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Abstract

This study examines the potential of theatre as a catalyst for rural transformation in Benue
State,  drawing inspiration from the structural and thematic elements of ancient Greek
drama. By adapting features of Greek tragedy and comedy, the paper proposes a culturally
relevant and participatory approach to addressing critical development challenges in rural
communities, particularly in the areas of education, healthcare, and economic
empowerment. Through a comparative analysis of classical Greek dramatic traditions and
indigenous storytelling practices, the study identifies strategic opportunities for theatre-
based interventions capable of fostering community engagement, strengthening social
cohesion, and promoting sustainable development. Ultimately, the research underscores
the capacity of theatre to function not only as an artistic medium but also as an effective
tool for social change and grassroots development in rural Benue.

Keywords: Theatrical Bridges, Greek Dramatic Traditions, Sustainable Development,
Rural Benue.

Introduction

Theatre has long served as a dynamic medium through which societies interpret their realities,
negotiate values, and imagine new possibilities for collective existence. From its ritual origins
to its contemporary socio-political applications, drama has consistently functioned not merely
as entertainment but as a tool for cultural transmission, moral reflection, and social
transformation. In this regard, the enduring legacy of Greek dramatic traditions offers a
compelling framework for rethinking how performance can be mobilized to address present-
day developmental challenges, particularly within rural African contexts such as Benue State.
Historically, Greek drama emerged from religious festivals dedicated to Dionysus, evolving
from choral hymns known as dithyrambs into structured theatrical performances featuring
dialogue, characterization, and complex narratives. This transformation marked a shift from
ritual to art, while still retaining a strong communal and moral function. The incorporation of
actors, the use of chorus as a reflective societal voice, and the emphasis on themes of justice,
fate, and human responsibility positioned Greek theatre as a mirror of society and a medium
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for civic engagement. Indeed, Greek drama was deeply embedded in the social and political
life of the polis, fostering shared identity and critical discourse among citizens.

The concept of “theatrical bridges” in this paper foregrounds the possibility of connecting
these classical dramatic principles with indigenous performance traditions in rural Benue.
Rural communities in Benue State are rich in oral narratives, festivals, music, and
performative rituals that already function as vehicles for education, conflict resolution, and
communal cohesion. However, these cultural resources are often underutilized in formal
development strategies. By harnessing key elements of Greek dramatic traditions such as
participatory storytelling, moral interrogation, symbolic representation, and the use of
performance as a communal forum, there is potential to create innovative models of
development communication that resonate with local realities.

The sustainable development in this context extends beyond economic growth to include
social inclusion, cultural preservation, environmental awareness, and participatory
governance. Theatre, in its applied and community-oriented forms, can serve as a catalyst for
such holistic development. Drawing from the Greek model where drama addressed societal
tensions and ethical dilemmas, theatrical practices in rural Benue can be adapted to engage
issues such as agricultural sustainability, youth empowerment, conflict mediation, and public
health. The chorus, for instance, can be reimagined as the collective voice of the community,
articulating shared concerns and aspirations, while dramatic narratives can dramatize real-
life challenges and provoke dialogue toward actionable solutions. This paper, therefore,
situates itself at the intersection of classical theatre studies and development praxis. It argues
that the integration of Greek dramatic aesthetics with local performance traditions can foster
a culturally grounded and participatory approach to sustainable development. By building
these “theatrical bridges,” the research envisions a model where theatre becomes not only a
reflection of rural life in Benue but also an active instrument in shaping its future.

Greek theatre remains foundational to the development of modern theatre, serving as the
bedrock upon which contemporary theatrical practices are built. It is widely held that theatre
began when a member of the Greek chorus stepped forward from the collective and
performed individually, thereby initiating the concept of character and dialogue. Much of
modern theatre continues to echo this origin, consciously or unconsciously drawing
inspiration from early Greek innovations. The Greeks pioneered several stage techniques,
including the use of the eccyclema (a wheeled platform) and the mechane (a crane used to
simulate flight), demonstrating a level of technical sophistication that continues to influence
stagecraft today. Even in contemporary practice, achieving the remarkable acoustics of ancient
Greek theatres remains a challenge. In many respects, modern theatre practitioners still strive
to attain the artistic excellence achieved by the Greeks. Most significantly, contemporary
dramatic structures continue to reflect Greek models, as seen in works such as Hagher’s
Mulkin Mata and Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, as well as the parallels between Sophocles” Oedipus
Rex and Ola Rotimi’s The Gods Are Not to Blame, alongside Alachi’s The Gods Are to Blame.
Similarly, Euripides” The Trojan Women finds resonance in Femi Osofisan’s Women of Owu,
illustrating the enduring influence of Greek dramaturgy across cultures and time.

