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Abstract 

 
 The connection of theatre to democracy has long been established as the Ancient Greek 

city-state of Athens managed to revolutionize the western world with their embrace of both as 

early as the fifth century, BCE. In the modern world, however, theatre has been relegated to that 

of just an element of the entertainment industry in one of the most powerful self-proclaimed 

democracies in the world. This paper seeks to examine the disconnect between the nature of 

modern commercial theatre (Broadway) within the United States and compare the relationship 

between the artform and its leadership to that of Ancient Athens. Though these elements may 

seem disparate, the research applied in this thesis argues that the state sponsorship of theatre in 

Ancient Athens will provide insights on how to yield a more functional democracy and stronger, 

empathetic leaders therein. 

 Keywords: theatre, history, democracy, leadership, government, arts, Greece, Athens, 

education, society. 
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The Purpose of Theatre: An Analysis of Early Theatre in Ancient Greece and its Role in 

Shaping Democracy 
 

The history of theatre is one that is a profound combination of humanity, endurance, and 

innovation. In ancient Athens, theatre originated as a social event designed to strengthen the 

masses by inducing catharsis— the collective experience of releasing (and thus liberation from) 

strong and often repressed emotions. The Ancient Greek philosopher and writer, Aristotle, first 

noted the intended functions of tragedy and comedy. Originally, playwrights intended to rid the 

populace of unsavory feelings like fear, pity, and undue arrogance. With time, its application has 

broadened to reflect the cultural zeitgeist of the time and region. Theatre, at its core, is a means 

of unifying, developing, and advancing society by reflecting life, addressing struggles/issues, and 

empowering the audiences. With this in mind, one can easily recognize the potential of theatre as 

an educational and cultural device with which a society could achieve solidarity and community. 

 Throughout the history of the United States, however, this has not been the case. The 

circuitous and unique way that theatre has developed (from the popular, touring Vaudeville to 

the modern Broadway industry) theatre has largely been reserved for the elite: in 2019 alone, 

Broadway audiences were overwhelmingly wealthy, white, and educated (Hauser, 2019). 

Because theatre, like most art, is viewed in the U.S. as a luxury and not a necessity, it has been 

removed from its proper place in the heart of society and no longer serves its original function 

(Maidmont, 2019). Because it has been relegated to a luxury afforded by those with disposable 

income, the products yielded by American theatre have come to reflect the interests of those 

audiences who can access it— in other words, theatre now reinforces the status quo. Because it 

has not served its intended audience nor served its intended purpose, the role of theatre as a 

source of frivolous escapism for the social elite threatens the obsolescence of the artform. 
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Ancient Greek Theatre, Catharsis, and Leadership 
 The Greek world had long been established by the radical advent and implementation of 

early democracy. And, to an extent, so too had theatre been presiding in Greece prior to the 

reforms of Clisthenes (which would then allow for the empowerment of the common people). 

That said, however, theatre prior would largely be unrecognizable as it was primarily comprised 

of individual performers reciting myth and legend or ritualistic rites for the gods. Edith Hall, 

professor and specialist in Ancient Greek and Roman theatre acknowledges this history and 

notes that theatre is not inherently a democratic medium (2016). “However, almost all the thirty-

two tragedies by Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides and the eleven comedies of Aristophanes 

that we can entirely read were composed and performed under democracy. Aeschylus’ Persians, 

the most ancient of them, was staged in 472 BC, and by then Athens… was indeed a democracy” 

(Hall, 2016). 

 Knowing that tyrants, too, produced (or at the very least, allowed) theatre one might 

wonder what precisely is the nature of theatre and democracy that makes the two so mutually 

beneficial and significant to the functions of Ancient Athens? The key to this requires an 

understanding of the citizen participation in democratic discourse. Philosophers and speakers 

were prominent in antiquity and as such this public sharing of ideas as well as the debate would 

be how public opinion was formed. This is still true today from individual conversations as well 

as televised and recorded debates on issues and philosophy and the reporting of news from large 

media corporations. In an age without mass publication, what would become the prominent way 

for the masses to gather and take in events and discourse was through the theatre. Estimates for 

the seating capacities of larger Athenian theatres are believed to have been upwards of fifteen 

thousand (UNESCO, 2021). 
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Figure 1: taken from ancientgreece.com. 

With it comes the exchange of not just ideas, sentiments, and discourse but also the 

ability to distribute agendas and propaganda. Certainly, in the Theatre Dionysus festivals a 

playwright would likely be subject to either censorship or rejection of a script (plays had to be 

submitted before a selection committee prior to approval) before they could reach their audience. 

The transactional relationship between the performance onstage and the audience was not simply 

relegated to the confines of the theatre. The state played a prominent role in the establishment 

and promotion of the largest festivals, providing the public a service which would draw the 

masses in for among the most important public events of the time. For those elements not 

sponsored directly by the state, wealthy citizens would assume the public duty of choregos— 

patronage of the chorus members and other production elements (Brockett & Hildy, 2011).  

The position of the choregos in these massive theatrical endeavours is one of the more 

interesting developments of ancient Athenian theatre. In addition to their financial support for the 

training and employment of the chorus members (and, with it, the director hired to provide the 

training) they were also responsible for subsidizing the various related production elements such 

as costumes, props, masks, scenic elements, musicians, and even outside considerations such as 

room and board for the various participating artists of a given production (Foley, 2003). The 

costs that would go into these magnificent productions was undoubtedly expensive, and as such 
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the appointment of this position would be placed upon only amongst the richest of Athenian 

citizens. Some particularly sizeable productions were described as requiring “…roughly ten 

times what a skilled worker might have earned annually” (Roberts, 2007). 

Though the position was seen as an honour, a public display of one’s patronage for the 

good of the people, the choregos was not to be seen as that of a choice but that of one’s duty as a 

citizen. This is a crucial element in understanding the philosophy of Athenian leadership and 

social structure, as it informs the intentions of the Athenian governance. Their liturgy was 

structured in such a way that in order to ensure that the aristocracy and social elite contributed to 

their society in a tangible way for the public good, private funds would be used to subsidize 

public projects. The understanding was that those who became wealthy did so by benefitting 

from the entirety of the Athenian social structure, and thus the wealthy citizens of Athens were 

forced to support the entirety of Athenian society in various ways— the least of which was 

through the appointment of the choregos (Kaiser, 2007). 

Despite the heavy involvement of (and direct financing from) the social elite and 

orchestration from the state this would not prevent incredible public displays of rivalry, pettiness, 

or other politically motivated demonstrations and depictions of public officials and leadership. 

Considering the involvement of such impressive powers that be, this is a remarkable feat on the 

part of Athens. One of the most influential and prominent politicians of the Peloponnesian War 

was that of Cleon, who would in fact ascend to the leadership of Athenian politics following the 

death of Pericles, the father of democracy. Cleon, who was an immensely popular figure with the 

social elite and would become an increasingly dangerous political foe, was barbarically ridiculed 

by playwrights of the time, most notably Thucydides and Aristophanes. The latter of whom once 

outright accused Cleon of serious charges such as bribery, corruption, and more as well as 
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openly mocking his leadership and person. Edith Hall states well the unique nature of this 

phenomenon as well as the significance it holds: 

“I can’t see any comic today daring to do to David Cameron (Prime Minister of the 

United Kingdom from 2010-2016) what Aristophanes did to Cleon…you will never find it in the 

National Theatre, funded by the state and by rich people and performed at the presence of the 

people mocked in it. It is a real trial on those who were elected, performed through comedy. This 

was an integral part of the political process…” (2016). 

Even with the presence and influence of a demagogue such as Cleon (who would launch 

several anti-democratic measures and policies during his prominence) theatre still provided a 

platform for open subversive discourse. Discourse that was funded and supported by the very 

government and leadership under attack and open critique onstage. This is an enlightening 

insight. The Athenian government sought still to provide democracy its voice and understood 

that should the public be allowed to properly function; it would require a functional and 

substantive theatre to supply that discourse. While it would certainly make public officials and 

leadership uncomfortable, it would also hold them accountable to those who elected them and 

give voice to the concerns of the masses. This understanding would have to be reached with the 

greater good of their people in mind, and in the modern day we would perhaps refer to this 

philosophy as that of a servant leadership. “The free reign of this public criticism, even when it 

came to the politics of the people’s Assembly itself, is a constant source of surprise to modern 

commentators… it is evidence that the people’s Assembly of Athens valued that freedom” 

(Meier, 1993). 

