emotional display from the semantic content of the accusation. This foregrounds a
unique feature of linguistic jokes in prank comedy. Unlike existing studies (Seewoester, 2009; Lew,
1996 among others) that emphasise that linguistic jokes are commonly built on linguistic ambiguity,
linguistic jokes in prank comedy are rather based on situational irony and pragmatic forces.

From the perspective of Superiority Theory, humour is anchored in the audience’s epistemic
advantage and interpretive control. Viewers recognise that photogenic has been arbitrarily
criminalised within the prank frame and that no real offence has occurred. This awareness positions
the audience as superior to the targets, whose earnest attempts to deny responsibility appear
excessive and misguided. Laughter is directed not at the adjective itself, but at the targets’
compelled participation in an interactional logic that the audience knows to be fictive.

Overall, this excerpt illustrates that humour in prank comedy can be generated through a test
of linguistic competence and irony. Meanings of cumbersome vocabularies can be used to produce
confusion, defensive uptake and audience’s amusement, especially when a complimentary word is
stripped of its positive pragmatic force and embedded within an accusatory emotional stance. The
humour therefore resides in the manipulation of stance and inference rather than in the lexical item
alone, reinforcing the argument that prank humour is an emergent property of pragmatic
misalignment and epistemic imbalance.

5.4. Sexual advances as humour

Sexual jokes are made in NPCS to evoke humour. Substantially, the pragmeme in the joke is teasing,
achieved through contextual relevance, reference, voice and psychological acts. Pranks in this
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category are done exclusively with women. Targets are misled through these acts to think they are
being asked for sex. There is always playful provocation.

Excerpt 6: Ladies misunderstood “fork”

Teaser: E geh wetin [ wan tell you (.) I no know whether you go vex sha o.
(I want to tell you something; I don’t know if it will get you offended)
>[ don’t know whether you go like fork sha<

Target: Sorry
Teaser: I don’t know whether you go like fork
Target: I did not understand.
Teaser: I know say you fit like am o (.) but (.) I get some nice style
wey I go give you wey you like (.) I know say you sha need am.
Target: Need wetin
Teaser: Fork
Target: Fork as how? I did not understand.
Teaser: No dey act like say you no know am o normal fork
Target: No talk am well you are confusing me, he get as you take dey sound.
Teaser: He get some styles wey I go give you wey you go like
Target: You are so funny (.) nah wetin I come outside come do.
That what you actually come to tell me.
Teaser: Shey you no like am ni.
Target: Alright I am not interested
Teaser: ((shows her pictures of forks)) see am
Target: ((smiles)) You are very crazy.

(Source: Teaser Prank, YouTube: 2024, July 23)
https://youtu.be/PbZrjyxmx_ w?si=b38it71r5v6bvya/
Timestamp: 0:25 — 1:20

Humour in this excerpt emerges from phonological ambiguity, politeness markers, local linguistic
context, voice, implicature and the pragmatic act of teasing.

There is a strategic exploitation of phonological ambiguity. The phonological similarity in the
pronunciations of ‘fuck’ and ‘fork’ is used to create humour. Attardo (1994) identifies phonological
ambiguity as an instance of verbal humour. However, phonological ambiguity is sustained in prank
comedy through pragmatic resources. The prank comedian’s opening sequence is framed through
politeness markers and pre-emptive facework “I want to tell you something...,” which functions as
a preparatory pract signalling that he is about asking a potentially sensitive question. This framing
presupposes a serious conversational expectation but to the target’s surprise, the talk turns out to be
on intimacy or romantic intent. Humour is proposed here through an unexpected turn of events and
the prank comedian’s guts to be able to discuss such a sensitive topic with a stranger. This is what
the prank comedian aims to achieve through his utterance “I don’t know whether you go like fork.”

Within the local linguistic context in Nigerian English and Pidgin discourse, fork is
polysemous: it denotes a mundane eating utensil but can also be pragmatically reinterpreted as a
euphemism within sexual or flirtatious discourse. Heywins & Heywins (2005) describes local
linguistic context as the immediate language environment surrounding a linguistic unit. Rather than
clarifying the intended meaning, the prank comedian sustains semantic underdetermination, letting
sexual implicature arise through contextual cues such as hesitation, lowered voice. Furthermore,
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incongruity comes to play when he says “I get some nice style wey I go give you wey you like,”
showing his targets different forks on his phone. This meaning mismatch creates humour through
the target’s perceived relief and modal representation and linguistic meaning mismatch.

