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Abstract 

Since the establishment of a drama school that eventually gave birth 

to the first Theatre Arts Department in the first University in 

Nigeria, the literary theatre had played remarkable roles towards 

entrenching a true government of the people. Today, the capability 

of the theatre to provide analytical insight and sense of vision that 

may propel the nation towards a sustained lasting democratic 

government is been jeopardized by the dearth of modern, suitable 

and functional facilities. Historically speaking, Nigerians have 

celebrated the nineteenth anniversary of a smooth democracy despite 

coming into reality as an independent nation fifty-seven years ago. 

However, it is still a celebration of atrocious political upheavals that 

are calamitous to the peaceful co-existence of the various tribes that 

constitute the nation. Active participants on the national political 

terrain have not ceased to show their desire for self-enrichment in 

the face of the suffering electorates. This paper looks at some of the 

problems facing the literary theatre in Nigeria and suggests probable 

ways out of them. It concludes that, with suitable environment, the 

literary theatre possesses the ability to produce analytical insight 

and plausible sense of vision which could guide the nation to a 

sustained democratic future.  
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Introduction 

 The events that characterized the birth of the Fourth Republic in 1999 

would remain indelible in the minds of all the major actors and spectators 

alike. The activities and series of events that drew the curtain hopefully for 

good on the protracted transition programmes of various military 

government - from the short-lived government of Buhari and Idiagbon led 

government when orderliness was forcefully introduced and maintained, 

to the Babangida’s presidential military style of government which could 

have been applauded by the whole world but for the annulment of the most 

free and fair election, and the Sanni Abacha led military administration 

which hijacked the imposed interim national government of Earnest 

Sonekan. The sudden but appraised demise of Abacha brought in the 

administration of General Abdusalam Abubakar whose administration 

brought in the nascent democracy in May 29, 1999. These periods in the 

political history of Nigeria were popular for military dominance and 

oppression; a period noted for the infliction of oppressive silence on the 

masses, when the gun was mightier than the pen and “silence became the 

beginning and end-point of wisdom” (Obafemi 76). It was also the period 

when the advent of the home-video industry drove the live theatre into 

partial oblivion and irrelevance when dealing with contemporary national 

issues. When the fundamental issues of direction and goals, decolonization, 

and neo-colonialism problem, imposed by corrupt ineffectual government, 

and problems of nation building coupled with under-development was the 

bane of our existence.   

 Nevertheless, May 29, 1999 ushered in a new lease of life as Nigeria 

successfully transit into a new democratic dispensation; a democratic 

government where corruption has become a delightful tune in the ears of 

the elected, where the President fights corruption as a lone ranger and 

legislators refusing to release the monies accrued from corrupt officers. 

Thus, two decades into self-rule and in the Eight Republic, one need to ask 

if the country has Nigeria really attained a social order that may classify her 

as a democratized nation. Probably the response to this question is as clear 
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as an Electoral Tribunal not seeing anything wrong or brutal in the 

amputated thigh of an electorate as well as regarding the burning down of 

the office of the Independent Electoral Commission (INEC), the agency 

mandated to conduct elections in the country as a mere begattale. Looking at 

all these shortcomings that have become parts of the nation’s political 

character, her democracy could still be classified as a tottering one. And 

with politicians’ defection in the utmost search for power at all cost, it may 

not be debatable that the nation is still experiencing as it is, a democracy 

without a well-defined character, let alone determined. 

 

The Theatre in Democracy  

The theatre remains an audio-visual medium of information; a living 

human endeavour that stays in the mind of participants for a longer time. 

Theatre today has gained prominence through the mass media, and its 

societal roles as an educator, informant and entertainer cannot be down 

played. The theatre, especially the indigenous theatre mainly through 

drama played a prominent role toward the enthronement of democracy in 

Nigeria. Looking back into the political history of Nigeria, the late doyen of 

Nigerian theatre, Hubert Ogunde played remarkable roles towards the 

attainment of self-governance. The tone and language of his earlier plays 

were so harsh and direct that it earned him various forms of humiliation, 

incarceration, ban, fines, and so on. The mostly mentioned of Ogunde’s 

reprisal was the “1965 experience during which his company was banned 

in Western region by the Akintola’s NNDP government as a result of his 

play Yoruba Ronu” (Clark 58). 