The plays originally composed in ancient Greece have demonstrated a remarkable capacity to
transcend linguistic, cultural, religious, and political boundaries. Particularly over the past
three to four decades, there has been an unprecedented global resurgence of interest in Greek
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drama. These works have been performed across all continents, with numerous new
translations and adaptations commissioned annually, further attesting to their universal
appeal and adaptability.

The dramatic works of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes have achieved
widespread cultural penetration comparable to that of other classical Greek authors such as
Homer and Aesop, whose works have been translated into numerous languages. However,
Greek drama has arguably surpassed these figures in performance frequency, both on stage
and screen. Despite this extensive global reach, the increasing internationalization of Greek
drama presents a compelling theoretical challenge, particularly concerning its adaptability
and relevance across diverse cultural contexts.

One significant response to this challenge has been aesthetic experimentation. Poets,
translators, and composers have explored the expressive possibilities of elevated verse drama,
as well as the interplay between speech and song, often incorporating musical
accompaniment. Theatre practitioners including directors, designers, actors, and theorists
particularly within postmodern and technologically driven contexts, have been drawn to the
aesthetic richness of Greek drama. Notably, certain classical theatrical devices, such as the
messenger’s speech, find intriguing parallels in modern technologies like audio recording and
split-screen visual techniques, which similarly function to relay off-stage events.

The renewed prominence of Greek tragedy is also closely associated with the “performative
turn” in theatre, a shift that emphasizes physical expression over purely verbal
communication. This movement has challenged the dominance of the proscenium arch, which
traditionally separates the audience from the stage. Inspired by encounters with ancient Greek
theatre spaces and non-Western performance traditions, practitioners have increasingly
sought alternative performance environments, including repurposed industrial spaces, thrust
stages, open marketplaces, and religious venues. These innovations have fostered new
relationships between performers and audiences, often drawing on the structural flexibility
of the Greek chorus to create dynamic and immersive theatrical experiences. The result is a
more fluid and multidimensional mode of spectatorship, where audiences engage with
performances from varying perspectives and spatial configurations.

Furthermore, intellectual and psychological developments in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries have contributed significantly to the renewed interest in Greek theatre.
The rise of psychotherapy, in particular, has sustained public engagement with Greek
tragedy. Influential psychoanalytic thinkers have drawn extensively on these works especially
their exploration of familial relationships and human psychology to develop theories that
extend beyond Freud’s interpretation of Sophocles” Oedipus the King and Jung’s engagement
with the Electra myth. Greek tragedy provides a fertile ground for examining the nature of
human identity, raising enduring questions about whether human experience possesses a
universal essence or is shaped entirely by cultural and historical contexts.

Engagement with Greek drama necessitates a continual negotiation between these
perspectives. Audiences often oscillate between recognizing the historical and cultural
specificity of the performance and experiencing a profound sense of timeless human
connection. The emotional power of hearing speeches composed millennia ago whether in
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their original language or translation creates a unique theatrical tension that bridges past and
present.

Greek tragic ethics also offer valuable frameworks for examining contemporary issues of
crime and justice. Many plays explore themes of vengeance, accountability, and moral
responsibility. For instance, works such as Children of Heracles interrogate whether emotional
impulses for revenge should influence judicial decisions. Euripides” Hecuba raises questions
about the nature of justice and the appropriate mechanisms for prosecuting political and
military crimes, while Media challenges distinctions between premeditated and impulsive acts
of violence. These narratives also engage with modern concerns regarding the psychological
and physiological dimensions of criminal behavior, including the roles of mental health,
genetics, and neurological factors.

Finally, the role of the gods in Greek tragedy offers another dimension of its contemporary
relevance. The attribution of human suffering to divine forces creates opportunities for the
theatrical exploration of spirituality, ritual, and existential inquiry. In an increasingly secular
world, Greek drama provides a rich framework for examining fundamental questions about
existence, suffering, fate, and the limits of human agency. Its portrayal of the Olympian
deities, combined with its intellectual and interrogative depth, allows for a multicultural and
intercultural engagement with metaphysical concerns. Consequently, Greek theatre continues
to serve not only as a historical foundation but also as a dynamic and evolving medium
through which humanity explores its most profound questions.

Socio-Political Influence of Greek Theatre on Modern Society

The enduring relevance of Greek theatre can be significantly attributed to its profound
engagement with socio-political issues. One major factor is the feminist rediscovery of ancient
drama, alongside the renewed interest in the candid treatment of erotic love within Greek
plays, particularly by late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century theatre practitioners.
These developments have enabled directors and scholars to interrogate the implications of the
sexual revolution through classical texts. Central to this discourse is the critique of
conventional gender roles, which has shifted attention not only to the position of women but
also to the construction of masculinity within society. The traditional ideal of masculinity
characterized by strength, emotional restraint, self-sufficiency, and decisiveness has
increasingly been questioned for its role in perpetuating the oppression of women and
children.