This leadership style, or the philosophy by which Athenian liturgy approached such 

matters, tells us a great deal about their commitment to their people. Knowing that Ancient 
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Athens was absolutely no utopian society nor a perfect democracy, it makes the their 

commitment to theatre all the more mystifying. In the face of seemingly endless war and 

imperialism (Athens began aggressive expansion following the repulsion of the Persians, which 

would then lead to the instigation of the Peloponnesian War) they managed to ensure there 

would be a wealth of entertainment— but they also managed to supply the people of Athens with 

information. Such emphasis was placed on these festivals that the poorest citizens who could not 

afford entry were given the funds needed to access the plays (Hartnoll, 1998). In a tyrannical 

and/or authoritarian state, this would not be an effective strategy for maintaining control nor 

reinforcing civilian obedience to the will of its rulers. In such institutions, performance and 

entertainment is most effectively utilized as pacification which soothes or perhaps makes the 

people forget, for a moment, about their material living conditions or otherwise directly 

propagandize the masses. The words of Roman satirist Juvenal come to mind: panem et circenses 

(bread and circuses)— this term became synonymous with the strategy of Roman political 

leaders to eliminate social unrest and quell discord by pacifying the people with food and 

entertainment, keeping them just happy and well-fed enough to keep from challenging or 

revolting against the systems in place. 

Live performance, theatre specifically, does pose something of a larger threat: catharsis. 

While it is true that art generally possesses varying degrees of subversive potential and each 

individual will have varying degrees of cathartic response to these mediums, it is theatre that 

stands among the other forms as the preeminent source of catharsis. It is due to this 

understanding that the existence of such a platform for dissent and discourse is worth noting. By 

allowing one’s audience to feel, you allow them to think. “Drama radically affects the way 

people behave, especially in unusual circumstances of which they have no experience except 
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through staged enactment…” (Hall, 2006). Those in power understand this well, and there are 

countless examples of theatre being used to uphold a certain status quo, to reinforce an accepted 

narrative/history/belief system/etc. The distinguishing element missing from propagandized 

theatrical practices is not merely that of dissenting voices and representation, however, but that 

of authenticity and the cathartic experience. 

One of the questions posed that sociologists, psychologists, theatre practitioners, 

theorists, and scholars alike have weighed in on is that of the exact nature of the cathartic 

experience. As noted previously, Aristotle first mentioned the phenomenon of what became 

known as catharsis in his seminal text, Poetics. The issue is that he never really described what it 

was, how it could or would manifest, societal implications, or any best practices to provoke this 

response in the audience. Sociologist T.J. Scheff acknowledged this shortcoming in Aristotle’s 

writings and proceeded to explore these various takes, claims, theories, and proposed definitions 

in his book Catharsis in Healing, Ritual, and Drama.  

He summarized his own argument as such: “…the playwright uses the structure of 

awareness as a device independent of the storyline, to ensure the proper amount of identification 

between the audience and the various characters, thus providing the conditions which lead to 

balance of attention and the possibility of discharge of distressful emotions” (Scheff, 2001). 

More simply, he argues that catharsis is reached by a playwright managing to get the audience to 

identify with the characters onstage just the right amount (not so much that they lose sight of the 

entire plot, not so little that they do not care what happens to the characters). He adds that the use 

of awareness (the dynamics in a play of who knows what information—the audience’s own 

awareness of this is a critical dynamic as well) is the most effective device to provoke emotional 

response. Scheff also discusses the theories of Simon Lesser presented in his book Fiction and 
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the Unconscious. In which the discussion of audience response in relation to the narratives 

presented onstage, he notes that at the onset of any drama the audience will begin as nothing 

more than an observer, transitioning to a vicarious participant in the action over the course of the 

play. This identification with the characters onstage facilitates a simulated experience of the 

audience to respond naturally to the given circumstances of the narrative as though they were 

involved in real life (Lesser, 1975). 

Catharsis is a fickle thing to determine, which of course explains why so many have tried 

their hand at nailing it down. First, the sensations of cathartic release will appear differently to 

each individual participant, making isolation of a single, defined response nearly impossible. 

Second, there is no one proven way to effectively provoke catharsis from every single person. 

Different stories, genres, interpretations, and more will work for different people. Scholars like 

Lesser and Scheff (and countless others throughout the centuries) have made noble efforts in 

quantifying the sensation. A general understanding of can be had as such: catharsis is the 

psychological response to simulated mimesis via live, onstage performance. Less technically, 

when a compelling narrative is presented before an audience, and they have the opportunity to 

watch and engage with the story and characters (free of distraction, of course) they will begin to 

identify with those characters and recognize the circumstances presented before them. This 

phenomenon fosters empathy, an understanding and identification with people outside of oneself. 

This is significant because this is an occurrence known to be common within the practice of 

theatre and it was known some two-and-a-half millennia ago when Athens provided a forum for 

such to be presented to thousands upon thousands of citizens. 

 A worthy example which illustrates why cathartic theatre is of any consequence in 

examining Ancient Greek leadership is that of Aeschylus’ Persians. Aeschylus, himself a veteran 
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of the Persian Wars and a participant in the Battle of Marathon, presented in 472BCE something 

that had rarely been done prior: a retelling of a recent historical event. The role Athens played in 

repelling the Persian forces from Marathon would cement their status as one of preeminent 

forces in the land. In his play, the events of the end of the Persian war were displayed before the 

Greek citizens to a devastating affect— this event, which propelled Athens to international 

relevance, was a tragedy. How so? Aeschylus’ play was a tragedy. He presented to the audience 

a perspective none had considered prior: that of the Persians themselves.  

 The improbable and shocking victory over the Persian Empire was, understandably, a 

point of pride and rallying cry for the greatness of Greece and Ancient Athens. In his solemn 

lament, Xerxes reflects on the massive loss of life. Stating that he has filled “Hell’s hungry jaws 

with Persian dead.” (Aeschylus, 2009). The magnitude of this perspective given in Aeschylus’ 

play, the humanity granted to civilizations and people who were not only enemies of Athens but 

their victims, is astounding. But Aeschylus did not simply acknowledge the humanity of their 

foes. Among the many themes within the play, the folly of hubris stands above them all. 

Aeschylus warns against imperialist overreach, arrogance and false pride, as well as the 

earnestness with which so many would beg for the glories of warfare. Though the setting of the 

play was the Persian capital of Susa, the play took aim at home. In the quelling of one empire, 

another was created (Meier, 1993). 

This would be unheard of in the modern day. Imagine in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist 

attacks, a playwright (perhaps one who was once a soldier deployed in the middle east) writing a 

play from the perspective of the Iranians or Afghani as they suffered the various consequences 

stemming from the overthrow of their government and rise of extremist terrorist groups funded 

by the United States? That would undoubtedly be shocking, sobering, and almost certainly be 
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prohibited from performance in any sizeable or well-known venue. Athens allowed it to be 

performed and paid to produce it. “It is all the more extraordinary that the contents of these 

spectacles were so little concerned with celebrating Athens, but rather with posing questions, 

with shedding light on problematic areas and with voicing criticism. This, at least, is the 

evidence of the extant tragedies (Meier, 1993). Where comedy had the potential for provoking 

scathing criticism and mocking the ideology or choices of leadership, tragedy possessed an 

equally potent ability to inform, educate, and inspire an audience to look within and reconsider 

perhaps that which they had taken for granted. Persians would win the prize in 472 City 

Dionysia competition. 