 

The Literary Theatre in a Democratized Nigeria 

The history of literary theatre in Nigeria could be traced back to the 

establishment of the University College, Ibadan in 1948 and the “arrival of 

two imaginative and enthusiasts expatriates, Martin Banham and Geoffery 

Axworthy who were instrumental to the staging of Wole Soyinka’s early 

plays, The Swamp Dwellers and the Lion and the Jewel” (Kerr 78) and the 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                         Vol.17. No.3 October, 2019  www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Sustaining the Nigerian Literary Theatre in a Democratic Setting: Challenges and Prospects  210 

establishment of the Theatre Arts Department at the University in 1970. The 

arrival of these expatriates was one of the factors that led to the recognition 

and growth of the first Theatre Arts Department which metamorphosed 

from the Drama School that was established in 1966. The department 

eventually served as impetus to other Universities in the country where 

Departments of Dramatic, Theatre and the Performing Arts were created. 

Hence the foundation of the literary theatre in the history of theatre 

education in Nigeria is a consequence of her first Department of Theatre 

Arts in Nigeria. Prior to the establishment, theatre scholars like Dapo 

Adelugba and Wole Soyinka were of the English department of the Nigeria 

Premier University which is probably responsible for Adedokun’s claim 

that, “theatre study and practice began at the University of Ibadan as an 

extra-curricular activity in 1949 with Randall Horgarth as the first producer 

may not be argued” (36). Adedokun’s claim shows that the foundation of 

literary theatre in Nigeria cannot be discussed at the expense of the 

activities of these Western educators and the activities of other departments 

like English and Classics. The establishment of an English department at 

the University College, Ibadan led to the products of graduates with bias 

for dramatic productions and the eventual establishment of a Theatre Arts 

department which may as well have borrowed from the popular travelling 

theatre. Ogunbiyi (27) observes that,  

… much of what existed as serious theatre was centred 

around the then University College, Ibadan. The 

impetus to this factor came from the introduction of 

drama and theatre courses at the University in 1957 as 

part of an Educational Theatre Programme, organized 

jointly by the English Department and the Education 

Faculty. 

 

However, if the works of the popular theatre practitioners led by 

Ogunde were actually active struggle for self rule, the literary theatre of 

Soyinka, Clark, Adelugba, Osofisan, Umukoro, Obafemi, Osanyin and 
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other Nigerian literary artists, is a legacy channeled towards re-inventing 

and re-shaping the democratic drift in our national polity. However, the 

exponents of the literary theatre are Wole Soyinka and James P. Clark. 

These writers, in their works satirized as well as condemned the failure of 

those who inherited political power from the colonial masters. Most of their 

works dealt with universal beliefs and principles about life. These are 

witnessed in Soyinka’s The Strong Breed, A Dance of the Forests, and J. P. 

Clark’s Song of a Goat and The Raft. Obafemi is of the opinion that, “the 

informing logic of their political discourse is that there is need for saviours 

of outstanding moral courage and vision who would cleanse society of its 

spiritual and political decadence” (89). In corroboration to Obafemi’s 

opinion, Osofisan observes that these literary theatre artists, also, they did 

not relent in their efforts in condemning the “burgeoning dictators all over 

Africa who wreck the dreams of a virile democracy and also paint the 

human monstrosities who ruin Africa as oversized and ludicrous buffoons” 

(123). 

