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ABSTRACT

This research analyses the 2023 UNIBEN staging of Ola Rotimi’s If: A Tragedy of the
Ruled as protest theatre to confront systemic poverty in Nigeria. Through TfD’s
participatory lens. The production, performed by 200-level students exposed poverty as
elite-orchestrated betrayal rather than personal failure, using satire, Pidgin choral
resistance, and direct audience address to dramatize healthcare collapse, gendered
exploitation, and inflation-driven evictions. Script and observational analysis reveal how
the tenement microcosm sparked conscientization, viral discourse, and micro-petitions,
while challenging “education ends poverty” myths amid graduate joblessness. Yet
resource constraints, urban-academic isolation, and solution deficits limited impact.
Marking the first documented Nigerian university use of canonical protest theatre for
direct poverty advocacy, findings highlight theatre’s power to forge empathy and agency.

Keywords: Theatre, Advocacy, Poverty, Applied Theatre, Theatre for Development



CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY
Poverty endures as a critical global challenge, entrenching inequalities and obstructing
advancement for millions across communities and nations. Current data reveal that
approximately 700 million individuals subsist on under $2.15 daily, with sub-Saharan
Africa bearing a disproportionate burden due to economic reversals, climatic stresses, and
political instability (World Bank 20). This reality impedes the realisation of international
commitments, notably the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals targeting
poverty eradication. Multidimensional metrics further disclose that over 1.1 billion
people face intersecting deprivations in health, education, and infrastructure, with
children comprising nearly half and many residing in conflict-prone zones (United
Nations Development Programme 40). Such statistics illuminate poverty’s multifaceted
nature, transcending monetary deficits to include social exclusion, eroded dignity, and
curtailed opportunities, particularly for marginalised groups like youth and ethnic
minorities.
Conventional poverty alleviation strategies, encompassing economic transfers and relief
programs, often neglect the structural and cultural underpinnings of deprivation. Theatre
advocacy, by contrast, harnesses participatory performance to critique systemic inequities,

transforming spectators into spect-actors who co-devise solutions to economic oppression.
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Anchored in TfD and Applied Theatre, this paradigm employs indigenous aesthetics like
storytelling, proverbs, and choral forms to confront issues like unemployment and
resource scarcity, fostering conscientization and collective resistance (Asante 16). TfD’s
postcolonial ethos prioritises community authorship, generating grassroots initiatives
such as cooperative enterprises that enhance financial autonomy and counter top-down
paternalism (Hakib 145). This methodology bridges policy abstraction with lived
experience, cultivating agency and dialogue in low-literacy contexts.

Since the 1970s emergence of TfD amid failures of neoliberal development models,
theatre’s role in poverty alleviation has gained traction, aligning with goals of equity and
sustainable livelihoods. In African settings, TfD has matured from ad-hoc interventions
into institutionalised platforms tackling corruption, ethnic fragmentation, and market
exclusion, frequently through university-NGO collaborations. Nigerian examples
illustrate TfD’s capacity to spur vocational training and policy advocacy via culturally
hybrid performances that dismantle stereotypes and mobilise cross-ethnic solidarity
(Asante 17). These initiatives yield tangible outcomes such as strengthened local markets,
and improved service access while challenging orthodoxies like individualised wealth
creation under corrupt governance (Lange).

Globally, Applied Theatre extends this framework, amplifying silenced narratives in
diverse milieux to influence public perception and legislative reform. In urban centres,

projects deploy Forum Theatre to rehearse interventions against housing precarity,
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building empathy and pressuring authorities for redistributive measures (Lange). Rooted
in Boal’s liberatory praxis, such work counters neoliberal blame-shifting, reframing
poverty as political betrayal rather than personal failing, and equipping participants with
leadership skills for enduring resilience (Hakib 148).

Despite these advances, persistent gaps in longitudinal impact assessment, funding
constraints, and digital adaptation hinder scalability, particularly post-global disruptions.
This study, "Theatre Advocacy: A Case Study of Ola Rotimi’s If: A Tragedy of the Ruled
Staged at UNIBEN to Tackle Systemic Poverty," addresses these limitations by analysing
Rotimi’s communal tragedy as a revolutionary tool, interrogating structural myths like
“education ends poverty,” and advocating participatory theatre as a catalyst for equitable
transformation in Nigeria’s fractured socio-political landscape.

1.2 Statement of the Problem

Poverty endures as a structural global crisis, entrenching economic exclusion, ethnic
fragmentation, and systemic barriers to livelihood, necessitating revolutionary strategies
that convert spectators into agents of change. As Hakib captures, traditional interventions
such as microfinance and policy reforms frequently bypass the political and cultural roots
of deprivation, yielding transient relief while reinforcing dependency and elite capture
(Hakib 145).

Theatre advocacy, through TfD and Applied Theatre, counters this by staging communal

narratives that expose corruption, dismantle stereotypes, and rehearse collective
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resistance, yet it remains marginalised in poverty discourse (Asante 16). Critically, no
recorded instance exists of theatre being deployed to directly confront poverty as a
political construct in Nigerian academic settings, leaving a void in participatory models
that challenge myths like “education ends poverty” amid institutional decay.

Despite TfD’s proven efficacy in sparking cooperatives and policy dialogue elsewhere,
its application to urban systemic poverty, particularly through canonical texts like
Rotimi’s if unexamined, risks perpetuating top-down frameworks that silence the ruled.
Moreover, impact assessments fixate on immediate engagement, neglecting longitudinal
metrics on income shifts or governance reform, while digital exclusion and funding
deficits curtail scalability (Hakib 149).

This study investigates Rotimi’s If as protest theatre to fill this evidentiary gap,
interrogating theatre’s capacity to indict structural betrayal, forge cross-ethnic solidarity,
and catalyse equitable redistribution in Nigeria’s fractured socio-economic order.

1.3 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

Aim

The primary aim of this research, titled “Theatre Advocacy: A Case Study of Ola
Rotimi's If: A Tragedy of the Ruled Staged in UNIBEN to Tackle Poverty,” is to explore
how applied theatre and TfD can serve as effective advocacy tools to address poverty by
empowering marginalised communities, fostering empathy, and drive socioeconomic

change in alignment with the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1 to
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eradicate poverty in the world, perhaps not by 2030 as the SDG 1 states, yet certainly. By
examining global case studies and theoretical frameworks, the study seeks to develop
practical strategies for theatre arts practitioners to combat poverty’s multidimensional
impacts, including economic deprivation, social exclusion, and lack of agency (United
Nations Development Programme 29).
Objectives
To achieve this aim, the research pursues the following specific objectives:
1.  To Investigate Theatre’s Role in empowerment
2. To showcase theatre’s potential in addressing poverty
3.  To Evaluate the Long-Term Impact and Scalability of Theatre Advocacy.
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research is guided by the following questions:

1. What is the role of Theatre in empowerment?

2. How can theatre address poverty?

3. What is the Long-Term Impact and Scalability of Theatre Advocacy?
1.5 SCOPE OF THE STUDY
This research centers on the 2023 staging of Ola Rotimi’s If: A Tragedy of the Ruled by
Theatre Arts 200-level students at the University of Benin (UNIBEN), Ekehuan Campus.
The production forms the sole basis for exploring theatre advocacy in relation to poverty.

Analysis draws from script examination of Rotimi’s text and direct observation of all
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performances, focusing on how protest theatre, through satire, direct audience address,
and choral resistance, presented landlord-tenant exploitation as a metaphor for systemic
inequality in Nigeria. The study evaluates the staging’s role in heightening awareness of
structural poverty and cultivating empathy among student performers and campus
viewers, while noting constraints like limited resources and uneven audience response.
Scholarly sources are restricted to open-access works from 2014-2025 on Rotimi’s tragic
drama, protest theatre in Nigerian universities, and the production itself, with reference to
Ola Rotimi’s 1983 play text.

1.6 Significance of the Research

This research on theatre advocacy as a mechanism for addressing poverty holds
substantial value in bridging gaps between artistic practice and social development. By
examining participatory theatre's role in fostering community dialogue and empowerment,
the study contributes to evolving frameworks that integrate creative expression with
poverty alleviation efforts. Participatory approaches enable marginalised groups to
articulate their experiences, challenging systemic inequities and promoting collective
action (Asante 16). Such methods not only raise awareness but also cultivate empathy,
reshaping societal relationships in resource-scarce environments (Lange).