Within this framework, the figure of Heracles in Greek tragedy has emerged as a compelling
subject of analysis. Classical dramatists themselves grappled with the ambiguity of his
character, raising questions about whether he should be celebrated as a heroic defender of
civilization or condemned as a destructive force. This duality has made plays such as
Sophocles” Women of Trachis and Euripides’ Heracles particularly relevant in contemporary
discourse. Modern interpretations often present Heracles as a symbol of the “trained killer,”
whose inability to reconcile his public heroism with his private responsibilities ultimately
results in domestic tragedy. Through such reinterpretations, Greek theatre continues to
provide a powerful lens for examining issues of gender, power, and moral responsibility in
modern society.
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Interrogating the Legacy of Ancient Greek Drama in Rural Benue

In this part of the paper, attention is directed towards examining the historical applications of
specific Greek tragedies, with the aim of presenting a case study that demonstrates the
enduring potential of Greek drama. Despite the existence of less edifying interpretations
across different historical periods, these works continue to resonate powerfully and
constructively as canonical texts within the modern theatrical repertoire.

Rural development in Benue State continues to demand innovative, culturally grounded
approaches that go beyond conventional policy interventions. While the state possesses vast
agricultural potential and a vibrant communal life, persistent challenges such as poverty, low
productivity, youth migration, and communal conflicts require strategies that actively engage
people at the grassroots (Chambers 45; Iyorchia 112). In this regard, the relevance of theatre
as a participatory medium becomes even more profound when viewed through the lens of
classical dramatic traditions rooted in Ancient Greece. Greek drama emerged not merely as
entertainment but as a civic institution deeply embedded in communal life, where citizens
gathered to reflect on social issues, moral dilemmas, leadership, and collective destiny
(Aristotle 23; Edith Hall 67). This foundational orientation offers a useful framework for
rethinking development practice in rural Benue.

The structure and function of Greek drama provide important parallels for community-based
development. The chorus in Greek tragedy, for example, functioned as the collective voice of
society, articulating shared concerns and moral perspectives (Hall 89). In rural Benue, this
element can be adapted into participatory performance where community members
collectively express their experiences of underdevelopment, agricultural struggles, and
conflict situations. Such dramatized expressions allow communities not only to narrate their
realities but also to interrogate them critically. Similarly, the emphasis on moral conflict and
consequence in the works of Euripides provides a model for exploring pressing rural issues
such as land disputes and social responsibility (Euripides 54). By staging these conflicts in
familiar contexts, theatre can provoke reflection and encourage behavioural change among
participants and audiences alike.

Furthermore, Greek dramatic traditions were inherently dialogic, fostering interaction
between performers and spectators in ways that encouraged critical thinking (Aristotle 31).
This aligns closely with the principles of Theatre for Development, which prioritizes
participation, dialogue, and collective problem-solving (Augusto Boal 122; Paulo Freire 77).
In rural Benue, where communal gatherings and oral traditions remain central to social
organization, adapting such dialogic performance methods can strengthen community
engagement in development processes. Performances can address issues such as modern
farming techniques, health awareness, and conflict resolution, while also inviting audience
participation and discussion. In this way, theatre becomes a space not just for representation
but for negotiation of ideas and solutions.

In addition, the ritual origins of Greek drama offer another significant point of connection.
Early Greek performances were tied to religious festivals that reinforced social cohesion and
collective identity (Hall 102). This resonates with the cultural realities of rural Benue, where
festivals, storytelling, and communal ceremonies play vital roles in maintaining social bonds
(Iyorchia 119). Embedding development messages within culturally familiar performance
structures enhances both acceptance and effectiveness. The performative reenactment of
community challenges within symbolic frameworks can foster a sense of ownership and
collective responsibility for development outcomes.
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Ultimately, linking rural development in Benue State to Greek dramatic traditions reveals the
enduring power of theatre as a tool for social transformation. The emphasis on collective
voice, moral inquiry, and participatory engagement found in Greek drama provides a rich
conceptual and practical resource for addressing contemporary rural challenges. When these
elements are thoughtfully adapted to local contexts, they can transform passive audiences into
active participants in their own development, thereby strengthening community resilience
and promoting sustainable progress (Boal 130; Freire 88).

