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Abstract 

he paper is an attempt to wrestle with the 
disturbing ethno-religious conflicts in Nigeria 
by making an analysis of the resources that lies 

in Peace Theater. Drawing strength from peace 
movements in Europe and America, the paper 
discusses Peace Theater as a useful tool for peace 
building in Nigeria. Ethno-religious conflicts 
particularly the Boko Haram onslaught and 
farmers/herders clashes have constituted a menace to 
any form of sustainable development in the country. 
The paper sees arms suppression and judicial 
measures as some of the unsuccessful peace efforts 
that have been employed by government to check 

ethno-religious conflicts in 
the country. It sees Peace 
Theater as capable of 
influencing people to 
dislike war and strive to 
promote peace for 
sustainable development in 
the nation. The paper 

recommends Peace 
Theater in the curriculum of 
schools, particularly 
theater art, symposia, 
seminars and incentives to 
peace artist as the way 
forward.  

 
Introduction 

s a land gets weary without water, so does a nation becomes weak and 

exhausted without peace. Day in day out, the gory stories of violence in 

Nigeria creates shivers. The increasing cases of arm robbery and 

kidnapping for ransom make the tracks of the lions and leopards safer than the 

high ways of the nation. Because of insecurity, the intelligentsia is on a rat race to 

safe havens where their proficiency can be recognized and used for the good of 

humanity. The bush is unsafe for farming crops, rearing of animals and hunting 

activities. This has made the call to a return to agriculture by the government the 

greatest joke of the decade. Because of guerilla attacks, caves in the bush are 

better shelters than houses in some villages. Man hunt has become the most 

popular and lucrative business in the nation. Apart from the sporadic attacks of 
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Boko Haram on innocent Nigerian citizens, ethno-religious crises are sending 

people in mass to their early graves. The large scale destruction of lives and 

property often crumble and reduced to a standstill any developmental effort or 

attempt in the nation. This sad development is chasing away both home and 

foreign investors in the country. Though many measures have been employed to 

curtail the spiral of ethnic and religious conflicts in the nation, this paper considers 

it expedient to examine Peace Theater and ethno-religious conflicts for 

sustainable development in Nigeria.    

 

CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION 

For the discussion to have a direction and focus, some concepts need to be 

clarified based on their usage in the paper. 

 

Peace Theater 

Theater is a word that is used to mean different but related things and events. It 

has its roots from the Greek word ‘theatron’, a place for seeing. In the 

entertainment industry, the word is a designation for a building where plays, 

shows, songs and movies are performed on a stage. It is a form of art that uses life 

performers, typically actors or actresses to present the experience of a real or 

imagined event. There is the drama, music, comedy, tragedy and improvisation 

theater. In education, it could mean a large lecture hall. Retail theaters are well 

decorated stores for selling of goods to attract customers (Bay, Izenour &  Baker, 

n.d).  

 

Peace 

Peace is a word that becomes very relevant when its absence is felt in the society. 

Peace in a negative sense is understood as the absence of war. A nation in this 

sense is referred to as peaceful when its borders are free of violence of one kind 

or the other. On the positive dimension, it consists of all the conditions that 

contribute to the sustenance of harmony or tranquility in a nation. In parallel, 

there is peace or anti- war theater (Rank, 2008).  

 

Peace or anti-war Theater  

Peace Theater in the usage of this paper is a hall or place where anti-war and unity 

driven shows, music, poetry, comedy and tragedy are featured. The aim of Peace 

Theater is to bring about conflict transformation using modes of expression that 
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embrace paradox and give voice to thoughts and feelings that defy words. Its 

preoccupation is to conflict nonviolently, transform relationships in the aftermath 

of violence and build the capacities required for peace (BRANDELS HOME, n.d). 

Peace Theater focuses on bringing out the destruction, horror and trauma of war 

(Rank, 2008) 

 

Conflict 

Conflict is a word that is understood from different perspectives. In this paper, it 

is a struggle and rivalry on objects of value to individuals and groups. The objects 

could be material and non-material. The non-material may include ethnicity and 

religion, which are the focus of this paper. Conflicts are often motivated by 

disparity rather than similarity among the people. This is why ethnic and religious 

differences have continued to be sources of discord in the relationship of 

Nigerians (Adetoye & Omilusi, 2015).  

 

Development 

Development from the perspective of this paper means an increase in the 

economic efficiency, expansion of national economic capacity and advancement 

in science and technology. The development of a nation is measured in relation to 

its gross national product and an average income of its citizens (Ogoloma & 

Sampson, n.d).  It is a process of improving the quality of all human life (Apuwabi, 

2018).  