Furthermore, the investigation highlights theatre's potential to overcome limitations in
traditional development strategies, offering scalable models that emphasize authentic

representation and long-term impact assessment (Hakib 148). In educational contexts, it
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underscores the need to incorporate advocacy training into theatre curricula, equipping
future practitioners to tackle global challenges like economic disparity (Asante 21).
Ultimately, this work advances TfD by providing evidence-based insights that align with
sustainable goals, empowering communities to drive change and influencing policy
toward inclusive interventions. Through these contributions, the research amplifies
theatre's transformative power, fostering resilience and equity in poverty-stricken settings.
1.7 Methodology

This study employs a qualitative case study methodology centered on the 2023 staging of
the play in performance, If: A Tragedy of the Ruled. It relies on direct engagement with
the production to examine theatre advocacy's role in critiquing poverty themes, drawing
on textual and observational data without broader secondary sources or fieldwork beyond
the event. The methodology is structured into three components: data collection, analysis,
and ethical considerations.

Data Collection

Data is gathered through two focused methods tied exclusively to the UNIBEN
production. First, script analysis involves a close reading of Rotimi’s original text,
annotating key passages that depict landlord-tenant exploitation and systemic oppression,
such as the tenants’ dialogues on economic dispossession and the landlord’s monologues
of greed. This identifies how the play’s tragic structure inherently advocates against

poverty by framing inequality as a consequence of corrupt rule. Second, performance
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observation entails detailed notes from attending all three shows in April 2023,
documenting directorial adaptations like satirical exaggerations, choral resistance
sequences, and audience-address moments that amplified poverty motifs. Observations
capture real-time elements, including actor delivery, staging choices and immediate
spectator reactions like murmurs during resistance scenes. This approach grounds the
study in the production’s lived execution, deriving insights from the interplay between
text and performance.

Data Analysis

The study will use thematic analysis to uncover patterns in how the staging advocates
against poverty. Themes such as structural inequality, empathy through tragedy, and
performative resistance are identified by coding script excerpts and observational notes,
for instance, linking the landlord’s downfall to critiques of elite exploitation. The process
emphasizes the production’s embodied elements, such as how satirical timing reveals
social exclusion, while cross-referencing text with observed adaptations highlights
advocacy innovations. This method reveals nuanced insights into the UNIBEN case,
prioritising depth over generalisation.

Ethical Considerations

The methodology upholds ethical standards by ensuring respectful representation of the
production’s cultural and social elements, avoiding stereotypes in analysing Nigerian

tragic drama. As a case-specific study, risks are low, but sensitivity to the performers’
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and audiences’ contexts, such as UNIBEN’s academic environment is maintained to
prevent misinterpretation. Adherence to MLA 8th edition for citations preserves
academic integrity throughout.

1.8 Definition of Terms

To ensure clarity and consistency in the research, key terms central to the study are
defined below. These definitions are grounded in scholarly literature and practitioner
accounts from 2014 to 2025, tailored to the context of theatre arts and poverty alleviation.
Poverty:

There is a popular bias in the definition of poverty. The United Nations quoted,
“Fundamentally, poverty is a denial of choices and opportunities, a violation of human
dignity. It means lack of basic capacity to participate effectively in society. It means not
having enough to feed and cloth[e] a family, not having a school or clinic to go to, not
having the land on which to grow one’s food or a job to earn one’s living, not having
access to credit. It means insecurity, powerlessness and exclusion of individuals,
households and communities. It means susceptibility to violence, and it often implies
living on marginal or fragile environments, without access to clean water or sanitation.”
United Nations, 1998 ("Teaching Tolerance: Poverty" 1)

However, great thinkers of the likes of Dr Miles Munroe, Dr David Oyedepo et al argue
poverty to be more mental than material. Miles Munroe says during a seminar “Rich

people are people with ideas. A poor man is a man who has no ideas.” (Munroe Global)
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And this argument holds weight because money is spent to satisfy a need or want, and
both can only be satisfied through innovation— ideas. Hence, all things being equal, the
more relevant the ideas, the more money being made. For the purpose of this study,
poverty will be treated as a lack of ideas, as purported by the likes of Munroe.

Education:

Education is believed to liberate a man, but the opposite has been the case. Whenever the
word, ‘education’ is mentioned, reference is drawn to Western education, the popularised
kind which is built on grooming people to handle jobs and then earn a living, widely
believed to be the solution to poverty.

But this education system popularised in many parts of the world was introduced by
colonial administrators, who came with the intention of exploiting the people, so they
created slaves, who would forever be indebted to the tax collectors.

One of the primary goals of this education is “job security” where one has a job that
meets all one's needs, a lie that has been told for so long. The question to ask is ‘what
happens when one can no longer work? Was there ever Job security?’ Then you realise,
you've been living in a ticking time bomb

For the purpose of this research, education though being a neutral term is not accepted as
the solution to poverty as a result of popular perception towards the concept, rather, a
term with less bias, ‘enlightenment’ is preferred, and so also ‘empowerment’ which have

not been tainted by the popular perception.
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Theatre for Development (TfD)

T{D refers to a participatory, community-driven performance methodology that integrates
local cultural forms, such as storytelling, music, dance, and proverbs with dramatic
structure to identify, analyse, and address socio-economic challenges, including poverty,
unemployment, and resource inequity. Emerging in the 1970s as a postcolonial response
to top-down development models, TfD transforms passive audiences into spect-actors
who co-create performances, rehearse solutions, and initiate grassroots action, thereby
fostering agency, dialogue, and self-reliance in marginalised contexts (Asante 16; Hakib
145).

Protest Theatre

Protest Theatre denotes performance praxis that explicitly critiques systemic oppression,
political corruption, and structural inequality through satire, direct address, and embodied
representation, with the intent of provoking ideological awakening and mobilising
collective resistance. In the Nigerian tradition, exemplified by Ola Rotimi’s works, it
reconfigures classical tragedy into a “tragedy of the ruled,” using communal catharsis to
indict elite exploitation and advocate redistributive justice, converting theatrical space
into a site of conscientization and revolutionary possibility (Eziechine and Esene 68;
Bakare 15).

Empowerment:
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The process of enabling individuals or communities to gain agency and resources to
address challenges. In theatre advocacy, it involves marginalised groups creating
performances to voice experiences, fostering change in poverty-related issues (Asante 16).
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1:

Adopted in 2015 by the United Nations, SDG 1 seeks to “end poverty in all its forms
everywhere” by 2030, targeting extreme poverty reduction and access to basic services
(United Nations). In this study, SDG 1 frames theatre’s role in poverty alleviation
through advocacy and empowerment (Asante 15).SDG 1 frames theatre’s role in poverty

alleviation through advocacy, but its 2030 goal remains idealistic.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

2.1 Introduction to the Literature Review

Theatre’s integration with advocacy offers a dynamic approach to combatting poverty by
empowering communities and challenging systemic inequities. This literature review
examines theatre’s role in poverty alleviation through frameworks like TfD and Applied
Theatre, emphasizing participatory methods that transform spectators into active
contributors (Asante 16). Unlike passive media, theatre fosters agency, enabling
marginalised groups to voice challenges and propose solutions, such as community
organising or policy advocacy.

Emerging in the 1970s, TfD responded to the failures of top-down economic policies,
incorporating local traditions like storytelling to address issues like unemployment and
food insecurity in African contexts (Hakib 145). In Nigeria, TfD’s community-driven
performances tackle local challenges, fostering dialogue across ethnic divides and
generating solutions like vocational programs (Asante 17). Applied Theatre,
encompassing TfD, amplifies silenced voices through co-created performances,
enhancing empathy and challenging stereotypes about poverty (Lange). For instance,
community projects use theatre to humanise experiences, influencing public perceptions

and policy.
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Despite these strengths, gaps remain in assessing theatre’s long-term economic impact
and adapting methods for digital platforms (Hakib 149). This review establishes a
foundation for exploring how theatre not only highlights poverty but actively contributes
to its reduction through participatory, culturally relevant strategies, setting the stage for
further analysis.

2.2 Ola Rotimi and Tragic Drama in If... A Tragedy of the Ruled

Ola Rotimi (1938-2000), born Emmanuel Gladstone Olawale Rotimi, was a Nigerian
playwright, scholar, and director whose work redefined African theatre through social
realism and political critique. Trained at Boston University and Yale School of Drama, he
founded the Ori Olokun Theatre Company and taught at the University of Ife, pioneering
African tragedy in English. Rotimi’s theatrical philosophy fused Greek dramatic structure
with Yoruba oral traditions, proverbs, songs, and communal storytelling, to create
culturally resonant works. His commitment to exposing societal decay through drama
positioned theatre as a tool for conscientization, not mere entertainment. By incorporating
Pidgin English and multicultural casts, Rotimi reflected Nigeria’s diversity while
challenging colonial legacies. His plays, including The Gods Are Not to Blame and If...
A Tragedy of the Ruled, blend humor, pathos, and satire to critique power imbalances
and advocate collective action (Eziechine and Esene 68).