 What catharsis allows is an audience to find empathy, understanding, and unity or 

solidarity (where it previously had little to none) with something as opposite them as a sworn and 

very real enemy. This would fly in the face of the interests of tyrants or dictatorships. The golden 

age of theatre in Athens thrived under the auspices of integrity, where dissent and challenges to 

rule or common practice were allowed to exist and be shown to the masses. Central to this was 

the allowance for theatre which inspired in its audience an identification with and understanding 

of other humans regardless of the traditional barriers to connection that we so often encounter: 

ethnicity, religion, nationality, worldview, and even language. That this not only was allowed to 

exist but outright supported by the state suggests that even in an active and mighty empire, the 

support for the authenticity of live theatre is a critical tool in the development of an engaged 

society and thus a functional democracy. In 405bce Athens would finally fall to Sparta and the 

Peloponnesian League. The installation of the Thirty Tyrants would mark the end of the Golden 

Age of Athens and its robust theatrical discourse. 
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The Case of Modern Theatre in the United States 
 The aforementioned demographics of the 2019 Broadway audience is worthy of closer 

scrutiny. When examined in detail, we see that seventy-five percent of these theatregoers were 

white. Eighty-one percent (of audiences over the age of twenty-five) had received a college 

degree and forty-one percent had earned a graduate degree. Additionally, the average annual 

household income of these attendees what $222, 120 (Ben, 2019). Compared to the results 

collected in the 2020 census data, we can observe that these specific demographics are not in any 

way consistent with or representative of the average citizen of the United States. To begin with, 

the average annual household income in this country is a mere $68,703— less than a third of the 

average income of the 2019 Broadway attendee (USAFacts, 2020). Furthermore, white citizens 

account for a little less than sixty percent of the total U.S. population and, according to the 

Statista Research Department, only 33 percent of U.S. citizens above the age of twenty-five have 

earned a bachelor’s degree and 13 percent of the population have earned a graduate, doctoral, or 

professional degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). 

 To be certain, there are some caveats with this worth noting. The demographics of a 

Broadway audience are limited, and not necessarily representative of the entire picture facing 

theatre in the United States. Regional demographics are considerably more difficult to ascertain 

and procure, which will absolutely need to be addressed on a local level by participating arts 

organizations. Nor is the Census Bureau a perfected operation, either. But consider then the 

regional demographics of New York state: white population comprises approximately 55 percent 

of total citizens, 36 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher, and the average household 

income is $68, 486 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). So, even by the standards of the state of New 

York, these theatre audiences are disproportionately white, wealthy, and educated. This then 

provokes the question: why? 
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Figure 2: 2019 Broadway Demographics retrieved from seatup.com 

 
Who is Being Served? 
 It takes only a brief examination of United States history to understand exactly who has 

held the dominant social position since the moment the land was colonized by Europeans. 

Wealthy, educated, whites. This demographic was the first to have their rights protected in the 

earliest formations of law in this country (specifically, land-owning white men) and the effects of 

this social hierarchy is reflected in many aspects of society to this day. This can be seen with 

some greater clarity in the realm of live theatre. Having established the disproportionate nature 

of Broadway’s audience, one can easily surmise that these demographics are being represented 

on the stage by virtue of narratives, direct representation (actors/talent that resembles this 

demographic), or a combination of each.  

 Given the understanding of the United States serving as a haven for these social elite, it 

would make sense then to understand why their interests and comforts are represented onstage. 

Considering the noted psychological effects theatre has upon its audience (specifically, the 

development of understanding and empathy) one might wonder what it is that is being promoted 

on Broadway that would attract these skewed demographics in spite of the understood effect of 
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live theatre. An interesting statistic included in Hauser’s collected demographic information was 

that “the vast majority of current theatregoers had some connection to theatregoing as a child” 

(2019). Who then would be the beneficiaries of access to an artform relegated to a luxury 

afforded by the affluent? If it was educational theatre introduced to these audiences from an early 

age, which demographics are those with access to an artform which receives virtually no public 

support or funding?  

It will, inevitably, tie back into those of the elite social position: the wealthy, the 

educated, the white. In a capitalist economy, where all events and creations are designed to be 

commodified and consumed, theatre producers will certainly attempt to make sure that the 

established theatregoing audience returns and thus appeal to their sensibilities and interests. But 

what might that be, exactly? A 2019 article written for OnStage Blog by Charlotte Maidment 

titled “The Escapism Theatre Provides” there exists a telling state of mind surrounding the 

popular function of theatre and how it is perceived now both by the audience and the participants 

onstage. “Theatre is beautiful in the way that it helps us escape the reality of the real world… 

You forget about what is happening in your personal life for a couple of hours and enjoy looking 

into the life of other people” (Maidmont, 2019). 

The above article is a fine example of theatre’s descent from its origins as a unifying, 

social function aimed to inform and educate its audience. Even amongst some participants, the 

artform has been relegated to that of simple escapism, frivolous and fantastical entertainment to 

look into the lives of others, if only briefly, before returning to the monotony and struggle of our 

own day-to-day lives. But therein lies the issue: escapism is not educational. Escapism is not 

empowering. Escapism is, in fact just that: an escape. This kind of theatrical pursuit is grounded 

in the principle of comforting or perhaps distracting our audience, not providing a mirror for 
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them to view themselves and each other. Warren Hoffman perfectly articulates the issue with 

Broadway in his 2019 book, The Great White Way: “…we have been duped. The happy-go-

lucky, to-tapping, belt-to-the-rafters Broadway musical has blinded us with its songs and dances, 

making us think that it is the most innocent of art forms when, in fact, it is one of America’s 

most powerful, influential, and even at times polemical arts precisely because it often seems to 

be about nothing at all.” This would be considered a direct contradiction of the concept of 

catharsis— as well as a defining characteristic of the audience experience with the medium. 

In her 2016 article published in HowlRound, Mia McCullough identified some sobering 

statistics and responses outlining the current state of the U.S. theatre world: less than 10 percent 

of our population attends theatre. Not just Broadway, regional and local theatre (McCullough, 

2016). McCullough thoroughly investigated the attitudes of high-school students towards live 

theatre and, more specifically, their responses to their first introduction to theatre. “What they 

learned from their academic experience is that non-musical theatre is boring, difficult, and makes 

them feel stupid. Very few people are going to grow up and buy a ticket to something they fear 

will bore them and make them feel stupid” (McCullough, 2016). To the vast majority of 

Americans, their first introduction to the artform is in high school where they are subject to the 

dense, classical stylings of William Shakespeare. A darling of the intellectual, literature-loving 

English teachers and theatre professionals alike, what must be confronted is that this kind of 

introduction is both a disservice to our students and an odd method of teaching a given subject. 

What other genre of literature is introduced to an entire generation on the back end of their 

required education? Further, to what other genre are students asked to consume and interpret the 

most challenging (and archaic) work in the canon before first studying any contemporary or 

popular selection? The lasting impression of the medium is anything but that of relevance, 
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recognition, or appreciation. Instead, students walk away from their introduction to theatre 

feeling as though it was just another ordeal to endure. And this is just from the perspective of the 

audience, James Grissom wrote extensively of the abuses of Broadway leadership in their 

exploitation of their participating artists as well (2020). 

Such findings leave theatre in a precarious position. How can any organization (or 

educational theatre department, for that matter) ask that people spend their hard-earned money 

on something that they do not already have a preestablished appreciation for? In a world where 

prices rise and wages are stagnant, the majority of Americans are not only short on any 

semblance of disposable income but moreover they lack appropriate time. Assuming one works a 

standard schedule and has evenings off (so, in this case, not counting retail workers, second and 

third shift manufacturers, food service employees, etc.) those evenings are often spent 

recuperating from a day toiling at work, before preparing to go back to work. Their weekends? 

Often spent catching up on chores and other responsibilities left unattended during the work 

week. How feasible is it to demand that the masses spend their time and money (both of which 

they likely do not have) on something they do not already care about or, worse yet, actively 

believe they do not enjoy? The answer is simple: theatre producers instead attempt to cater to the 

social elite. 