 

IMPORTANCE OF THEATER TO PEACE BUILDING  

Historically, the theater has been dominated by the society’s rulers. Their 

patronage supported shows and films that glorified war. Common in ancient and 

modern theater are shows, films, dramas and songs that displayed the power of 

kings and empires.  Alexander the Great of Greece, Napoleon of France and the 

Great Roman Empire were celebrities of the theatrical shows and dramas of 

ancient times. Chinese films display the intelligence and war success of one 

character, ‘the actor’. Films on the gulf war tend to celebrate the advancement of 

war technology without noting the trauma and horror of the war (Rank, 2008). 

The contribution of the theater to the relative peace enjoyed in many parts of 

Europe and America cannot be downplayed. One of the early peace and antiwar 

theater plays written to condemn the evil of the First World War is “Mother 

Courage and her Children”. Mother courage who sets out to make fortunes in the 
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war by running a mobile shop, ended up losing all her children. The play was 

written by ‘Brecht’, an ambulance driver to condemn the violence of war. By the 

end of the play, war is hell. The play is described as an ‘epic theater’ because the 

peace and antiwar message given in it is to be translated into the public lives of 

the people (Kushner, 2009).  

From 1960s, whenever America is involved in a combat with another nation, large 

crowds of peace-promoting citizens usually gather in Washington and other cities 

to demonstrate against war. In 2007, tens of thousands congregated in the 

national mall and listened to actors like Sean Penn, Jane Fanda and Danny Glover. 

They spoke against President George W. Bush and the war in Iraq. In 1991, there 

was a rally against U.S involvement in the first Gulf war (Linton, Weeks, 2011). 

In Nigeria, the activities of the theater industry are dominated by occult rituals, 

love and kingship. Musical artists seem to focus more on economic affluence and 

sensual love to the denigration of important indices like peace. Activities in the 

theater reflect the society. Yet, the theater is a means of transforming society by 

expressing the destruction, horror and the resistance to war. It provides the 

inspiration and vision that is necessary for the transformation of a nation (Rank, 

2008). 

 

ETHNO-RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS AND NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Disparity in ethnicity and religion can be an interesting variety if well managed and 

harness in a nation. The beauty of such a variety is brought out in the advert of 

African Independent Television (AIT). The cultural attire, songs and dances 

emerging from different ethnic groups look beautiful and highly entertaining. The 

religious worship displayed depicts a nation with unity in diversity. However, 

ethnicity and religion can spell doom in a nation. In Nigeria, it has been a source of 

conflicts, sometimes leading to large scale violence. 

Ethno-religious Conflicts have hindered the growth and development of 

communities and people in general.  

Since the re-emergence of democracy in May 1999, not less than one hundred 

politically, ethnically and religiously motivated conflicts have occurred in Nigeria”. 

Due to ethno-religious conflicts, many lives have been cut short, property worth 

millions of naira destroyed and innocent Nigerians displaced and turned refugees in 

their father’s land. Farmers have deserted their lands and artisans can no longer 

work due to spiral of ethnic and religious violence in the nation. This has crippled 

economic activities and debarred sustainable development. The attending 
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consequences are poverty, joblessness, low productivity, low income and poor 

infrastructural development (Apuwabi, 2018). 

 

From 2009 to 2015, Boko Haram insurgency claimed the lives of more than 13,000 

people. It has destroyed top government establishments, schools, mosques, 

churches and people have been killed in mass. Due to security measures taken by 

the government, the lethality of Boko Haram has been reduced to the north east 

(Shuaibu, 2015).  

The most disturbing ethno-religious disturbance today is the herders/farmers 

clashes in different parts of the country.  

In the first half of 2018, more than 1,300 Nigerians have died in violence involving 

herders and farmers. The conflict has claimed about six times more civilian lives than 

the Boko Haram insurgency. It has taken a dangerous religious and ethnic dimension. 

This is because most of the herders are from the traditional nomadic Muslim Fulani 

who make up about 90 percent of Nigeria’s pastoralists, while most of the farmers 

are Christians of various ethnicities. Since the violence escalated in January 2018, an 

estimated 300,000 people have fled their homes. Large scale displacement in parts 

of Adamawa, Benue, Nasarawa, Plateau and Taraba states hinder farming as well as 

herding and drive up food prices (Ekpei, 2018).  