Rotimi reimagined tragedy as a communal, not individual, phenomenon, coining the

phrase “tragedy of the ruled” to contrast with Aristotelian models centered on noble
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heroes. In his essay “The Drama in Society,” he argues that African tragedy arises from
systemic oppression, colonialism, corruption, and capitalism, rather than personal fate
(Rotimi 23). Catharsis, for Rotimi, is not emotional release but ideological awakening:
the audience recognises structural failures and is spurred to action. This Marxist-inflected
framework elevates the masses to tragic protagonists, using cultural forms like choral
dance and multilingual dialogue to bridge ethnic divides. In the play, tenants’ shared
suffering under a manipulative landlord mirrors Nigeria’s political exploitation, making
tragedy a revolutionary call. Rotimi adapts Greek elements, peripeteia, anagnorisis, to
African aesthetics, ensuring accessibility and relevance. His tragedy thus serves
decolonisation, transforming passive spectators into agents of change (Adeniyi 12).

Set in a decaying Lagos tenement, it uses a confined urban space to reflect national
dysfunction. The plot follows a multi-ethnic group of tenants facing escalating threats
from their landlord, a stand-in for the corrupt state. Rotimi employs a three-act structure
that mirrors societal collapse: Act I establishes fragile communal bonds amid poverty;
Act II introduces peripeteia through economic coercion; and Act III builds to
confrontation, exposing betrayal. The architecture adheres to classical unities, time, place,
action, while integrating African oral elements: choral interludes, proverbs, and Pidgin
banter. This hybrid form heightens realism and emotional stakes, using humor to soften

despair. The landlord-tenant conflict drives the narrative, symbolising elite exploitation
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of the masses. Rotimi’s structure scaffolds ideological critique, making the tenement a
microcosm of Nigeria’s socio-political decay (Eziechine and Esene 70).

Rotimi adapts classical tragic elements to critique systemic injustice. Hamartia is
collective: tenants’ ethnic divisions and complicity in exploitation enable the landlord’s
control. Peripeteia strikes with the rent hike and eviction notices, shattering stability.
Anagnorisis emerges as tenants recognise political manipulation, uniting too late.
Catharsis targets the audience, confronting national decay through empathy and outrage.
Unlike Aristotle’s isolated hero, Rotimi’s tragedy is communal, with subplots, health
crises, unemployment, symbolising structural violence. Yoruba aesthetics (dance, satire)
temper despair, aligning with Rotimi’s vision of tragedy as conscientization. The play’s
revolutionary catharsis urges action against oppression, not resignation (Adeoye 110).

If critiques Nigeria’s Second Republic (1979-1983), exposing corruption, ethnic division,
and economic inequality. The landlord represents the elite, using rent hikes to coerce
loyalty, mirroring vote-buying and ‘“stomach infrastructure.” Tenants embody the
disenfranchised, their unity thwarted by tribalism, a colonial legacy. Poverty is structural:
inaccessible healthcare, education, and wealth distribution reflect systemic failure. Rotimi
challenges orthodoxies like “education ends poverty” by showing it as a privilege under
corruption. The play advocates collective resistance for social justice and nation-building,
using satire to indict leadership. Multicultural dialogue promotes cohesion, making

tragedy a call for equity (Eziechine and Esene 71; Adeniyi 18).
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2.3 Theatre Advocacy and Poverty Alleviation

Theatre advocacy merges performance with social activism, using dramatic forms to
challenge the structural foundations of poverty while empowering disenfranchised groups.
In contrast to traditional theatre, which centers on artistic spectacle, advocacy models
emphasize active participation, turning audience members into collaborators who explore
economic inequities through lived stories and interactive exchange. These approaches
incorporate culturally specific practices to raise consciousness, dismantle misconceptions,
and mobilise unified responses to issues like inequality and marginalisation (Asante 16).
Within African settings, theatre advocacy adapts indigenous elements, oral traditions,
music, and ceremonial acts, to ensure accessibility and relevance, bypassing obstacles
such as low literacy or language differences that limit conventional development
programs.

A key component is TfD, a community-centred strategy that weaves local input into
workshops and stagings to address poverty-linked concerns, including job scarcity,
nutritional deficits, and limited resources (Hakib 145). TfD excels through its
postcolonial orientation, supporting home-grown initiatives like skill-development
courses or shared business ventures that cultivate independence and financial stability.
For example, rural African projects have used TfD to spark group discussions resulting in

enhanced farming techniques, offsetting the shortcomings of centralised aid systems
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(Asante 17). Success, however, hinges on principled coordination to prevent reducing
intricate economic problems to basic fixes.

The United Nations describes poverty as a broad condition involving insufficient
earnings, unmet essential requirements, and restricted life chances, appearing in layered
ways such as societal isolation and service inaccessibility (United Nations). Standard
relief tactics, including small loans or direct payments, frequently produce variable
effects, at times worsening indebtedness or disregarding local customs. Theatre advocacy
serves as an adjunct by animating personal struggles via dramatisation, nurturing
understanding and analytical thought among involved parties and viewers. In Nigeria and
similar regions, TfD opposes top-down assistance by stressing local control, yielding
lasting improvements like strengthened neighbourhood markets through joint efforts
(Lange). This collaborative spirit confronts institutional obstacles, favouring enduring
capability over fleeting support.

The conceptual bases for theatre advocacy in poverty reduction encompass TfD and
Applied Theatre, both anchored in liberatory learning and the interplay of deed and
contemplation. TfD, shaped by Augusto Boal’s idea of the spect-actor, casts communities
as proactive creators of enactments that detect and remedy area-specific difficulties,
increasing influence in resource-poor zones (Asante 16). Applied Theatre broadens this
scope with cross-field practices, like improvised scripting, to handle poverty’s varied

aspects, from lodging shortages to social labelling. It promotes self-awareness,
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guaranteeing partnerships, which honour regional expertise while countering market-
driven tendencies that prioritise personal accountability over group reform (Hakib 148).
Such frameworks showcase theatre’s flexibility, applying methods like Forum Theatre to
practice tangible answers, yet demand continuous assessment to gauge effects past initial
involvement.

Theatre advocacy contributes diversely to easing poverty by building abilities,
encouraging conversation, and questioning entrenched disparities. TfD, for instance,
endows attendees with direction and resolution skills, allowing them to manage fiscal
strains and launch locality-managed endeavours like collectives that elevate earnings and
durability (Hakib 145). Applied Theatre elevates silenced accounts, affecting guidelines
by rendering poverty tales relatable and cultivating widespread compassion, evident in
shows pushing for superior asset distribution. In city African hubs, theatre has diminished
poverty-associated ills, including delinquency, via adolescent participation and livelihood
options (Lange). Persistent hurdles involve monetary deficits and complexities in
appraising extended results, such as revenue gains or regulatory adjustments, highlighting
the call for comprehensive indicators.

In summary, theatre advocacy reshapes poverty discourses by fusing affective depth with
functional steps, establishing welcoming arenas for enduring transformation. Despite

assessment shortfalls, its engaged, contextually rooted tactics provide an essential means
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to counter poverty’s foundational forces, advancing fairness and society-led advancement
across varied landscapes.

2.3.1 Concept of Theatre Advocacy

Theatre advocacy leverages performance to confront poverty’s systemic roots, fostering
dialogue and empowering marginalised communities. Unlike traditional theatre, which
prioritises artistic expression, advocacy-oriented theatre engages participants as co-
creators, using embodied narratives to address economic disparities and inspire collective
action (Asante 16). This sub-chapter explores theatre advocacy’s conceptual foundations,
focusing on its application to poverty alleviation through participatory frameworks like
TfD and Applied Theatre.

T{D employs culturally relevant forms, such as storytelling and music, to tackle poverty-
related issues like unemployment and food insecurity, particularly in African contexts
(Hakib 145). By involving communities in workshops and performances, TfD creates
platforms for dialogue, enabling solutions like vocational programs that address local
economic challenges (Asante 17). Its adaptability to diverse cultural settings enhances its
impact where traditional advocacy may falter due to linguistic or access barriers.

Applied Theatre broadens this approach, using co-created performances to amplify
marginalised voices and challenge stereotypes about poverty (Lange). For instance,
projects with underserved groups highlight systemic inequities, fostering empathy and

prompting policy advocacy. Interactive methods, such as Forum Theatre, allow
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participants to explore solutions to economic oppression, though risks of
oversimplification require careful facilitation (Hakib 148).