This philosophy of survival engenders a question of viability that theatre artists, 

practitioners, educators, and producers must reckon with sooner than later. By continually 

attempting to appeal to a small percentage of the United States demographic, theatres have boxed 

themselves into a position and mindset that is not only limiting but jeopardizes the very survival 

of the medium in a popular format. First of all, established theatre artists often believe that this 

model of theatre (what will be referred here as “the white ideal”) is the only feasible way to 
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operate because that is what generates a consistent audience. Or, alternately stated, “this is what 

the audience wants.” Second, wealth distribution in the United States is reaching unprecedented 

levels of inequity. Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, and Warren Buffett together own more wealth ($300 

billion) as the bottom fifty percent of this country (inequality.org, 2021). This tells us that with 

time, should these trends continue, there will be less and less people whose interests are being 

represented on the stage, and therefore less and less who are inclined to attend theatre. Moreover, 

theatre practitioners, by and large, fail to see the inherent dangers of this continued method of 

operation. Instead of investing the needed time, energy, and resources into the development of 

new theatre audiences and artists (rethinking ticket/admission policies, decentralizing 

performances and locations; deliberately and intentionally steering away from white/patriarchal 

narratives, etc.) to rejuvenate interest in the form; empower new audiences and potential new 

theatre artists; and alter the alienating effect our introductory strategies have had upon recent 

generations of students there is instead a continued emphasis on theatre operations as-is. This 

self-fulfilling prophecy very well may lead to the societal obsolescence of an artform that has 

been central to society since Ancient Greece. 

Is Theatre Dying? 
 “One of the interesting things about theatre is that from time immemorial it’s been dying. 

It’s always dying. It’s always going through some awful convulsion.” (Peter Hall, 2007). This 

sentiment has been echoed in various ways for years, especially in the United States. With 

graduate theatre programs shrinking, grant funding becoming increasingly scarce, and a general 

lack of investment in theatre education in the public classroom, it is understandable why so many 

would become jaded with the prospects and viability of a career in a field with seemingly so little 

by way of opportunities, demand, and community support or investment. That being said, 
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however, perhaps the more appropriate question to examine is not whether or not theatre has 

been dying, but why.  

 Despite the rapidly shrinking demographic that theatre has, historically, served and the 

increasing lack of support institutionally for theatre programming, theatre is still here. The 

advent of cinema was hailed as the final nail in the coffin for live theatre. So too was the rise of 

streaming platforms such as Netflix, Hulu, and Prime Video. It was argued that the comforts of 

home and the polish of these edited and calibrated mediums would certainly keep the masses 

anywhere but in the audience of theatres. Yet, in the face of incredible competition and 

increasingly unfavorable conditions, a demand for the artform remains. One might argue that 

instead of the theatre always dying, theatre is in fact surviving in spite of our misunderstanding 

and misusing it. Presently, the United States has made a commodification of the form, thus 

reducing the medium to a source of entertainment to be consumed by the people. This utilization 

of theatre places it in direct competition with other forms of art and entertainment more suited to 

those ends, and of course alienates society from engaging with it the way it was intended to be—

which inherently limits its effectiveness and ability to sustainably compete for societal relevance 

and appreciation. Functionally, theatre today has no legitimate use. 

 What then to do? How then to approach the ever-increasing need to refocus theatre to a 

more purposeful, intentional, medium to address the societal ills of the modern day? Ezra Brain 

states it simply: we must re-engage with the intentions of the liberatory theatre that became 

prominent in the 1930s. “The nature of political theatre is to be disruptive. This principle has 

guided every major political artist but is quickly being forgotten due to the current nature of the 

theatre industry. When political theatre preaches to the choir, it removes its potential to disrupt.” 

(Brain, 2021). Theatre is an inherently political beast, as even the act of bastardizing the artform 
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for the benefit of its investors and beneficiaries is in itself a political statement— even if it 

desperately wishes to appear not to be. Brain also acknowledges well the fact that “political” 

theatre in the contemporary context is simply a sanitized recognition of problems that exist (or, 

in many cases, that non-white individuals exist) and attempt to pass this along as a profound 

statement on the social situation (Brain, 2021). 

 This is certainly not an effective method of addressing, well, anything. The people in 

attendance in theatre are not the uneducated nor are they those who are unaware that issues like 

racism/sexism/homophobia or Black/Brown traumas exist. What is being gained from telling a 

socially comfortable and content audience what they already know? What change is to be 

affected by letting the participants get by without confronting their role in the predatory systems 

that oppress and devour entire populations of United States citizens? Nothing. Perhaps this is the 

point: let those in place get by with allowing themselves to feel like a good “liberal” or 

“progressive” while being asked to do or change nothing. This is certainly not a viable strategy 

to provoke the existing theatregoer into enlightenment nor action, and it absolutely will not do 

anything to endear the non-traditional audience member to the necessity or value of theatre. 

After all, if all that is being accomplished onstage is telling the impoverished and oppressed that 

they are impoverished and oppressed, then we are talking down to them, wasting their time (and 

money), and giving them nothing with which to break themselves free of the very systems that 

consume their communities. So why bother? 

 The argument for an intentional and activist theatre is one that simply addresses two 

things we know to be true: that theatre is currently corrupted and ineffective, and that it needs to 

return to its original function and purpose. If indeed the nature of theatre is to inspire change, 

inspire an understanding in its audience, and produce a united class-consciousness that 
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recognizes the need for direct action and activism, then why is it not happening? The answer for 

this lies in the funding for the arts. The United States, as established, does not value the arts. To 

be certain, the ability of theatre to provoke revolutionary thought and change is no small part in 

this. Additionally, while the arts are not seen as valuable vehicles for production in a capitalistic 

society, theatre specifically has a unique relationship to this. In its continued commercialization 

and reflection of the interests of its donor-base, theatre has become a commodity to be consumed 

as opposed to a service being provided. 

 
Figure 3: Times Square. Retrieved from broadwaytour.net. 
  
Commodification 
 Endemic in the United States is the vice-like grip of capitalism upon the daily functions 

of this society. As all things in existence are prey to the commercialization of our economy, art 

and expression are certainly subject to this system. Theatre, specifically, has been enduring this 
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viscous cycle since its inception in various ways and stages over time. This, however, has come 

into sharp relief over the last thirty years. In her 1999 article, “Commodities, Mimesis, and The 

Lion King: Retail Theatre for the 1990’s” Maurya Wickstrom detailed the transformative nature 

of this process as following Disney’s foray into Times Square and their opportunistic 

merchandising of the staged version of their hit movie The Lion King. Even back in the nineties, 

the commercialism was so obvious it managed to shine through the veneer of original puppetry, 

production quality, and the fierce insistence that the Broadway adaptation was indeed anything 

other than what it was: a money grab by one of America’s most powerful operations.  

 This cynical re-selling of childhood nostalgia is a prime example of the circumstantial 

priorities of the theatrical industry. Instead of generating competition and innovation in the 

products being delivered to the audience for their mass consumption, we instead find ourselves 

in a position where the product in question is a slightly altered version of a product we already 

have and/or appreciate. We have also seen this come to be the case with titles like Aladdin, 

Matilda, Frozen, Beauty and the Beast, Little Mermaid, Anastasia, Hunchback of Notre Dame, 

Spongebob the Musical, Mean Girls, Newsies, Harry Potter, Percy Jackson, School of Rock, 

Waitress, Mrs. Doubtfire, Moulin Rouge, and certainly much more. Whether it be Disney itself 

or any number of other production companies double-dipping in the same well for the 

opportunity to capitalize on our favorite childhood stories retold in an obviously similar way, we 

have come to the point where the market is now saturated with the same collection of stories that 

exist on a bookshelf of within the confines of specific streaming service— which, ironically, will 

certainly overcharge you for access to their content just as Broadways shows often will as well. 

  Additionally, the major function of this commodified “retail” theatre that developed in 

the nineties was simply outright exploitation. What became Times Square was originally an 
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impoverished neighborhood that Mayor Guiliani decided needed “cleaning up” (Wickstrom, 

1999). His method of executing this deep clean? Gentrification. Disney was courted early on in 

an attempt to land a high-profile name to operate in residence. During these early overtures from 

New York, a demand that has become more or less commonplace in contemporary negotiations 

to bring any company to an area, lucrative tax incentives (or, better put, tax breaks) were made 

by Disney. In addition, they wanted to see yet another large corporation in residence in Time 

Square, this would turn out to be Warner Bros., who signed on shortly thereafter (Wickstrom, 

1999). 