The second generation of Olu Obafemi, Femi Osofisan, Bode 

Osanyin, Bode Sowande, Ahmed Yerimah and others used a popular and 

Marxist approach to investigate and challenge history in order to awaken 

the consciousness of the directly afflicted preys of social misrule. They are 

able to prove that no democracy can thrive in an atmosphere of injustice 

and inequality. Umukoro in his summary of the literary activities of these 

literary dramatists observes that “while their predecessors deal with the 

universal verities and metaphysical, such as the part psychic search for the 

meaning of life and death in Soyinka’s The Road, the young deal with urgent 

contemporary social problems in Nigeria like the armed robbery 

phenomenon in Osofisan’s Once Upon Four Robbers, students’ unrest in 

Sowande’s The Night Before and the obscenity of undistributed property in 

Omotosho’s The Curse” (27).      
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An Appraisal of Theatre Arts as a Discipline 

 Since the twentieth century, when theatre made its incursion into 

formal education has remained a source of controversy in both the 

academic and non-academic circles. Most people, even scholars, see theatre 

as a lazy man’s endeavour in which nothing challenging, profitable and 

meaningful could be derived, learnt or taught. Theatre is seen as an 

appendage to Literature or Literary Studies. They ignorantly queried that, 

what is there to teach or learn about theatre that only requires the talent to 

sing and dance which are naturally endowed. However, theatre, especially 

drama, according to Umukoro (2002) has always been seen as “a mode of 

communication and a method of teaching other subjects, but not as a subject 

with serious academic attention in its own right.” Despite all these criticism 

and condemnation, theatre was created as an autonomous discipline in 

tertiary institutions. The United States which has the longest tradition of 

theatre scholarship had its first Theatre Department at Yale University in 

1925. Britain followed her footstep in 1947 with the establishment of a 

Theatre Department at Bristol and Nigeria became the first African nation 

to chart the same course in the continent in 1970 at the University of Ibadan. 

 In spite of the giant stride of the United States, Great Britain and later 

Nigeria towards establishing Theatre Arts into a curricular status in the 

twentieth century, theatre continued to face criticism and condemnation. 

With these obstacles facing the exponents of the concept of Theatre Arts in 

the curriculum, scholars in the discipline continued to make passionate case 

fro drama. According to Umukoro (2002) quoting Hodgson (1997), he 

explained, “one such advocate of theatre as a subject was Glyn Wickham 

who in 1960 emerged as the first professor of drama in a British University.” 

In his (Wickham) inaugural lecture, where he made passionate case for 

drama, he concludes thus:  

drama…far from being no subject, is in fact a subject 

with remarkable integrating power…relate the ancient 

world to the present day, bring critical appraisal into 

direct contact with creative experiment, which can 
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provide the arts man with a lively introduction to 

scientific thinking and the scientist with as lively a 

reflection of his own human condition” (see Umukoro, 

2002: 23). 

 

History repeated itself in Africa when Joel Adedeji, the first African 

Professor of Theatre Arts during a National Workshop on Drama in 

Education held at the Conference Centre of the University of Ibadan in 1976, 

attested to the relevance of the Theatre Arts as a subject. According to him, 

the drama that is taught in the school as a curricular subject, has the same 

unique existence as Fine Arts and Music and has the same status as 

Literature, History, or Science. Also, Dapo Adelugba (1990) another 

Professor of Theatre Arts in one of his lectures made a case for the study of 

Theatre as Course. He said,  

although old prejudice die hard, the experience of the 

twentieth century as shown that Theatre Arts studies 

can be pursued with an academic vigour comparable 

with that of other disciplines. The earlier acceptance of 

Music and Fine Art as academic subjects within the 

creative arts complexus the way for the acceptance of 

Theatre Arts (see Adelugba, 1990: 15). 

 

Moreover, we can deduce from these passionate cases that theatre is 

a vital moving spirit in all artistic creativity, and an advocate for other 

disciplines with a unique role of harnessing other arts into an organic 

whole. 

 

The Literary Theatre and its Challenges 

 It has been mentioned in the foregoing that Wole Soyinka is one of 

the exponents and pacesetters of the literary theatre tradition in Nigeria. 