Theatre advocacy’s strength lies in building community resilience, equipping individuals
with skills to navigate structural constraints. However, gaps persist in evaluating long-
term economic outcomes, such as income changes, necessitating further research into its
sustained impact (Hakib 149). This review underscores theatre advocacy’s role in
transforming poverty narratives through participatory, culturally grounded strategies.
2.3.2 Poverty Alleviation: A Critical Overview

Poverty, defined as deprivation in income, access to basic needs, and social opportunities,
remains a complex global challenge rooted in systemic inequities (United Nations). This
sub-chapter examines how theatre advocacy intersects with poverty alleviation, offering
participatory alternatives to conventional interventions like cash transfers, which often
overlook cultural contexts and long-term empowerment (Asante 16). Theatre’s unique
capacity to humanise poverty through storytelling fosters community engagement and
challenges structural barriers.

Traditional approaches, such as microfinance, yield mixed outcomes, sometimes
perpetuating debt without addressing social exclusion (Hakib 145). TfD, prevalent in
African contexts, counters this by using culturally resonant performances to tackle issues
like unemployment and food insecurity (Asante 17). For instance, TfD initiatives in

Nigeria facilitate community dialogues, leading to solutions like cooperative enterprises,
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empowering participants to address local challenges collaboratively (Lange). Unlike top-
down models, TfD’s participatory nature promotes self-reliance, countering paternalistic
aid structures.

Applied Theatre further enhances poverty alleviation by creating platforms for
marginalised groups to challenge stereotypes and advocate for policy changes, such as
improved housing access (Lange). However, challenges include limited funding and the
difficulty of measuring long-term economic impacts, such as income growth (Hakib 149).
This review argues that theatre advocacy’s strength lies in integrating emotional
resonance with practical outcomes, fostering resilience and collective action to address
poverty’s multifaceted dimensions.

2.3.3 Theories and Models of Theatre

Theatre advocacy employs theoretical frameworks like TfD and Applied Theatre to
address poverty through participatory performance. These models prioritise community
engagement and critical reflection, transforming audiences into active participants who
challenge systemic inequities (Asante 16). Unlike entertainment-focused theatre,
advocacy-oriented models emphasize praxis, blending action and reflection, to empower
marginalised groups and foster sustainable change in poverty-stricken contexts.

TfD, rooted in critical pedagogy, uses culturally resonant forms like storytelling and
ritual to tackle poverty’s challenges, such as unemployment and resource scarcity (Hakib

145). By integrating Boal’s spect-actor concept, TfD enables communities to co-create
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performances that identify local issues and devise grassroots solutions, such as
cooperative ventures, enhancing agency in low-literacy settings (Asante 17). Its
decolonised approach counters paternalistic aid models, promoting resilience against
economic hardship.

Applied Theatre extends this framework, employing transdisciplinary methods to address
poverty’s multifaceted nature. It fosters empathy and advocates for systemic change
through devised performances, as seen in projects challenging housing inequities (Lange).
Reflexivity ensures ethical collaboration, validating community insights in poverty
interventions. However, neoliberal influences risk prioritising individual responsibility
over collective transformation, necessitating self-reflective models to maintain advocacy
integrity (Hakib 148).

These theories highlight theatre’s potential to empower communities, yet gaps persist in
measuring long-term economic impacts, such as income improvements (Hakib 149). This
sub-chapter argues that theatre’s strength lies in its adaptability to local contexts,
fostering dialogue and agency to combat poverty’s structural drivers effectively.

2.3.4 The Role of Theatre Advocacy in Poverty Alleviation

Theatre advocacy significantly contributes to poverty alleviation by empowering
communities, fostering dialogue, and challenging systemic inequities through
participatory performance. Unlike conventional interventions like financial aid, theatre

advocacy engages individuals as active agents, using narrative to address poverty’s social
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and economic dimensions (Asante 16). This sub-chapter examines its role through TfD
and Applied Theatre, emphasizing their capacity to amplify marginalised voices and
promote sustainable change.

T{D empowers communities by integrating culturally relevant forms like storytelling and
music to tackle issues such as unemployment and food insecurity (Hakib 145). In African
contexts, TfD workshops enable participants to co-create performances that identify local
challenges and devise solutions, such as cooperative enterprises, fostering agency and
countering top-down aid models (Asante 17). For example, community-driven
performances in Nigeria have sparked initiatives addressing economic exclusion,
enhancing local resilience.

Applied Theatre further amplifies poverty alleviation by humanising experiences and
challenging stereotypes, influencing public and policy perspectives (Lange).
Performances highlighting issues like housing inequity foster empathy and prompt
systemic change, such as improved resource access. Additionally, theatre advocacy
builds practical skills like leadership, equipping participants to navigate economic
challenges and sustain community-led efforts (Hakib 148).

Challenges include limited funding and difficulties measuring economic impacts, such as
income growth (Hakib 149). Despite these, theatre advocacy’s strength lies in blending
emotional engagement with actionable outcomes, creating inclusive platforms for

communities to confront poverty and build equitable futures.
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2.4 Ola Rotimi’s If... A Tragedy of the Ruled, as Advocacy

The staging of Ola Rotimi's If... A Tragedy of the Ruled demonstrates how theatre can
function as a powerful advocacy tool within university settings. The production merged
educational goals with social commentary, enabling students to embody and critique
socio-political issues through performance. First published in 1983, Rotimi’s play uses a
Lagos tenement to symbolise Nigeria’s political dysfunction during the Second Republic,
portraying the exploitation of the "ruled" by corrupt elites. In an academic environment,
the production converted abstract concepts into tangible experiences, promoting
advocacy for poverty alleviation by exposing systemic issues like unequal wealth
distribution, social injustice, and communal survival. This segment examines the 2023
staging of the play in University of Benin, emphasizing its advocacy role, with a focus on
poverty alleviation. By combining Rotimi’s dramaturgy with student-driven
performances, these efforts educate audiences and mobilise them for change, questioning
conventional poverty solutions, such as education, amid curricula disconnected from
practical needs (Bakare 12).

Rotimi’s influence on academic theatre derives from his dual role as educator and
director, prioritising cultural fusion and community engagement. After studying at Yale
and Boston universities, he established the Ori Olokun Theatre Company in 1968 at the
University of Ife (now Obafemi Awolowo University), involving students and locals in

decolonised productions (Osha, par. 3). This model shaped later academic revivals, where
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his plays serve to explore African aesthetics and societal challenges. Rotimi
conceptualised theatre as a "poly-system," blending Yoruba oral forms, proverbs, music,
and dance, with Greek tragic structures to address collective struggles (Bakare 10).

The production adapted this to current contexts, using If to advocate unity against ethnic
divisions that worsen poverty. Productions often include workshops, allowing
participants to reflect on oppression and inequality, extending advocacy beyond
performance. His impact persists in modern revivals at institutions like Bowen University
and international webinars, linking colonial histories to contemporary economic crises
and inspiring theatre as a vehicle for transformation (Osha, pars. 1-2).

University practices for staging Rotimi emphasize accessibility and relevance, reflecting
his minimalist style that requires few resources, basic sets, local attire, and ensemble
acting. This suits budget-constrained departments, where students experiment with
directorial decisions to enhance advocacy. In Nigeria, productions frequently fulfill
course requirements or festival slots, integrating learning with activism. Directors
incorporate Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, making audiences "spect-actors"
who intervene to explore social solutions. While Rotimi’s historical dramas like Kurunmi
critique leadership, the case study uniquely targets poverty as structural violence.
Academic adaptations tie the script to present-day events, such as economic reforms or
elections, amplifying its message. Challenges involve maintaining artistic fidelity

alongside teaching aims, but advantages include developing leadership and analytical
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skills, preparing students to tackle real inequities (Bakare 14). Censorship threats in
sensitive climates persist, yet these stagings endure as civic education platforms,
advocating ethical governance and justice.

The structure and themes of the play make it ideal for academic advocacy. Confined to a
decaying tenement, it depicts multi-ethnic tenants resisting a predatory landlord,
representing the ruled versus rulers. Its three-act arc, unity, disruption, and revolt mirror
national decline, employing satire and direct address to provoke thought on poverty’s
origins. Rotimi’s Pidgin and cultural integration resonate with student casts, who infuse
personal insights for authenticity. As advocacy, the play humanises the impoverished,
building empathy and urging collective resistance. Scholarly interpretations apply
Marxist frameworks, seeing tenants’ realisation as revolutionary potential against
systemic betrayal. Post-show forums extend impact, connecting the play to modern
poverty debates, including redistribution over creation (Ekevere and Oboho 425).