 The result? The only remaining inhabitants of this once dilapidated, downtrodden, and 

under-invested neighborhood were now large entertainment corporations. The investment of 

time, energy, and resources into this area were not meant for its original occupants. It would 

appear that these particular citizens of the city were apparently not worth the investment from 

their city. Those funds and efforts were received instead by outside corporations and the 

neighborhood was transformed into the international tourism destination that we now know to be 

Times Square. Stemming further is the haunting fact that this now famous feature of New York 

City is utilized by tourists. Not the inhabitants of New York, outsiders. The silver platter of 

resources, locations, historical buildings and theatres that were delivered directly to Disney and 

Warner Bros. (among others) was designed not for the direct benefit of New Yorkers but instead 

of just about anyone else. The city benefits not from the incredible tax income that should be 

owed by these many, massive corporations (in other words, their debt to the very society whose 

publicly funded infrastructure they benefit from and exploit for their profit), nor did local 

inhabitants benefit from any tangible improvement to their quality of life or day-to-day 

existence. They were displaced, the investment instead went to outsiders. It was for outsiders the 
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entire time and continues to be. This reminds us that the mere presence of arts, culture, or even 

theatre in a community does not inherently mean that the community in question will be served 

at all by these organizations, let alone have their interests properly represented in the 

programming.  

 The manner of widespread gentrification is another damning commentary upon the 

modern-day United States. With investors seizing on the low property values of impoverished 

neighborhoods and communities they are able to purchase properties and renovate those houses 

inexpensively (the utilization of cookie-cutter housing models keeps expenses low and 

construction relatively quick) and then turn around to sell the house to more affluent buyers who 

then replace the impoverished former residents in these areas. This paves the way for trendy new 

businesses to enter the social landscape as well as arts and culture ventures eager to seize the 

opportunities created by new and promising community developments. The former residents 

displaced and with little to no affordable housing or rent controlled housing options provided by 

the state or local authorities to prevent displacement from becoming homelessness. Furthermore, 

these newly developed gilded neighborhoods are not the people or communities who are most in 

need of the empowerment, catharsis, or representation provided by the theatre. The affluent are 

those protected by our current system and social structure, they benefit directly from these 

predatory operations. The presence of theatre in these areas does not actually serve to provide 

anything to any particular community except to pander to the interests of these comfortable 

classes and provide escapism that is so very associated with theatre in the United States. Yet 

again, theatre fails our communities by abandoning its purpose. 

 The commodification of the theatrical experience takes this a step beyond the mere 

idling, passive existence of theatre in our society which sheepishly ignores the growing social 
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unrest and polarization of its citizens— again, the very thing theatre was created to address to 

begin with. By taking theatre to a state of existence where it then transcends passiveness and 

becomes a medium meant not for extracting thought and engagement but money and identity, 

theatre then transforms into a tool to be used by the very forces it was designed to counter and 

balance. As mentioned at the beginning of this section, consumerism demands a complete 

consumption of all things that may be exploited for profit. Theatre, which begs to serve the 

society in which it functions, cannot properly function nor effectively deliver its unifying 

understanding and cathartic release if it is simultaneously being managed and financed by the 

bodies which benefit from its exploitation.  

 This fetishism which then stems from the commodifying of the theatre and its 

performance (including the performing artists who bring the work to life) then brings the weight 

of capitalism down upon the form with full force. The transformation of the audience member 

from a separate entity with agency and ability to deconstruct the themes from the play then 

become something of participants of the world beyond the stage. They seek to consume more 

and more product—shirts, posters, cast albums, toys, and whatever other memorabilia they can 

gain to show their status as a consumer who went and partook in the event itself. This then 

creates a symbol of status, the individual who can show that they had the means and/or 

opportunity to indulge in the phenomenon at hand. They wear this fetishism as a badge of pride, 

further installing them as part and parcel to the manipulation of the commercial enterprise and 

separate from the peers of their class. 

 As opposed to using strategies in differing styles of theatre to affect change, awakening, 

understanding, or the provocation of any amount of thought—the commodified theatre instead 

consumes the audience member and will extract from them every bit of participation they can 
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elicit: attendance, merchandising, scenes/music from the show, etc. in an attempt to produce 

long-term loyalty to the product, not the message. This engenders not thought but a blind 

fascination and almost cult-like appreciation for the construct of the product being served as 

opposed to an understanding of the messages and relatability to the cultural zeitgeist dominating 

the moment— nor any possible tools that may be provided in the narrative to address these 

themes in the real world. The commodification of theatre, its inherent and historical ties to 

capitalism, as well as the direct and indirect exploitation on the populace are in direct contrast to 

the intended function of the medium. 

Theatre & Democracy 
 Among the more interesting and simultaneously telling developments in modern day 

theatre is the qualifier of “political”, “politicized”, or “activist” theatre. As previously mentioned, 

the trajectory of who is served by and benefitting from the medium of theatre in the United 

States of America is trending upwards— which is to say, the social elite. Because of this, we 

now traditionally associate the artform with mere entertainment and the audience as a passive 

participant who is merely there to be pacified before returning to the day-to-day drudgery of their 

existence. This is curious, considering the nature of theatre as an inherently political beast. Its 

intention is to show the world and its people as they are, for their circumstances, their social 

position and the ripples of their action or inaction. This was especially true in the heyday of 

Ancient Athenian theatre. “As storytellers and as political philosophers, the tragedians educated 

theatre audiences in issues of morality, politics, philosophy, and the arts. They structured their 

plots around conflicts, of law and nature, mortal and divine, male and female, family and the 

state, the inside and outside, partly in order to expose the argumentative nature of democracy” 

(Chou, 2013). So, even to present performances and productions wanting for narrative heft or 

substance of character and stakes, is political. To intentionally attempt to create something 
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apolitical is a political act, as it seeks to circumvent the potential of the form to incite, inspire, 

and empower the audience into understanding and action.  

 Much debate surrounds the practicality or even the ethical merits of such intentional, 

prescriptive attempts to create art. Many sincerely doubt the efficacy of overtly political artworks 

and wonder if it is even the place of the artist to attempt to influence the opinions or positions of 

their audience. This passive mentality is called into question by the character Brain White in 

Lydia R. Diamond’s Smart People: “…We are not here to explain, we are here to present. God 

forbid something as subjective as race touches our precious findings” (2016). The evolution (or 

perhaps the devolution) of theatre into a passive means of entertainment lies in stark contrast to 

its Athenian origins as an organized social event with the specific purpose of informing, uniting, 

and inspiring the audience. The cathartic release and purging of undesirable emotions like envy, 

fear, pity, and judgement were seen as a necessary process to cleanse the populace of their 

inhibitions as well as provoke a greater sense of community and cultural identity. Surviving 

Ancient Greek plays touched on a myriad of themes, plots, and situations that reflected the needs 

and plights facing their society at the time. Moreover, there were comedies and Satyr plays as 

well as the dramas and tragedies. All of which served a specific function— elicit understanding 

from the audience, whatever it may be that the playwright intended to communicate. 

Additionally, the playwrights each had their own specific political motivations. There was never 

any form of unified front amongst ancient thespians as a whole regarding the precise direction 

society needed to go nor the exact way to arrive at that destination. The theatre was, and always 

has been, political. 

 “Its primary purpose should be to engage audiences in a way that makes their 

participation central to the experience as a whole. Without participation, without the stories and 
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sentiments of the community involved, theatre would be a lesser art form.” (Cho et al., 2015). In 

their article titled, “Putting Participation Onstage: Examining Participatory Theatre as an 

Alternative Site for Political Participation” Mark Chou, Jean-Paul Gagnon, and Lesley Pruitt 

investigate the declining numbers featured in measurements of political engagement as well as 

the distinctions between what has become traditional theatre and what is described as 

“participatory” theatre. They were wise to recognize that political engagement, in the arena 

format at least, was becoming increasingly restricted to a number of citizens in western 

democracies (see the voting rights restrictions brought forth by Republican controlled states 

following the 2020 general election) they also made note of an important point: that direct 

participation in the democratic/political process can take a number of forms. In the article, they 

then describe the phenomenon of participatory theatre, a new approach to theatre which subverts 

the tradition of a monologue-based direction of participation (the flow of information goes one 

way, from performers to the audience) and how this can manifest itself as well as its 

effectiveness in various implementations around the world.  