 

Poor climatic conditions for grazing and violence in the far north have forced 

herders to move to the south. The expansion of farms and settlements due to 

population explosion on the other hand has swallowed grazing reserves and 

blocked migration routes. The damage of crops by herders due to indiscriminate 

grazing created anger that could explode at the slightest provocation. This is why 

the growth of ethnic militias, the introduction of anti-grazing laws in 2017 and 

failure of government to take prompt security measures sparked up crisis 

between herders and farmers in different localities of the federation. The crises 

are spreading from one community to the other like wild win (Ekpei, 2018).   

 

PEACE THEATER, ETHNO-RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS AND NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

In conflict, when the chips are high, there is no time to think of development. 

Survival becomes the only item for consideration. This is often the situation during 

ethnic and religious clashes in the nation. The psyche is configured to violence and 

not invention or innovations. Those who managed to remain in the north east are 

daily thinking and striving to ensure their own security because of the sporadic 
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attacks of Boko Haram. The media coverage of some of the crises sometimes 

escalates them by engineering reprisal attacks. The bombing of government 

establishments such as schools, markets, industries and companies is a serious set-

back to the development of the nation. Resources that would have been used for 

new projects are channeled on the reconstruction and rebuilding of the destroyed 

ones. Sometimes the projects are completely abandoned. This has heightened the 

level of unemployment in the country (Ekpei, 2018).  

The old time friendship of farmers and herders characterized by sharing of farm 

products and leashing out of farm lands for grazing in order to get organic manure 

has translated to hatred, distrust and mutual suspicion. In some localities of 

Benue, Taraba, Nasarawa and Adamawa state, farmers and herders are on a man 

hunt of each other. This has resulted to the killing of cows and abandonment of 

farm lands, thus hindering the growth and development of the agricultural sector 

in Nigeria. Sometimes highways are blocked and innocent travellers killed. This has 

affected the patronage of livestock and farm products markets (Ekpei, 2018). 

Government has deployed troops to flash points of ethno-religious conflicts on 

peace keeping operations. Dialogue forums have been organized by Christians and 

Muslims to forge an understanding between the adherents of the two religions 

but to no avail. Judicial measures have been taken to ensure and punished 

perpetrators of violence. The judicial measures sometimes generate more anger 

and bottle up the crisis for another opportune period (Ekpei, 2018). The seemingly 

insurmountable ethno-religious conflicts have reduced Nigeria to a land of waste, 

where there is a back pedaling of national development and progress, thus 

reducing the nation to a crippling giant of Africa (Ekpei, 2018). 

Though theater is not strange to Nigeria, it seems it has not been considered a 

veritable tool of peace building in the resolution of ethno-religious crises. Its 

attention as noted earlier is on entertainment. Theater like other arts has the 

power to promote peace by addressing the emotive nature of humans that will 

make them to see the waste of war and the desire to end it (Rank, 2008).  

 

CONCLUSION 

Considering the dire need of peace for a national development, it is pertinent to 

make the following observations as a conclusion of the study. 

1. Ethno-religious conflicts have constituted a menace and hindrance to 

national development in Nigeria.  
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2. Though ethnic and religious conflicts are as old as Nigeria itself, the spade 

of violence from the Boko Haram insurgency and Herders/Farmers clashes 

is a hindrance to sustainable growth and development in the nation. 

3. Though different measures have been employed to promote peace in 

Nigeria, it seems the theater has not been considered as a veritable tool of 

peace building. 

4. Peace Theater may not look serious at first sight, but its ability to address 

the emotive part of man helps to bring out the horror of war and set a 

vision for peace that cannot be undermined. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

As a way forward, it is important to advance the following recommendations. 

i. Peace Theater should be made part of the curriculum of theater art in 

the institutions of learning. This will help students to be conscious and 

strive towards promoting peace than following the negative trend of 

fanning the embers of ethnic and religious chauvinism in the nation.  

ii. Nigerians are good at attending shows as recreation. Auditoriums or 

halls for peace shows should be establish in different communities. This 

will help to douse the ethno-religious tension that has become the trait 

mark of most of the communities in Nigeria. 

iii. Government should organized workshops, conferences and seminars 

on Peace Theater. This will help to draw the attention of film actors, 

musicians and play writers to the promotion of peace. 

iv. There should be yearly awards from government to those who have 

distinguished themselves in the use of the theater to promote peace in 

the nation. Such incentives will increase the level of commitment of 

individuals and groups to the promotion of peace in the country. 
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