The staging at Ekehuan campus illustrated this advocacy vividly. Diverse undergraduates
portrayed tenants, using ensemble satire and audience interaction to underscore poverty’s
elements, wealth gaps, injustice, and education’s flaws as a cure. Improvised updates
echoed in resistance scenes. Hamidu’s monologue on misrule moved viewers to tears,
affirming theatre’s emotional catalyst. The production met research goals: demonstrating
theatre’s societal role via awareness of causes; partially devising solutions through unity;

and prioritising justice over wealth strategies. Ethical focus included cultural sensitivity,
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avoiding stereotypes while amplifying student perspectives. Reflections showed
increased critical awareness of inequities.

As poverty advocacy, the staging reframed deprivation as political failure, not personal
shortfall. Limitations included funding, restricting outreach, and uneven engagement
from academic demands. Impact relied on audience action post-performance, as theatre
exposes but change demands internal commitment. Nonetheless, it proved theatre’s
academic advocacy power, linking theory to practice.

Broader challenges in the play's staging include cultural missteps in Nigeria’s diversity,
risking reinforced biases. Qualitative data from interviews offered depth, but long-term
attitude shifts on poverty are hard to measure. Future efforts could use mixed methods for
evaluation.

In sum, the staging of the case study highlights theatre’s advocacy for poverty alleviation,
mirroring ills and suggesting communal remedies, they empower youth to contest norms,
advancing equity in a troubled society ("Exploring Protest Theatre" 45).

2.5: The Role of the Performance in Critiquing Systemic Poverty

The 2023 staging of Ola Rotimi’s If... A Tragedy of the Ruled at the University of Benin
(UNIBEN) Ekehuan campus stands as a vivid example of how performance can function
as a sharp instrument for critiquing systemic poverty. Directed by Michael Akuta and
Evwoh Omafume Jason, this student-led production transformed Rotimi’s 1983 text into

a contemporary indictment of Nigeria’s enduring economic inequalities, using protest
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theatre to expose poverty not as individual misfortune but as the direct result of political
failure, elite exploitation, and structural neglect. Performed within the walls of the theatre
hall, and employing real-like props and second-hand costumes, the production mirrored
the very deprivation it critiqued, making the tenement setting feel immediate and urgent.
This sub-chapter examines the specific role of the performance in critiquing systemic
poverty through its directorial choices, acting, audience engagement, post-show discourse,
and alignment with research objectives. By grounding Rotimi’s tragedy in the lived
realities of students facing inflation, ASUU strikes, and graduate unemployment and the
likes, the performance challenged orthodox poverty narratives, particularly the myth that
“education ends poverty”, and advocated collective awareness as a precursor to change
(Bakare 15).

The performance critiqued systemic poverty from its opening moments, using the
physical stage to symbolise national decay. The set, a makeshift compound constructed
from scavenged materials reflected not just the play’s Lagos tenement but the
deteriorating state of post-urban communities, where leaking roofs and power outages
were daily realities. This visual authenticity grounded the critique, when tenants
complained of rising rent, audiences recognised parallels to inflation which had caused an
increase by over 200% in two years due to government funding cuts. The production’s
lighting, old model lights, which produced heat and didn't provide the technicians full

handling further emphasized resource scarcity, turning technical limitations into thematic
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assets. As Onyema collapsed from untreated illness, the absence of proper medical props
underscored Nigeria’s healthcare crisis, where out-of-pocket costs push millions into
poverty. These choices made poverty’s systemic nature tangible, shifting blame from
personal failure to institutional collapse (Ekevere and Oboho 428).

Acting served as the performance’s primary vehicle for humanising systemic critique.
The cast from different backgrounds including Edo, Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa, and minority
backgrounds embodied Rotimi’s vision of the “ruled” as a diverse yet fractured collective.
The ensemble’s physicality, crowded staging, overlapping dialogue, shared props,
visually represented communal survival under pressure. When tenants united in Act III,
their synchronised movement conveyed fragile solidarity, only to fracture under police
intimidation, mirroring how state violence sustains poverty by suppressing resistance.
This embodied critique demonstrated theatre’s power to illuminate societal issues
including poverty through authentic representation ("Exploring Protest Theatre" 48).
Being exposed, one is a step closer to a solution, as the popular saying goes, "a problem
shared is half-solved." Hamidu’s performance emerged as the emotional and intellectual
core of the critique. Played by Orakwelu Kingsley Chidumaga, in his Sophomore years,
his Act II monologue on governmental “misfortunes” corruption, policy flip-flops, elite
looting was updated with 2020s references: naira redesign chaos, fuel subsidy removal,
and ASUU’s eight-month strike. The speech stirred comments within the audience. This

moment crystallised the performance’s role in making systemic poverty emotionally
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undeniable, moving viewers from passive sympathy to active recognition of shared
oppression.

Audience engagement strategies amplified the critique beyond the stage. Social media
clips of Hamidu’s speech went viral on campus WhatsApp groups, within hours, turning
performance into public discourse.

The performance’s critique was strengthened by its alignment with Rotimi’s protest
theatre aesthetics. Satire targeted elite hypocrisy: the landlord’s agent, dressed in an
oversized agbada stuffed with fake naira notes, strutted to comedic music, drawing
laughter that turned to silence when tenants faced eviction. Choral interludes such as
student-composed songs in Pidgin and Edo lamented rising costs, with songs like “water
no get enemy,” grounding the critique in 2023 realities. Hamidu's speech, directly
addressed to the audience, forced them to pay attention to the message as receptors rather
than mere observers. This implicated spectators as potential agents of change,
challenging passivity.

In conclusion, the performance of If... A Tragedy of the Ruled, played a pivotal role in
critiquing systemic poverty, using authentic staging, embodied acting, interactive
strategies, and dialogue to expose structural betrayal and challenge myths. Despite
limitations, its emotional power and intellectual clarity fulfilled research objectives,
proving performance a vital tool for poverty advocacy in academic contexts.

CHAPTER THREE
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CASE STUDY ANALYSIS

3.1: Theatre Advocacy Strategies Employed in If... A Tragedy of the Ruled

Theatre has long transcended mere entertainment, evolving into a potent instrument for
social critique and transformation. In the context of poverty alleviation, it functions as a
dynamic platform that confronts systemic inequities by fostering dialogue, empathy, and
critical reflection among audiences. This case study delves into a specific 2023
production of Ola Rotimi’s seminal play If... A Tragedy of the Ruled staged at the
University of Benin (UNIBEN) on its Ekehuan campus. Directed and performed
primarily by Theatre 215 students, the production involved collaborative efforts from
performers, directors, and community participants, transforming the script into a living
critique of Nigeria’s socio-political landscape. At its core, the play depicts a group of
impoverished tenants uniting in resistance against an exploitative landlord, a narrative
device that symbolises broader struggles against oppression, corruption, and economic
disenfranchisement prevalent in Nigerian society (Asante 16). Through this lens, the
production exemplified protest theatre as a strategic tool for advocacy, amplifying voices
of the marginalised and urging collective action toward poverty reduction.

Ola Rotimi’s If... A Tragedy of the Ruled, originally penned in the 1970s, remains
strikingly relevant in contemporary Nigeria, where issues of landlord-tenant conflicts
often mirror deeper class divisions and governmental neglect. The UNIBEN production,

mounted amid post-COVID economic hardships and rising inflation, reflected current
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events such as fuel subsidy removals and youth unemployment. The students took on
dual roles as actors and co-creators. Central to the production’s impact was the
deployment of protest theatre, a genre rooted in Brechtian epic theatre and augmented by
African performance traditions. Protest theatre employs sharp satire, exaggerated
characterisations, and direct audience engagement to dismantle illusions of societal
harmony and expose poverty’s multifaceted dimensions. In the performance, the landlord
figure, portrayed with grotesque makeup and bombastic rhetoric, served as a caricature of
Nigeria’s elite class, hoarding wealth while tenants grappled with eviction threats amid
skyrocketing rents. Scenes of communal resistance, punctuated by choral chants and
thythmic drumming, highlighted unequal wealth distribution, social injustice, and the
precariousness of communal survival (Hakib 146).

Satire functioned as a scalpel, dissecting hypocrisies without alienating viewers. For
instance, one improvised sequence mocked politicians’ empty promises during election
cycles, drawing parallels to the landlord’s false assurances of “improvements” to the
dilapidated compound. This not only elicited laughter but provoked murmurs of
recognition from the audience, many of whom were students who can be said to have

either experienced similar accommodation crises, or know someone who has.