 One of the more interesting elements of this article included the development of 

democratized theatre structures in the period following 1968— this year holding specific 

resonance in the United States, as the civil-rights and counter-cultural movements of the time 

came to an explosive head with the assassinations of progressive political figures Martin Luther 

King, Jr. and Robert Kennedy. These assassinations were preceded by the murder of President 

John F. Kennedy, activist Malcolm X, singer/activist Sam Cooke, and other champions of civil 

and social advocacy. Following this period, theatre practitioners and artists rejected the 

commercial theatre process and demanded a return of the theatre to the masses of society. “For 

them, theatre should not be the preserve of the educated bourgeois class. Theatre practitioners 
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should not stand idly by and watch their medium dwindle into insignificance as the minority 

pursuit of the well-off and educated. Theatre should be a public entity, a people’s art, a political 

forum” (Chou, et al., 2015). 

 The failures of the commercial theatre have yet to change. The industry is facing the 

same struggle for its soul to this very day. The question that remains is why? Part of the issue 

may exist in the philosophy with which theatre is treated. Sociologist and historian Tim Wise 

makes a case for alternative perspectives for our priorities in shaping society. In a world where 

entire systems emphasize the importance and implementation of STEM (science, technology, 

learning, and math) based models of teaching, learning, and contributions to the market there is 

little value placed upon what Wise calls MESH: media literacy, ethics, sociology, and history 

education practices, subjects, or additions to the society (2019). In the latter value system lies 

theatre and the humanities at large. Are they direct contributions to the marketplace? Not exactly. 

Instead, they foster the capacity for critical thinking, textual analysis, connections from historical 

precedence, ethics and morality— and the importance as well as the development of empathy. 

These are among the most crucial skills to maintain in a populace intended to participate in a 

democratic government system. 

 Theatre intends that the participants in the audience share a collective experience with 

one another, and that shared unity of thought, emotion, or response is central to the very notion 

of the theatre: empathy. “You may have walked into the theatre as an individual consumer, but if 

the theatre does its job, you’ve walked out with a sense of yourself as part of a whole, as part of a 

community.” (Eustis, 2018). Oskar Eustis, the Artistic Director of the Public Theatre in New 

York, gave excellent insight into the central function of theatre as a forum for the public dialogue 

and discourse to be fostered in a method that allows for differing sides on an issue to safely be 
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heard. This tactic breeds empathy, as, if executed properly, it forces the viewer to be consumed 

by the circumstances of the action before them and feel the tension and hear the arguments 

presented from both sides. That understanding which follows yields the possibility for a lasting 

appreciation for individuals who face the world with a different set of circumstances than 

themselves. 

 That very element makes theater a very useful element of democracy. By participating in 

the live theatrical experience with an audience, one is made to feel as part of a whole. That sense 

of unity, whether fully understood in and of itself or not, allows for the audience to then live the 

experiences of their subjects onstage vicariously, therefore walking in the shoes of someone 

outside of themselves. This unity provides a critical insight into the minds and experiences of 

those around us and can bridge the gap in manmade barriers in differences such as lived 

experiences, politics, religion, region, gender identity, sexuality, ethnicity, and even language. 

An expression so profound and capable of generating such change is a profound gift to humanity, 

and as such deserves to be a central function in society for all to partake in and share. By doing 

so we allow ourselves the ability to bridge growing gaps that occur when special interests 

(specifically initiatives led by the ruling class) divides the population through means of 

misinformation, politization, and more.   

 Additionally, this generates in the masses increasing opportunities to think critically, to 

challenge their preconceived notions about the state of current affairs or the motivations behind 

social phenomena. When increasing public frustration becomes rife with the loss of economic 

and financial stability, inevitably the people search for someone to blame. Time and time again 

this becomes some unfortunate “other” which had nothing to do with the matter. When 

disastrous trade agreements such as the North American Free Trade Agreement managed to pass 
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into law, countless jobs were sent overseas from the United States so that corporations could 

avoid having to pay living wages to anyone, and instead exploit the impoverished citizens across 

the world. Unfortunately, the very same people who took those jobs away are pointing their 

fingers to those being exploited, and the frustrated masses in the United States fall for it. Time 

and time again the people are manipulated into turning upon each other and the most viable 

means at the disposal of humanity for correcting the record and enlightening the people is, 

unfortunately, in the pocket of the powers that be.  

 The function of theatre demands public investment as a service to the communities it 

exists in. It is not meant to be a commodity to be consumed but a tool for the public at large to 

use to sharpen itself and steel it against the forces at work which seek to divide and conquer the 

people. The result of a “purchased” theatre, one where the only legitimate means of inciting mass 

growth and unity, is a society devoid of critical thinking. Devoid of potential for growth and 

progression. Without a properly functioning theatre, we are left with little means to incur any 

semblance of legitimate patriotism— as the people are continually pitted against each other with 

no means of reaching a consensus or having a discussion in a productive, trusting, and safe way. 

Without it, there is not a functioning democracy. Without it, we have a theatre industry which 

simply serves to pacify (at best) the populace just enough to make them think that their lives are 

not actually bad enough to do anything to cause change. At worst, we have the most significant 

artform dwindling hopelessly into futility as it continues its use as a convenient, frivolous 

distraction to the people. 
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Educational Theatre 
 The various benefits of early introduction to theatre have been mentioned previously 

several times in its relevance to different issues facing theatre in the modern world of the United 

States. The nature of theatre as education, however, is an element of significant consequence—

not just for the development of new generations of theatre audiences but moreover the continued 

educating of entire generations to be more thoughtful, engaged, and critical participants of 

democracy in our society. This can be addressed on two fronts: children’s attendance of (as well 

as the opportunity to participate in) theatre programming and theatre in education.  

 These components are equally valuable in the delivery of a more complete foundation 

upon which to build. Beginning with the introduction of youth populations to live theatre, there 

are tangible results attesting to the benefits of neurological, emotional, and social development. 

Having established that the vast majority of theatregoers possess prior exposure to live theatre 

performance as children, there is already evidence showing the influence of these experiences on 

children and the connection to a lasting appreciation for the artform. But what else? A 2008 

study showed that young audiences are capable of not merely sitting through a play and enjoying 

it, but of possessing the theatrical competence to retain and digest what was presented in front of 

them (Reason, 2008). This tells us that children are able to actually understand more complex 

themes and thoughts, which would broaden the narrative possibilities and thus better prepare 

them for the complex world in which they live. Studies have also shown that children assume 

greater personal agency and self-determination following extended exposure to theatre 

programming. This is true not only of their own responses and thoughts in regard to their 

experience, but also a development of language and communication skills (Mages, 2018). 
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In addition to the greater possibility for what we show to kids and their ability to digest it, 

there are still yet other benefits to their access to live theatre which include “the opportunity to 

reflect on the messages and meanings of a production; a deeper understanding of the structures 

and styles of a performance; theatrical knowledge that will deepen future experiences; a sense of 

ownership of the experience and of the value of their own responses and opinions…” (Reason, 

2008). The benefits of live exposure to theatre do not end with children, however, as a 2019 

study by Natasha Kirkham provided insights into the positive effects of live performance in 

teenaged students as well. In The Benefits of Attending Live Performance for Children and 

Adolescents, Kirkham highlights three primary findings: improvements in academic 

performance, social tolerance, and social change (Kirkham, 2019).  

Here, 1,500 fifteen-year-old students of similar education, social background, and 

academic achievement were examined. Half of which were given tickets to watch a live theatre 

performance of a play, and half were given tickets to watch a film adaptation of the same play. 

Despite showing different combinations of plays and films and different student demographics, 

those students who watched the plays scored higher in tests of content knowledge and 

vocabulary as well as various measures of social tolerance (Kirkham, 2019). Kirkham notes that 

these benefits were not seen in those students who witnessed the same story through the medium 

of film. This strongly and clearly suggests that live theatre not only has a measured and proven 

psychological benefit to the development of students, but its benefits are applied to a wide range 

of ages from preschool through high school. 