The target’s anxiety is evident in the repeated requests for clarification “fork as how?,” “I did
not understand” indicating an attempt at pragmatic repair. This is because there is a shared cultural
knowledge that sex is a taboo subject, especially in the public, in the Nigerian society. However,
the prank comedian persistently resists repair by perambulating between literal and suggestive
formulations “normal fork™ and “sexual styles wey you go like,” thereby maintaining inferential
instability. This mismatch of meaning functions as a deceptive prank that keeps the target suspended
between incompatible frames: an innocent commodity exchange and an inappropriate sexual
advance.

Emotional stance is central to the prank’s effectiveness. The prank comedian maintains a
playful, confident stance, projecting casual familiarity. Conversely, the target feels uncomfortable
displaying mild amusement and guarded suspicion. These contradictory emotional stances create
interpretive discomfort for the target. The eventual revelation, when the prank comedian produces
images of actual forks, retroactively resolves the ambiguity and rekeys the entire interaction into a
harmless prank frame.

From the perspective of Superiority Theory, humour arises from the audience’s epistemic
advantage. Viewers, primed by the prank format, anticipate the literal resolution and therefore
occupy a superior interpretive position relative to the target, who momentarily entertains the
sexualised interpretation. The target’s final response (“you are very crazy”) marks a post-revelation
re-alignment, where embarrassment is transformed into laughter once the benign interpretation
becomes salient.

Overall, this excerpt demonstrates that humour in prank comedy can be generated through
implicature management rather than explicit deception. By allowing sexual inference to emerge
while withholding confirmation, the prank exploits shared sociocultural assumptions about
gendered communication and taboo topics. The humour does not reside in the word fork itself, but
in the controlled manipulation of ambiguity and stance that guides the target toward a
misinterpretation the audience is already prepared to correct.

6. Conclusion

This study has examined the construction of humour in Nigerian Prank Comedy Skits (NPCS),
focusing on the works of Zfancy, Kun Zlim, MC Makopolo and Teaser Prank. Through the
application of Mey’s Pragmatic Acts Theory alongside Superiority Theory, the paper has
demonstrated that humour in NPCS arises primarily from the manipulation of targets into acting on
false beliefs, which produces reactions that amuse audiences. It is shown in this study that humour
in prank comedy is not only an inherent property linguistic structures as we have in other forms of
comedy, isolated utterances or deceptive acts; rather, it is an emergent interactional outcome
produced through carefully synchronised pragmatic mechanisms embedded in an orchestrated
script.

The analysed excerpts portray how humour consistently arises from the manipulation of
contextual assumptions, inferential processes, emotional stance, pragmatic presupposition among
other pragmatic resources rather than overt joking or explicit punchlines. Central to humour creation
is the strategic deployment of pragmatic acts that exploit shared sociocultural knowledge, relevance,
reference, inference and metapragmatic joker while withholding critical disambiguating
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information. Specifically, the prank comedians deploy the pragmatic acts of threatening, requesting,
and reporting, in crime-related jokes; warning in religious jokes; mocking in linguistic and
educational jokes; and teasing, in sexual jokes. These pranks consistently evoke societal themes
such as crime, religion, education and sexuality, thereby reinforcing the idea that humour is context-
bound and closely tied to social realities.

The findings advance humour research in Nigeria, which has largely focused on stand-up
comedy and situation comedy, extending to the relatively underexplored area of prank comedy skits.
In line with earlier scholarship that positions humour as a mirror of societal issues (Adetunji, 2013;
Filani, 2016), this study shows that Nigerian prank comedy skits not only entertain but also
foreground sensitive socio-cultural anxieties through pragmatic manipulation. By illustrating how
humour is created in digital skit culture, the study contributes to broader debates on the nature of
African digital humour and its pragmatic underpinnings, thereby expanding humour studies beyond
traditional staged forms.
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