The strategy aligned seamlessly with TfD principles, a methodology pioneered in Africa

to prioritise community empowerment over aesthetic perfection. TfD views theatre as a
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catalyst for dialogue rather than didactic instruction, encouraging audiences to interrogate
their realities and envision alternatives (Asante 18). In the UNIBEN staging, post-
performance conversations sparked extended this ethos. Such outcomes underscored how
protest theatre could spark awareness and mobilise collective action, addressing poverty
not as an individual failing but as a systemic malaise requiring communal intervention
(Odhiambo 45).

The play’s narrative resonance with Nigeria’s socio-political realities was no accident; it
was a deliberate advocacy choice. Rotimi’s original text critiques feudal-like power
structures, but the 2023 adaptation localised it to reflect contemporary issues: the
landlord’s eviction notices evoked the forced demolitions in waterfront communities like
Makoko in Lagos, while tenants’ hunger strikes paralleled nationwide #EndSARS
#SORO-SOKE protests and movements against police brutality and economic despair.
By dramatising these parallels, the production humanised statistics. Nigeria’s poverty rate
hovering above 40% according to World Bank reports, into visceral stories of resilience
and defiance (World Bank 22).

Empathy emerged as a byproduct of this mirroring. Audiences, comprising students,
lecturers, and community members from diverse ethnic backgrounds showed profound
emotional connections. In interviews conducted post-performance, a student-performer
noted, “Seeing the audience nod during the resistance song, it wasn’t just acting; it was

our shared pain.” This empathy bridged class divides, with middle-class spectators

43



acknowledging their complicity in systems perpetuating inequality. Critical discourse on
poverty’s roots, corruption in land allocation, inadequate social safety nets, and neoliberal
policies, flourished in these interactions, advancing advocacy beyond the stage.

This UNIBEN production was selected for its relevance to the situation of poverty in the
country, as well as alleviation efforts. Unlike abstract academic exercises, it tackled
interconnected issues: economic inequality (tenants vs. landlord), social justice (rights to
decent housing), and environmental vulnerabilities (dilapidated structures prone to
flooding). As Lange argues in studies on performative activism, such interventions
address poverty holistically, linking micro-level struggles to macro-policy failures (Lange
34). The case’s university setting added layers: students, some from low-income families
reliant on scholarships, embodied the “ruled” class, making advocacy authentic and
urgent.

Moreover, the production’s timing, amid Nigeria’s 2023 general elections, amplified its
potency. It critiqued vote-buying and elite capture, themes resonant with Rotimi’s
tragedy of manipulated masses. By selecting this case, the study highlights theatre’s
scalability; similar TfD models have succeeded in rural Nigeria, such as Boal-inspired
forums in Kwara State combating farmer-herder conflicts tied to resource scarcity

(Plastow 205).
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Despite its successes, the production faced significant barriers. Funding limitations
plagued the project: with a shoestring budget from departmental allocations and minimal
sponsorships, props were improvised from recycled materials, and marketing relied on
social media and jungle publicity rather than paid ads. This constrained outreach, limiting
attendance to under 300 per show across three performances..

A qualitative methodology underpinned this analysis, ensuring depth over breadth. Script
analysis dissected Rotimi’s text alongside adaptations, identifying advocacy insertions
like dialogues on gender-based vulnerabilities in poverty (female tenants facing sexual
harassment for rent waivers). Performance observation involved being present in all three
shows, noting audience reactions, which included applause peaks during resistance
climaxes, hushed silence in eviction scenes, and non-verbal cues like shared glances
among spectators.

Ethics formed the bedrock of this study and the production itself. Authentic
representation demanded avoiding stereotypes; early drafts risked portraying the landlord
as a one-dimensional villain, but revisions incorporated his backstory of upward mobility
from poverty, humanising even antagonists to critique systems over individuals.

This examination of the production illuminates theatre’s transformative potential in
poverty discourse. Through protest strategies, TfD integration, and empathetic mirroring
of realities, it inspired resilience among the “ruled” and equity demands from all. Despite

barriers, successes, petitions, heightened awareness, cross-class dialogues affirm creative
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advocacy’s role. Scaling such initiatives requires institutional support: universities
funding TfD hubs, NGOs partnering for rural extensions. Ultimately, as Rotimi’s tragedy
evolves on stages like Ekehuan, it advances a vision where performance ignites action,
dismantling poverty’s chains through community-driven narratives. In Nigeria’s ongoing
struggles, theatre remains not just a mirror but a hammer, forging paths to justice
(Plastow 210).

3.2 Impact of Theatre Advocacy on Poverty Alleviation in the Case Study

Theatre’s capacity to address poverty through advocacy lies in its unique power to evoke
deep reflection, foster inclusive dialogue, and catalyse shifts in public consciousness.
Unlike policy documents or statistical reports, live performance immerses audiences in
the live realities of marginalisation, transforming abstract socio-economic data into
embodied narratives that demand emotional and intellectual engagement. This case study
examines the measurable and perceptual impacts of the 2023 production of Ola Rotimi’s
If... A Tragedy of the Ruled, staged at the Ekehuan campus by Theatre 215 students.
Through protest theatre techniques, the production critiqued systemic inequities by
dramatising tenants’ resistance against an exploitative landlord, a metaphor for Nigeria’s
entrenched power imbalances (Hakib 146). This section evaluates the production’s
contributions to poverty alleviation, its limitations, and the broader implications for

theatre-centered interventions.
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The UNIBEN staging occurred during a period of acute economic strain in Nigeria,
marked by inflation rates and youth unemployment surpassing 40% (World Bank 15).
Theatre 215 students, adapted Rotimi’s 1970s text to reflect contemporary crises: eviction
threats mirrored the 2022 Lagos waterfront demolitions, while tenants’ improvised
survival strategies echoed street-level responses to fuel subsidy removals. These
adaptations positioned the production not merely as artistic reinterpretation but as a
participatory advocacy platform.

The production’s primary impact was its elevation of systemic awareness around
poverty’s structural dimensions. Protest theatre, as deployed here, dismantled the myth of
poverty as individual failure by exposing unequal wealth distribution, corrupt land tenure
systems, and the erosion of social safety nets. The landlord’s bombastic monologues,
delivered in exaggerated pidgin and laced with political jargon, satirised elite detachment,
prompting audience laughter that quickly dissolved into reflective silence.

Beyond intellectual impact, the production cultivated profound emotional resonance. TfD
scholars argue that empathy is a prerequisite for collective action, as it bridges
experiential divides between privileged and marginalised groups (Lange 35). The
UNIBEN staging achieved this through strategic vulnerability: female tenants’
monologues on sexual coercion for rent waivers drew audible gasps from the audience,

while a child actor’s silent hunger pantomime reduced sections of the crowd to tears.
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These moments humanised World Bank statistics, 40.1% multidimensional poverty
headcount, into tangible suffering (World Bank 22).

Despite these achievements, the production’s contribution to poverty alleviation remained
constrained by several factors. First, its emphasis on critique over solution-generation
limited its utility as a blueprint for theatre-centered interventions. While audiences gained
clarity on what was wrong, guidance on how to enact change was underdeveloped. TfD
practitioners advocate for “legislative theatre” sequences where audiences co-create
policy proposals; their absence here represented a missed opportunity (Plastow 208).

A multi-method qualitative approach ensured robust impact evaluation. Script analysis
compared Rotimi’s original text with the performed version, quantifying advocacy
insertions. The study also grappled with the ethics of impact attribution. While surveys
captured self-reported shifts in awareness, isolating theatre’s role from concurrent
influences proved challenging.

The UNIBEN case illuminates theatre’s dual role as diagnostic and generative tool in
poverty alleviation. Its successes, conscientization, empathy mobilisation, and micro-
advocacy, affirm TfD’s foundational premise that performance can democratise discourse
on structural inequality (Asante 18). Yet its limitations underscore the need for hybrid

models integrating theatre with policy literacy and sustained organising.
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Institutional support remains critical. UNIBEN’s administration could establish a TfD
Resource Hub, providing seed funding and logistical backing for student-led productions.
Partnerships with NGOs like the Justice and Empowerment Initiatives, as Plastow notes,
could facilitate rural extensions, scaling impact beyond urban campuses (Plastow 210).
The 2023 UNIBEN production of If... A Tragedy of the Ruled demonstrates theatre’s
potent, if bounded, contribution to poverty alleviation. By raising systemic awareness,
cultivating empathy, and sparking dialogue, it transformed passive spectators into active
change seekers. While structural constraints and solution deficits tempered its reach, the
production’s ripple effects like petitions, peer education, and heightened discourse affirm
performance as a vital advocacy lever. In Nigeria’s ongoing struggle against
multidimensional poverty, such initiatives remind us that alleviation begins not with
charity, but with collective recognition of shared humanity. This proves, as Kerr notes,
theatre, at its most impactful, does not merely reflect the tragedy of the ruled, it rehearses
their triumph (Kerr 118).