Therefore, it is also important to mention that Soyinka’s Orisun Theatre 

Company of 1963 served as inspirations to other literary theatre 
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personalities. There was Ori Olokun Theatre Company in 1968 by Ola 

Rotimi, Bode Sowande’s Odu Themes, Ben Tomoloju’s Kakaki, Ajon 

Productions of Olu Obafemi, Kakaunsela Company of Femi Osofisan, Felix 

Okolo’s Tempo Productions and many more. It is essential to mention that 

a few of these literary theatre artists later became scholars and attained the 

highest status. People like Soyinka, Rotimi, Obafemi, Osofisan and Ahmed 

Yerima later became professors of Theatre Arts in various universities in 

Nigeria. Unlike the popular theatre tradition practitioners who operated 

profit-making troupes, the literary theatre operates against the background 

of institutional supports from various organisations like the Ford 

Foundation, Alliance Francaise, banks, and others. It is disheartening to 

state that these institutional supports have faded away thereby crippling 

the artistic efforts of the literary theatre artists who have to rely on himself 

or be at the mercy of educational institutions (if he is a scholar) during 

events like the convocation. With the birth of democracy that has removed 

the mask on the freedom of expression especially through creative works 

of play making, writing, and playing the nation into being and suggesting 

the direction in which the nation should lead, and funding of theatrical 

productions, become a critical challenge.    

 Umukoro (1994) observes that, “theatre through drama undeniably 

reflects ways of ordering the society on which it is based.” Also, Iji (2004) 

opines that theatre “is regarded as a conscientizing tribunal, highly 

pedagogic to both the oppressed and the oppressors…a good reason why 

theatre arts as a discipline is a radicalizing and stimulating to rebellion.” 

These attributes of the theatre face the challenge of non-availability of 

modern, functional and well-equipped theatre building. Although most of 

Nigerian universities can boast of modern theatres, how many of these 

theatres can boast of modern equipment? Also, how many Colleges of 

Education which has theatre arts in their curriculum can boast of a modern 

theatre? This factor hinders the creativity of the scholar who needs a more 

conducive environment that will aid his creativity as well as challenge and 

encourage him to do more. 
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 Iji (2004) claims that the theatre arts discipline is perhaps, one of the 

best, or stands out uniquely in the training of minds, bodies and spirits 

towards maximizing and optimizing the human potentials in their entire 

ramifications.” The designed curriculum for the theatre arts discipline in 

colleges of education in Nigeria does not take absolute care of Iji’s claim 

above, especially the technical aspects of the teaching. This and coupled 

with the dearth of well-equipped scene dock (a part of the theatre building) 

poses a challenge to the theatre scholar who is handicapped in the discharge 

of his duty as a teacher, trainer and artist, knowing fully-well that 

“adequate training and education are achieved through theatre designs in 

space and woodworks, costumes, carpentry, stage lighting and acoustics” 

(Edde Iji, 2004).  

Every theatrical performance connotes a complete cycle of 

communication between the spectators and the play-makers. What brings 

about the problem of limited audience is the use of a foreign language that 

is mainly accessible to the elite audience. This is what hinders the general 

embrace and acceptability of the work of literary artists in Nigeria and so 

to say limits their works within the academic environment. It is one of the 

major factors that strengthen the home-video in pushing the stage 

performance into partial oblivion in Nigeria. Although literary artists like 

Ola Rotimi in his play Hopes of the Living Dead (1989), attempts to 

democratise his chosen language, yet, the democratization of the linguistic 

process to articulate a democratic society remains a challenge to the literary 

dramatists.    

 The theatre art scholar lives in a world permeated by the poor 

attitude of the people towards his discipline. The challenge here is that, 

despite the artistic attributes which he uses for the utmost benefit of his 

society, the theatre scholar is always called upon to attend seminars, 

workshops and present papers at conferences. He is expected, like his 

colleagues in other disciplines to live up to his bidding as a scholar while 

his contributions to the institutions’ programmes are irrelevant at the 

period of promotions. This is the consequence of the ignorance of the 
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Appointment and Promotion (A and P) committee that the commitment 

and rigours of composing songs, realizing a play, designing a set for 

production and, designing or creating a dance is equivalent to, if not more 

challenging than putting an academic paper together. Umukoro’s 

observation of the predicament of the theatre artist in academia 

summarizes this basic challenge. He explains in detail that,  

the ephemeral nature of his arts has implications for the 

performing artist in academia who is always called 

upon, like his fellow scholars in other disciplines, to 

present the permanent fruits of his scholarship for the 

mandatory ritual of assessment prior to promotion. 