It is important to remember, however, that with the introduction of youth audiences to 

theatrical programming we do not lose sight of the potential for growth and greater achievement 

by speaking down to or underestimating children. While nobody is advocating for the subjecting 
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of kids to undue existential crises, traumas, or horrors, we fail our younger generations by not 

providing them early simulations of the very nature of our world. Too often schools, parents, and 

theatre producers alike relegate theatre for young audiences and children’s theatre to “feel-good” 

stories of black-and-white morality. “This kind of theatre is more often about the producers and 

their dominant cultural motivations than the audiences it is supposedly serving” (Grady, 2000). 

We also ignore the reality that for millions of children in and out of the United States, the lived 

experience of impoverished, non-white populations are in no way reflective of a gentle, secure 

world so often presented to kids in theatre. Whether it be kids first being introduced to live 

theatre or teenagers experiencing their first interactions with the medium, they are failed each 

time an opportunity for authentic identification with the characters and circumstances onstage is 

bypassed for the sake of perceived comfort or control in the narratives. “The more the conflict 

staged has more to do with the students’ experience, the greater the value of the show, it can be 

transformed into a debate platform and generate interesting revelations for both students and 

teachers (Ciocalteu, 2020). 

Expanding from the benefits of exposure to and attendance of live theatre, there is also 

the matter of theatre in education. In the mid-1960’s the United Kingdom launched an 

experiment to introduce what became known simply as Theatre in Education (TIE). This became 

a widespread practice in educational settings where classroom theatre produces enthusiastic 

responses and participation. Part of this is the use of theatre as a means of reaching specific 

development goals in the student populace, such as group-interaction; self-esteem, language 

usage; movement skills; discipline, and more (Jackson & Bolton, 1993). Despite the success of 

these programs, the sustainability of TIE has long been jeopardized by its precarious relationship 

to funding. To many, this programming is seen as a luxury as opposed to a necessity. This is 
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especially true of those who view it as simply entertainment instead of a viable resource for 

educational advancement.  

Perhaps the key to understanding the relationship of TIE inclusion in educational settings 

and, by extension, possessing a legitimate need for and claim to appropriate funding and 

protection is to remember that education and school are not the same thing. A school is an 

institution, and one with a codified and specific means of producing and measuring education. 

But education and learning can and is gained in virtually any setting or circumstance. Not every 

student will thrive under the traditional structure of schooling, and this very well may provide 

those students with something to complete or fulfill their learning needs. Theatre as a vehicle for 

producing learning and development speaks to the education of the “whole individual” (Reason, 

2008). And considering the evidence provided in these studies, even kids who thrive in 

traditional education structures would be well served by TIE. There are innumerable ways that 

theatrical programming can be used to facilitate educational opportunities in not only varying 

settings/dynamics but also featuring different subjects.  

For example, “Zoo Theatre” programs produced effective results in delivering 

information of both animals and conservation efforts in children as well as adults (Spooner et al., 

2019). Education can also be an effective tool for the promotion of rehabilitation. Theatre 

programs are often linked with positive results stemming from incarcerated populations that 

inspire camaraderie; introspection; expression; accountability; and critical thinking (Smith, 

2019). Sociologist and historian Tim Wise makes a compelling argument for the transition from 

our singular focus in traditional subject matters and career tracking. The world will always be in 

need of the engineer, the chemist, the construction laborer and software developer to ensure that 

life as we know it continues. The risk in this prolonged commitment to such stringent value 
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systems (that of STEM programs) is that there are generations of people who see only a limited 

view of that which is worthwhile of pursuit, understanding, and appreciation. 

“But without an equal commitment to comprehensive civics education— the relationships 

between people, government, the economy, and media— all the technical know-how in the world 

will be for naught… Because if these are not given equal attention, we could end up with 

incredibly bright and technically proficient people who lack all capacity for democratic 

citizenship” (Wise, 2019). 

If the United States were to make an investment in a more thorough and complete 

education model (assuming, of course, that the United States would make an investment in 

public education) what might a theatre curriculum look like? Fortunately, there are already 

several models in existence that point to how this can be approached, though for the purposes of 

this paper the focus will be placed upon the promising combinations of Intergroup Dialogue and 

Theatre of the Oppressed. Intergroup Dialogue (IGD) is a systemic method of classroom 

practices founded in the integration of didactic and experiential activities and fosters such 

classroom dynamics which promote effective student engagement and empowerment (Garcia et 

al, 2018).  

In the 2018 study Oppression Pedagogy: Intergroup Dialogue and Theatre of the 

Oppressed in Creating a Safe Enough Classroom, the methods of the IGD were paired with the 

techniques of forum theatre and produced promising results. The forum theatre (otherwise 

known as participatory and/or popular theatre) is an approach rooted in the presentation of 

relevant cultural circumstances before an audience which then would be tasked with participating 

in the action of the play and determining the results of the story. This was the format which 

served as the foundation for Theatre of the Oppressed, which would be the method created by 



THE PURPOSE OF THEATRE  39 
 

Brazilian theatre artist Augusto Beal. “The purpose of the study was to implement an IGD 

approach with the aim of creating a classroom environment and culture that includes safety and 

values students’ voices” (Garcia et al., 2018). 

The findings of this study featured two prominent outcomes: heightened awareness and 

class culture/experiential learning. The former refers specifically to the responses concerning 

personal growth via insight on personal and interpersonal experiences (Garcia et al., 2018). 

Students had shown an “eye-opening” experience where broad recognition throughout the class 

of each other’s similarities and differences, often in unsuspecting areas (Garcia et al., 2018). The 

interpersonal communications fostered an environment where connections were formed safely 

and honestly. Due to this, students could identify in the other similarities in themselves despite 

differing identities, upbringing, and even nationality. The latter outcome (class 

culture/experiential learning) dealt with an increased willingness to learn about outside social 

groups, intercultural learning skills, and even conflict management skills (Garcia et al., 2018). 

The data found in the study provided promising indications for the potential of both 

IDG/forum theatre educational techniques as well as theatre in education as a whole. The 

efficacy of theatre education is well documented and would provide stimulating additions to 

current structures in the confines of United States education. But the tangible implementation 

would likely need to look somewhat differently than what has been seen in the TIE programs of 

the United Kingdom. The structural nature of the situation facing this country would require not 

a single class or series of classes produced by a professional theatre company but instead a 

progressive kindergarten through high school curriculum to be implemented across the United 

States. A possible structure to handle this transition would likely need to begin at the 

kindergarten level alone, then in the following school year that same cohort of students would 
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advance and take the first-grade theatre class and continue until they have graduated the twelfth 

grade and earned their high school diploma.  

This suggestion, as opposed to a general implementation procedure where students of all 

grade levels are thrust into an environment they are not familiar with or possibly even possess 

negative preconceived feelings towards, serves the public school system in two ways. First, it 

would allow schools to prepare for the addition and implementation of a new curriculum year by 

year and budget for the addition of a new teacher for the corresponding grade level. Second, this 

would assist in bypassing initial resistance to or misunderstanding of the classes by older grade 

levels who are unaccustomed to the coursework and the nature of what theatre education might 

ask of them. By beginning at the very first grade level, all children of a particular cohort can 

begin an interaction with theatre education as they would with the rest of the educational model: 

with a blank slate. Instead of treating a theatre class as a one-off occurrence or an elective 

course, students are then allowed to grow with the addition of theatre classes each year of their 

lives and benefit from the psychological development which may lend to increased academic 

performance in other subject areas. Certainly, as this is a proposition in its infancy, there are 

numerous ways in which a K-12 curriculum could form. One such example is that of the 

Columbus City School system’s use of the K-12 Drama/Theatre curriculum of the Ohio 

Department of Education (the full curriculum can be found in the appendix). In it is a grade-by-

grade outline of growth indicators and content metrics concerning three primary areas which can 

be used as an outline: creating, producing/performing, and responding/reflecting (Ohio 

Department of Education, 2021).  