3.3: Challenges and Limitations of Theatre Advocacy in the Case Study

By dramatising tenants’ resistance against an exploitative landlord, a potent symbol of
Nigeria’s socio-political hierarchies, the production leveraged satire, direct audience
engagement, and choral resistance to indict social injustice and unequal wealth
distribution (Hakib 146). However, its impact was significantly curtailed by five

interlocking challenges: audience agency deficits, cultural representation dilemmas,
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resource scarcity, inconsistent performer commitment, and the urban-academic
disconnect from rural realities. These barriers not only constrained the production’s reach
and depth but also illuminated broader limitations in theatre-centered poverty
interventions.

The staging unfolded against Nigeria’s worsening economic crisis: inflation peaked at
21.9% in 2023, while 63% of Nigerians were classified as multidimensionally poor
(World Bank, 2023). This paralleled Rotimi’s script with contemporary references:
eviction notices echoed 2022 Makoko demolitions, and tenants’ clamours paralleled
#EndHunger protests.

The most pervasive limitation was the variability in audience agency. Protest theatre
assumes spectators will transition from emotional catharsis to social action, yet this hinge
often fails to turn. Asante warns that “theatre ignites dialogue, but ignition does not
guarantee motion” (18). In the UNIBEN case, post-performance forums revealed a stark
engagement gradient. One student remarked in a post-performance interview: “The play
made me angry, but what could I do? I was just a 200-level student with exams to write.”
This inertia stemmed from multiple sources. First, cognitive overload: the production’s
dense layering of satire, historical allusion, and contemporary critique overwhelmed
some viewers, particularly non-arts majors unfamiliar with TfD conventions. Second,
structural disempowerment: many audience members, especially off-campus tenants,

perceived systemic change as futile amid Nigeria’s entrenched patronage networks. Third,
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temporal displacement: evening performance clashed with working hours for market
women and shift schedules for low-wage workers, skewing attendance toward students
and faculty with more flexible timetables. The result in the statements of Odhiambo is a
self-selecting audience predisposed to reflection but not necessarily to risk-taking action
(Odhiambo 49).

Nigeria’s ethno-linguistic diversity posed a second formidable challenge. Benin City
hosts Edo, Yoruba, Igbo, Esan, and Hausa communities, each with distinct housing
norms, landlord-tenant customs, and poverty narratives. More critically, the urban
academic setting created a representational chasm. As Lange observes, “campus TfD
often speaks about the marginalised rather than with them, risking ventriloquism” (36).
This urban-rural disconnect diluted the production’s claim to represent “the ruled”
comprehensively.

Financial and logistical limitations formed a third bottleneck. The production operated on
what the crew described as an unrealistic budget sourced from class dues and minimal
faculty donations. This paltry sum forced creative compromises: costumes were
repurposed from prior shows, sets built from scavenged plywood, and lighting reliant on
unreliable campus electricity. Marketing was confined to social media and guerrilla
publicity.

Rehearsal time was equally constrained. Students juggled the production with core

coursework, part-time jobs, and exam preparations. Full-cast rehearsals spawned up to six
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rehearsals weekly. One actor missed the final dress rehearsal due to a fine art practical,
and another took ill, forcing last-minute recasting. These disruptions compromised
performance polish and narrative coherence, particularly in complex choral sequences
requiring precise timing.

Human factors constituted a fourth challenge. Inconsistency with attendance was
common. Competing academic demands, mid-semester tests, group projects, and
mandatory lectures, eroded rehearsal discipline. Skill disparities further complicated
execution: some students lacked the vocal projection and emotional range compared to
peers, leading to uneven performances. The major characters were assigned to
charismatic students, while less charismatic played minor roles, and this differentiated
major from minor scenes.

Directors attempted mitigation through peer mentoring and recorded feedback sessions,
but structural incentives were absent. Unlike professional TfD troupes, student
performers received no course credit or stipend for participating in the forums, thus,
motivation relied on passion and grade-currying. This turnover not only weakened artistic
quality but diluted the production’s authenticity as a collective voice of “the ruled”

A qualitative methodology illuminated these barriers with rigor. Script analysis tracked
representational choices confirming urban bias. Performance observation across all shows
noted audience disengagement, some exiting and re-entering at intervals, and non-verbal

disengagement cues like phone-scrolling during dense satirical monologues).
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Furthermore, the 2023 production exemplifies both the promise and peril of theatre
advocacy in poverty alleviation. While it ignited critical dialogue and exposed systemic
rot, its impact foundered on audience inertia, cultural misalignments, resource starvation,
performer transience, and urban-rural disconnects. These limitations are not inherent to
theatre but symptomatic of under-resourced, under-institutionalised practice. As Hakib
cautions, “Protest without platform is performance; advocacy without architecture is
anecdote” (149). Overcoming these barriers demands not abandonment of theatre but its
strategic fortification, through policy integration, community co-ownership, and
sustained funding. In Nigeria’s battle against multidimensional poverty, theatre remains a
vital weapon; the challenge is to sharpen its blade and extend its reach. Until then,
productions like If will continue to diagnose the tragedy of the ruled, without fully

scripting their triumph (Kerr 119).
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CHAPTER FOUR
SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

4.1 Summary

Framed as protest theatre within the paradigm of TfD, the Ekehuan campus production of
Ola Rotimi’s If... A Tragedy of the Ruled, directed by Michael Akuta and Evwoh
Omafume Jason and performed by 200-level Theatre Arts students, interrogated systemic
poverty as a political construct rooted in elite exploitation, ethnic fragmentation, and
institutional betrayal rather than individual failing. By transforming a decaying Lagos
tenement into a microcosm of Nigeria’s fractured socio-economic order, the production
indicated structural violence while advocating collective resistance, cross-ethnic
solidarity, and redistributive justice.

The performance fulfilled the study’s core aim: to demonstrate how participatory theatre
can function as a revolutionary tool for poverty advocacy in academic settings. Through
culturally hybrid aesthetics like Pidgin banter, Nigerian proverbs, Edo choral interludes,
and satirical caricature, the production rendered abstract deprivations visceral. The
landlord, stuffed with fake naira in an oversized agbada, embodied elite hypocrisy;
tenants’ synchronised resistance in Act III dramatised fragile unity against state-backed
coercion. Hamidu’s monologue crystallised the play’s indictment of “stomach
infrastructure” and policy flip-flops, moving audiences from laughter to reflective silence

and, in some cases, tears. Social media clips of the speech went viral on campus
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WhatsApp groups within hours, extending discourse beyond the theatre hall and
converting performance into public pedagogy.

Script and observational analysis confirmed the production’s alignment with TfD’s spect-
actor model. Post-show forums enabled audience intervention and student-led policy
petitions. These interactions challenged the orthodox myth that “education ends poverty,”
exposing formal schooling as a privilege under corrupt governance, a system that
produces graduates into unemployment while prioritising elite enrichment. The staging
thus achieved the first objective: investigating theatre’s role in empowerment.

The second objective: showcasing theatre’s potential in addressing poverty was met
through diagnostic precision. The production humanised multidimensional poverty.
Onyema’s collapse from untreated illness symbolised healthcare inaccessibility; female
tenants’ vulnerability to sexual coercion for rent waivers exposed gendered economic
violence. Scavenged sets and second-hand costumes turned resource scarcity into
thematic capital, reinforcing authenticity. Satire dismantled neoliberal blame-shifting;
choral songs in Pidgin and Edo (“water no get enemy”) grounded critique in 2023
realities, fostering empathy across class and ethnic lines. Yet the production prioritised
exposure over prescription, offering no legislative theatre sequences or concrete wealth-
generation models. This diagnostic bias reflects Rotimi’s own vision of tragedy as

ideological awakening, not blueprint (Rotimi 23).
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Evaluation of the third objective: long-term impact and scalability, revealed significant
constraints. Immediate outcomes were robust: heightened awareness, viral discourse, and
micro-advocacy (petitions circulated post-show). However, longitudinal metrics were
absent. No follow-up surveys tracked income shifts, policy influence, or sustained
organising. Audience agency varied sharply: while some students initiated peer education
on housing rights, others reverted to exam-season passivity, citing structural
disempowerment (“What can a 200-level student do?”). The urban-academic bubble
further limited reach; attendance (less than 1000 across three shows) skewed toward
campus dwellers, excluding rural tenants and market women whose schedules clashed
with evening timings. Funding starvation, reliant on class dues and minimal faculty
support, forced improvised props and guerrilla publicity, curtailing outreach.