The playwright at least has the text of his works to 

present, while the visual artist can make his drawings 

and paintings available for evaluation. But, what does 

the director, the designer, the actor, the dancer, the 

musician, or the theatre manager have to offer the 

appointment and promotion committee? Yet, a single 

well conceived production in any of those arts of the 

theatre is equivalent to a solid academic publication 

(Umukoro, 2010). 

 

 Furthermore, there is dearth of current textbooks which puts a 

question mark on the reliability of the library as a major source of literary 

materials for research and further studies. Students are left at the mercy of 

their teachers. This is a major challenge to the literary theatre artist who is 

expected to be versed in the various arts of the theatre and to a discipline 

which is arguably the only professional course in the arts faculty. What is 

the essence of graduate who is certificated in the theatre arts but cannot 

direct a play, act, write a play, and constructs or design a set for a play to 

mention but a few? Suffice to say that whatever challenge(s) facing the 

literary theatre artists, it has a glaring effect on the products. 
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Suggested Panacea to the Challenge 

 Some of the challenges facing the literary theatre have been analysed 

in the foregoing. This aspect of the paper suggests ways through which 

these challenges could be ameliorated. First and foremost, the issue of 

institutional support and grants should be the utmost concern of our 

various institutions where they study Theatre Arts, Dramatic Arts, Creative 

Arts or Performing Arts is been studied. Governmental organizations, 

institutions and Non- Governmental Organization (NGO’s) should 

embraced the sponsorship of the works of these literary theatre artists in 

order to put their feet on the right pedal of using their arts to propel the 

sustenance of democracy and also establish a literary theatre of an 

exemplary status. 

 Also, government should provide modern and adequately equipped 

theatre for universities and colleges of education that have theatre arts in 

their curriculum. There is need to provide modern and functional theatre 

in order to produce graduates of high technical and academic standards. 

This is of paramount importance since theatre in education is a unique 

discipline that produces specialists with skillful knowledge that enhances 

the cognitive, affective and psychomotor of a person or a group of persons. 

 However, the issue of research and documentation is an academic 

issue that cannot be down played. However, the appointment and 

promotion committee should look at the issue of promotion as it affects the 

artists in the academia. It is necessary to state clearly that the process of 

directing a play or composing a song/music, rehearses the actors or 

designing and constructing a set for dramatic production is equivalent to 

the writing of a solid academic paper and therefore should be considered 

as parts of the criteria for promotion. 

 Moreover, there is need for the authority concerned to stock the 

library with current and relevant books in order to enhance the teaching 

and learning of the theatre arts. 

 We are not saying that the suggested solutions are absolute hence 

there may be problem(s) in the solutions. However, been a concept paper, 
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it is the position of the researcher as regards the problems and solutions of 

the literary theatre in a democratized Nigeria. 

 

Conclusion 

 The theatre artists are yet to relent in their struggle towards greater 

development. From the indigenous theatre tradition to the popular theatre 

that gave birth to the academic theatre also known as the literary theatre, 

practitioners have made it the central focus of their compositions. The major 

responsibility of theatre scholars today is to provide a genuine and 

profound theatre that can provide analytical insight and plausible sense of 

vision which might guide our society away from the precipice to a 

sustained democratic future. However, this can only be possible if the 

academic environment is made conducive for the scholars and learners 

through the provision of required material and equipment that may 

enhance the teaching and learning of the various courses under the theatre 

arts discipline. The theatre has become the port of call to most politicians 

during campaigns into various positions. The politicians have realized the 

power of the theatre to inform, educate and mobilize people towards their 

success, it is therefore imperative that we use this familiarity to probe into 

political issues that are inimical to the success of self rule in their works. 
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