What is shown is that theatre exposure, education, and participation has consistently 

provided documented and tangible positive growth in populations ranging in age, region, 
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background, and setting (schools, zoos, penitentiaries, etc.) which serves the development of 

society across the board. Considering the vast numbers of theatre artists who go without work 

and/or struggle making a living on their artwork alone, one might begin to wonder when the time 

will come that the arts are subsidized properly in proportion to the good provided to communities 

across the nation? There is certainly a case to be made for the necessity of theatre in schools, 

where consistent exposure to theatre can yield promising developments to a more just, equitable, 

compassionate, and participatory populace. It would certainly help the economy, providing work 

for thousands upon thousands of professional theatre artists to directly contribute their craft to 

the betterment of their communities. It would help with recidivism, when incarcerated 

populations develop as human beings and become more capable of articulating their needs and 

liberating themselves from predatory institutionalized behaviors. It could very well assist in 

climate awareness, activism, and change, having already been shown to increase awareness and 

absorption of animal and conservation related information. What becomes clear is that of the 

many documented uses for theatre in the advancement of society, it does not serve the interests 

of a ruling class. Its benefits are intrinsic, not necessarily productive. Its product yields are not 

easily exploitable, indeed a population comprised of democratically engaged and critically 

thinking masses is a difficult thing to restrain or blind with propaganda and placation. 
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Outcomes 

 
Figure 4: Ohio K-12 Theatre Curriculum. Retrieved from Ohio Dept. of Education. 
 

The research conducted in this thesis identified a gap between the health of the 

democratic society in the United States and that of theatre funding. There are a number of ways 

to use the information presented here, not the least of which concerns the large-scale investment 

in theatre and specifically that of theatre in education. Fortunately, there are a number of models 

that can be cited for the implementation of these solutions (Figure 4) and many more that can be 

derived from such early and generalized outlines. 

Ancient Theatre Modern Theatre Ethics, Analysis, 
Inclusion 

Investment 

Theatre of Ancient 
Athens taught ethics, 
civic duty and 
participation, as well 
as provided a platform 

By and large left 
wanting for substance, 
authenticity, and 
accountability in 
mainstream/influential 

Key element in the 
rejuvenated social 
relevance of the 
artform. Resonance 
with common 

Federal, state, and 
local subsidy of 
professional theatre 
and theatre in 
education can 
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for public discourse 
and accountability for 
elected officials. 

spaces. Without 
substantial federal, 
state subsidy and/or 
financial support. 

zeitgeist can lead to 
more active, 
participatory 
citizenry. 

promote a greater 
democratic society, 
empathetic leaders, 
and provide work for 
countless theatre 
artists. 

Participation 
considered virtually 
mandatory; that of a 
civic duty to attend 
and that of the 
wealthy to support 
these massive 
festivals financially. 

Without any 
legitimate, broad 
implementation in K-
12 academic settings 
in United States 
education systems. 

Discourse in modern 
context is stilted, 
political boundaries 
creating increasingly 
disparate and 
antagonistic 
communities within 
single nation. 

Generations of 
compassionate, 
critically-thinking, 
community-oriented, 
engaged populations 
could be developed as 
a result. 

Any proposal for a general guideline of theatre education in the United States should 

adhere to the following three pillars: ethics, analysis, and inclusion. In ethics, students should 

begin development of empathetic skills and social tolerance as well as opportunities to begin the 

identification of humanity in others unlike oneself. Additionally, ethics strategies should 

encourage the fostering of unity within each cohort of students. Analysis would encourage 

students to engage with their content through discussion/discourse which would then build and 

increase their articulation/communication. The content discussions would also engender self-

efficacy and the development of critical thinking skills. Lastly, inclusion should allow for 

engagement and participation regardless of cognitive or physical capabilities. Theatre content 

and engagement should be accessible to all students. This inclusion should also be reflected in 

the nature of the content itself— varying types of theatre and stories should be presented, and so 

too should the creators. The value of a student experiencing a resonant story created by a human 

outside of and different from their culture, gender, race, etc. cannot be overstated.  

These pillars could and likely should be built upon and expanded. But this would serve as 

a foundation for which the future of theatre education could be structured. With greater social 

tolerance coupled with increased self-efficacy, critical analysis, and communication skills there 
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very well may be opportunities presented for individual students to express themselves in a 

healthy, functional manner as well as lower rates of perceived isolation within school classes and 

communities. The benefits of which could include assisting in decreasing school violence, 

bullying, and social alienation. The standards for the Ohio Department of Education K-12 theatre 

curriculum (see Appendix) shown in figure 4 are useful if for no other reason than to serve as a 

guide to the development of modern curriculums for theatre classes which could then bridge the 

gap that has been missing the positive results from theatre education.  

One area of note is that many such curriculums place emphasis on devised theatre 

approaches in their implementation. This seems largely due to a priority on general student 

engagement, participation, empowerment, and collaboration. All of which will only serve to 

benefit the general student population. An area of concern worth addressing is that somewhere in 

the educational process there should be a section dedicated to playwriting. As an early 

introduction it would serve the students to know that this vein of theatre exists as well as how it 

might look and be approached. As the students progress with the forum-based procedures, 

playwriting would also be a useful topic in the context of a devised work (namely, how that 

process functions and comes to fruition). In other examples, such as the Colorado Department of 

Education, there is a particular emphasis on facial expressions and body language to understand 

nonverbal communications. Generally speaking, this would want to be contextualized early on so 

that generations of students are not at risk of mistaking exaggerated facial indications as 

examples of emotive and successful acting. 

Discussion 
    The purpose of this thesis was to identify the relationship of theatre to the society of the 

United States as it currently stands and attempt to quantify its value to society. Through 



THE PURPOSE OF THEATRE  45 
 

historical president and analysis of the Athenian Golden Age of theatre, this paper demonstrates 

not merely the original intention of theatre but the rightful placement of emphasis on the artform 

that should be reinstated in the modern day. The research presented through the studies cited in 

this thesis clearly states the numerous sociological and psychological benefits that result from 

not just sustained exposure to live theatre but engagement with theatre education that suggest the 

potential for dramatically improved interpersonal skillsets across generations. Furthermore, the 

federal investment not only in education but theatre arts would significantly boost the economy, 

provide countless employment opportunities across numerous fields, and develop several new 

additions to the American theatrical canon. The findings of the research presented in this thesis 

argues that the United States, and the world at large, would greatly benefit from the introduction 

of theatre initiatives and K-12 theatre education curriculums. 

Conclusion 
 It was noted by Edith Hall that theatre is not necessarily an inherently democratic 

institution. Like most artforms, live performance is routinely utilized by the governing 

bodies/social elite/etc. to reinforce that which serves their interests by reducing artistic 

expression (and theatre’s cathartic potential) to mere entertainment. This paper has established 

that throughout history and in studies, live theatre is a profound instrument in civic engagement, 

communal identity, and personal development. Each of these traits contribute to the direct 

creation of more informed, compassionate, articulate, and critical citizens. In short, theatre works 

hand in hand with democracy to create better people when it is allowed to be presented 

authentically and without the censorship of the social elite nor a corrupted government.  

 In the Golden Age of Athens, democracy thrived when paired with a vibrant and 

authentic theatre which was invested in properly and given the room as well as the support to tell 

stories that reflected the needs and hearts of its citizens. Outside of its direct contributions to 
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democracy, theatre has value in many areas of human life and for that very reason it should be a 

central function of society. Instead of investing in one of the most powerful tools available to us 

in the advancement of our people, theatre is a trite and frivolous tool for escapism mostly 

accessed by the social elite and rendered largely useless or irrelevant by the masses. The 

leadership of the United States has failed its people in innumerable ways, and every day that it 

continues to squander the power of live performance it continues to deaden the soul of this nation 

and dampen the possibilities of its people and, by extension, its own democracy. 

Limitations of Research 
 It would be remiss not to acknowledge the limitations of the research done in the 

preparation of this paper. First and foremost, this was a thesis for a 10-week final course in the 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Master of Leadership Development program. The research 

undertaken in this thesis was that of secondary sourcing. There is also an unfortunate lack of data 

available in regional theatre markets regarding demographic information and audience 

attendance, the same is true of historical records of regional theatre participation over time.  

Future Research 
Perhaps as a reflection of the United States’ attitude towards theatre, there is simply not nearly 

enough study on the effects of theatre on the human mind both in psychological and sociological 

contexts. While some valiant efforts have been made, it would be a great benefit to increase 

funding for and attention to said studies to further advance our understanding of theatre and its 

benefits. Suggested next steps, studies aside, would absolutely include the collection of audience 

demographic data by regional theatre companies, departments, and collectives alike. 
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