At the conclusion of Euripides’ Iphigenia Among the Taurians, a resolution grounded in
diplomatic harmony is established through divine intervention, as Athena restores order on
both international and cosmic levels. The Greek youths, Orestes and Pylades who narrowly
escape being sacrificed in the temple of Artemis among the Taurians in southwestern Crimea
are permitted to return safely to Greece, accompanied by Iphigenia. Similarly, the chorus of
Greek women, who serve as attendants within the Tauric sanctuary, are eventually liberated
and allowed to return home (www.nou.edu.ng). The Taurians themselves are not subjected
to destruction; instead, they continue to exist peacefully while permitting the Greeks to depart
with the sacred statue of Artemis, which is to be relocated to Halae near Brauron in Attica.

Significantly, the play concludes without loss of life, thereby avoiding violent conflict between
Greeks and so-called “barbarians.” Both groups are depicted as undergoing a form of moral
progression, transitioning from the practice of human sacrifice to more refined modes of
religious worship. Euripides subtly complicates conventional notions of cultural superiority
by suggesting that, in certain respects, the Taurian “barbarians” exhibit greater moral integrity
than the Greeks. While the Taurians sacrifice strangers to their deity, the Greeks are portrayed
as capable of committing violence against members of their own families. This moral paradox
is poignantly captured when Iphigenia informs King Thoas that Orestes has murdered his
mother, prompting his shocked response: “Apollo! Even a barbarian would not do that!”
(Euripides 414 BC; 412 BC). Through this inversion, Euripides challenges ethnocentric
assumptions and invites a more nuanced reflection on morality and civilization.

The theatre and drama of ancient Greece have exerted a profound and lasting influence on
various aspects of modern life and cultural development. Their legacy is evident not only in
dramatic structures and performance conventions but also in the very terminology used
within contemporary theatre practice. For instance, the term “Thespian,” now commonly used
to refer to actors, originates from Thespis of Icaria, who is traditionally credited with
introducing the first tragic performance. Furthermore, the Greek chorus; an integral
component of classical drama; has evolved into modern equivalents such as narrators and
commentators, continuing to serve as a device for guiding audience interpretation and
providing thematic insight.

Influence on War and Peace in Modern Times

Greek theatre originated during a period of significant political transformation, and its
inherently political nature has continued to inspire directors and scholars across generations.
Its capacity to engage with themes of justice, resistance, and human rights has made it a vital
tool for political expression in diverse global contexts. The character of Antigone in Sophocles’
Antigone, for instance, has become a timeless symbol of resistance against unjust authority.
Her story has been adapted and performed in various socio-political settings, including
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protests against apartheid in South Africa, human rights abuses in Latin America, and
patriarchal structures in regions such as Jakarta.

Similarly, Euripides” war tragedies have maintained a strong resonance in contemporary
times. The Trojan Women has been widely interpreted as a poignant critique of the devastating
effects of war on vulnerable populations, particularly women and children, making it relevant
to audiences across different historical and cultural contexts. Hecuba, too, has experienced
renewed interest, especially in the post-Cold War era, where its themes of suffering, revenge,
and justice have found new meaning. In the context of modern geopolitical tensions,
particularly those involving the West and the Islamic world, Greek tragedy has served as a
medium for exploring cultural conflict and ideological divides. Plays such as Aeschylus’
Persians and Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis have been revived to reflect on issues of war,
leadership, and sacrifice, demonstrating the continued relevance of Greek theatre in
addressing global concerns.

Greek theatre has also played a significant role in shaping modern cultural identity,
particularly within postcolonial contexts. During the later stages of decolonization, especially
in Africa, writers and dramatists seeking to redefine cultural identity turned to classical Greek
texts as sources of inspiration. Although these works can be associated with the intellectual
traditions of Europe, they have been appropriated and reinterpreted in ways that reflect local
realities and experiences. For instance, Alachi’s portrayal of Akanya in The Gods Are to Blame
reflects a broader search for identity, illustrating how classical narratives can be adapted to
engage with contemporary African concerns.

Interestingly, the study and adaptation of Greek drama have also served as a form of cultural
liberation. For many writers from formerly colonized societies, engaging with classical Greek
texts offers an alternative pathway to exploring aspects of their intellectual heritage without
directly confronting the complexities associated with colonial languages such as English and
French. Greek drama, in this sense, becomes a neutral ground; a cultural root that can be
explored with both legitimacy and creative freedom. Furthermore, the inherently intercultural
nature of Greek theatre, composed before the rigid divisions of modern religion, politics, and
culture, allows for a more inclusive and universal engagement. This has facilitated the growth
of intercultural and international theatre practices, where diverse traditions intersect and
inform one another. Consequently, Greek theatre continues to function as a bridge between
cultures, fostering dialogue, creativity, and a deeper understanding of shared human
experiences.
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