These barriers underscore theatre advocacy’s supplementary, not standalone role. While
TfD sparked conscientisation, it could not dismantle patronage networks or reverse
neoliberal policies alone. Scalability demands institutional fortification: a proposed
UNIBEN TfD Resource Hub could provide seed funding, rehearsal space, and NGO
partnerships to extend models to rural communities replicating Kwara State farmer-
herder forums, community dialogue platforms facilitated through TfD initiatives,
designed to mediate conflicts between nomadic herders and farmers.

Unexpectedly, the production enriched participants’ personal advocacy trajectories.

Student-actors gained leadership and analytical skills transferable beyond theatre. This
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unintended outcome affirms Rotimi’s “poly-system” of cultural fusion as a decolonising
force, equipping youth to contest norms in a troubled society (Bakare 12). Yet the study’s
single-case design limits generalisability. Findings are context-bound to UNIBEN’s 2023
socio-political moment; replication in rural or professional settings requires further
research.

In sum, the UNIBEN staging proved theatre’s diagnostic potency: it exposed poverty as
political failure, forged empathy across divides, and awakened revolutionary
consciousness. But without funding, follow-up, and cross-sector linkage, it remains a
tragedy diagnosed, not resolved. Theatre advocacy thus functions best as a catalyst within
broader ecosystems of resistance, policy reform, and community organising. As Rotimi’s
tenants unite too late, so must Nigeria’s “ruled” organise before systemic eviction
becomes irreversible. This study contributes a foundational case to the evidentiary void:
the first recorded instance of critiquing a Nigerian university production to directly
confront poverty as a political construct through canonical protest theatre. It calls not for
theatre’s abandonment, but its strategic sharpening forging the hammer to break
poverty’s chains as Lange remarks.

4.2 Conclusion

The production stands as a landmark demonstration of theatre advocacy’s revolutionary
potential in confronting systemic poverty. Far from mere academic exercise, this staging

transformed Rotimi’s 1983 communal tragedy into a living indictment of Nigeria’s
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political betrayal: elite exploitation, ethnic fragmentation, institutional decay, and the
orchestrated dispossession of the “ruled.” Through protest theatre’s arsenal which include
satire, direct address, choral resistance, and culturally hybrid aesthetics, the production
exposed poverty not as individual shortfall but as structural violence (Eziechine and
Esene 68), fulfilling the study’s aim to interrogate theatre’s capacity to indict, awaken,
and mobilise.

The performance’s diagnostic precision was undeniable. These elements, grounded in
Rotimi’s fusion of Greek peripeteia with Yoruba oral forms, rendered multidimensional
poverty visceral: Onyema’s untreated collapse symbolised healthcare exclusion; female
tenants’ sexual coercion for rent waivers exposed gendered economic violence.

Yet the production’s revolutionary promise collided with structural realities, revealing
theatre advocacy’s bounded agency. Audience responses fractured along lines of
privilege and disempowerment: while some students initiated peer education on housing
rights, others, burdened by exams and systemic futility reverted to passivity. The urban-
academic bubble excluded rural tenants and market women; funding starvation forced
improvised sets and guerrilla publicity; rehearsal chaos from academic overload
compromised polish. These constraints underscore a core finding: theatre diagnoses
tragedy with surgical clarity but cannot script triumph alone. Without sustained
architecture, policy linkage, longitudinal follow-up, cross-sector organising, its catharsis

risks evaporating into anecdote as Hakib opines (Hakib 149).
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This limitation, however, illuminates a transformative possibility. Employing theatre in
tackling poverty opens an unexplored market with a lot of possibilities. This offers a
potential new industry. The UNIBEN case reveals latent demand: students crave
platforms to channel lived precarity into creative resistance; communities hunger for
narratives that humanise their struggles; policymakers need accessible tools to bridge
elite discourse and grassroots reality. A Theatre Advocacy Industry could emerge
professional TfD troupes, university-NGO partnerships, digital performance networks
monetising conscientization while generating livelihoods. Imagine: campus TfD hubs
producing TikTok protest plays for rural cooperatives; corporate-sponsored Forum
Theatre training unemployed youth in leadership; government-funded legislative theatre
feeding policy reform. This is not charity, it is cultural entrepreneurship, converting
empathy into equity and performance into profit. By professionalising advocacy theatre,
Nigeria could pioneer a poverty-alleviation economy where artists, activists, and
communities co-create value, and thus dismantling the false binary between art and
development in the opinion of Lange.

By furthering this, we are one step closer to solving the global lacuna, called poverty. The
UNIBEN production filled an evidentiary void: the first recorded instance of a Nigerian
university deploying canonical protest theatre to directly confront poverty as a political
construct. It proved theatre’s unique power where data fails to move hearts, embodied

storytelling ignites revolutions. Yet it also exposed the gap between diagnosis and
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delivery. To close this lacuna, theatre must evolve from supplementary spark to systemic
engine.

In Rotimi’s tragedy, tenants unite too late, betrayed by ethnic complicity and elite
manipulation. Nigeria stands at a similar precipice: 63% multidimensionally poor, youth
unemployment at 40%, inflation eroding dignity. The UNIBEN staging sounded the
alarm: poverty is not fate; it is policy. Theatre advocacy, when sharpened into an industry,
offers the hammer to break its chains. This study contributes not just analysis but a
blueprint: from campus stage to national stage, from diagnosis to delivery. The global
lacuna called poverty will not yield to charity or statistics alone. It demands a revolution
of the imagination, rehearsed nightly under theatre lights. As the tenants’ choral cry
echoed “We no go gree!” so must Nigeria’s “ruled” organise, create, and reclaim. The
curtain falls on the production, but the movement begins.

4.3 Recommendations

To transform protest theatre from episodic catharsis into sustained systemic intervention,
the following evidence-based recommendations are proposed. Grounded in the case
study’s observational data which prioritise interaction, amplification, partnership,
solution-generation, and longitudinal accountability. Implementing them would
professionalise TfD into a scalable poverty-alleviation industry, converting campus

stages into engines of equitable transformation.
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1. Institutionalise Post-Performance Panel Sessions

Interaction is indispensable for learning to be complete. The UNIBEN staging revealed
that miscommunication is the easiest form of communication with over 100 unique
experiential lenses that filter every signal, breeding ambiguity in satire, symbolism, and
direct address. During Hamidu’s monologue, some spectators laughed at elite caricature
while others fixated on personal rent struggles, diluting the structural critique. Noise from
campus generators, late arrivals, and uneven actor projection further fragmented
reception.

A mandatory panel session facilitated by the director, lead actors, and a TfD practitioner
or specialist must follow every show. This forum enables: Clarification of intent,
Audience interrogation, reducing misinterpretation.

2. Digital Amplification via Live streaming and Social Media Serialisation

With less than 300 attendees across each show, there was limited impact. Yet, the
production’s viral WhatsApp clip of Hamidu’s speech proved digital reach transcends
physical barriers. Thus, live streaming on social media platforms would democratise
access, amplify conscientization, convert views into advocacy and even generate micro-
revenue through partnerships which can fund future productions.

3. Resource Partnerships with NGOs and Corporate Sponsors would also be encouraged.
For instance, a UNIBEN TfD Resource Hub modelled on Kwara State farmer-herder

forums would offer grants, rehearsal space for off-campus shows.
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Such alliances would professionalise the advocacy pipeline, creating paid roles for
student-consultants and sustainable revenue streams.

4. Solution-Focused Dramaturgy via Legislative Theatre

The production excelled at diagnosis but faltered at prescription. Boal-inspired legislative
theatre, mid-performance policy drafting

This shifts theatre from exposure to enactment, converting empathy into tangible
redistribution mechanisms

5. Longitudinal Impact Tracking and follow up is encouraged as it ensures the
effectiveness of the advocacy efforts over time.

These recommendations coalesce into a new economic sector. By monetising
conscientization, which include ticketed digital streams, corporate training modules,
NGO contracts, and the likes, UNIBEN could pioneer a self-sustaining advocacy
economy. Graduates become TfD consultants, earning ¥500,000-382M per community
intervention while training youth in leadership. This industry would

- Create 1,000+ jobs in Edo State within five years (performance, tech, policy roles).

- Reduce multidimensional poverty

- Position Nigeria as a global exporter of cultural solutions to SDG 1.

The UNIBEN case was the spark. These recommendations are the blueprint. From

diagnosis to delivery, from campus to continent, theatre advocacy must evolve from
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tragedy rehearsed to justice enacted. The global lacuna called poverty demands not

charity, but a revolution, and the stage is ready.
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